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NoOTE oN INDIC/PUNjABI TERMS,
TRANSLITERATION, AND CI1TY NAMES

Indic and Punjabi terms are written italicised, Punjabi/Gurmukhi citations
in a simplified transliteration (loosely based on ISO 15919). Well-known
and reoccurring terms (e.g. Adi Granth, Khilsa, Akali) are only italicised
when first mentioned. Terms that form a part of names of people and
institutions are written only in their common anglicised form without
diacritics (e.g. Khalsa College, Singh Sabha, Chief Khalsa Diwan).
The English plural-s” is used for Indic/Punjabi terms in plural. If not
mentioned otherwise, translations from Punjabi are the author’s.

As a historical study, the thesis uses the historical names of cities and
places that in post-colonial South Asia have undergone a name-change,
such as Bombay instead of today’s Mumbai, Lyallpurinstead of Faisalabad,
or Madras instead of Chennai.
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CHAPTER 1

Introduction: Gurus, Grades, and the Globe:
Khalsa College, Education, and Colonial
Modernity in South Asia

INTRODUCTION

On March 5, 1892, the city of Amritsar in the north-west of the Indian
subcontinent was abuzz. “With great ec/at”! the laying of the foundation
stone of the Khalsa College (KCA) was celebrated and most of the impor-
tant men of the region—both British and Indian—from the Maharaja of
Patiala to the Lieutenant-Governor of the Punjab province, were present.
The establishment of Khalsa College was an enterprise led by a broad
coalition of Sikh notables, aristocrats, social reformers, and educationists
and was heavily supported by the British Indian administration.

Punjab had been annexed and thus become part of British India and
the globe-spanning British Empire in 1849. In the province, the young
religious tradition of the Sikhs, based on the teachings of Guru Nanak Dev
(1469-1539) and his successors, saw itself confronted with the larger
Hindu and Muslim communities as well as Christian missionaries and
colonial administrators. In imperial imagination and practice, the religious
minority community quickly assumed a prominent role as supposedly loyal
and ‘martial” subjects. However, by the end of the century only a few
Sikhs “had drunk deep in the fountains of Eastern and Western learning,”?
as it was attributed for instance to the Maharaja of Patiala, and observers
lamented the backwardness of the Sikh community in education.
Accordingly, Sikh representatives expressed their gratitude towards the
government for helping to set up Khalsa College: “[T]he light of western
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education and civilization ha[d] not reached [the Sikhs] in their remote
and ignorant villages”® and the college was thus supposed to be “the
promising nursery of the loyal and enlightened Citizens of the future.”*

Neither Indian, Punjabi, nor Sikh society were static. The opportunities
and contingencies of a transforming nineteenth and early twentieth cen-
tury led to manifold expressions of the colonial encounter that quickly
transcended such early assertions of loyalty and simplistic devotion towards
‘Western” and “British” civilisation. Education was a crucial tool and place
for the negotiation of colonial modernity in a world marked by an increas-
ing integration on the regional, national, and global levels and the trans-
gressing of the constraining limitations of earlier parochial frameworks.

Forty years after its establishment, Khalsa College published in its col-
lege magazine, the Durbar, an article written by then-principal Sardar
Bishen Singh. The article was a call for transforming Khalsa College into a
university, stylised as a retrospect on the institution’s origin. The institu-
tion’s founders, Bishen Singh noted, wanted it “to be at once the Oxford,
Edinburgh and Sandhurst of the Sikhs.”® The reference to these particular
university locations was not random: The University of Oxford stood for
tradition and scholarly excellence, the British Army’s Royal Military
Academy at Sandhurst near London famously trained military officers and
future leaders, and the University of Edinburgh was celebrated for its cru-
cial role in the Scottish Enlightenment and its consequent pioneering role
in the fields of natural and practical sciences. Not only academically but
also culturally the principal of Khalsa College saw his institution as an
integrative place, claiming that

thanks to the Founder of Sikhism, we are prejudiced in favour of no particu-
lar type, and our will be perhaps the only University in India fostering with
care the Muslim as well the Hindu types of culture and moulding them
together with the best from the West in order to evolve a new synthesis
which alone can satisty the needs of the fast-evolving nation.®

In a public lecture on “Democracy in Sikhism” given in May 1932,
Waryam Singh, history professor at Khalsa College, painted a similar pic-
ture. In his lecture, Waryam read the ideals of modern democracy into the
organisation of the early Sikh community and attributed to Maharaja
Ranjit Singh (1780-1839) a “democratic spirit,” which the ruler of the
famous Kingdom of Lahore had purportedly “imbibed because he was a
Sikh.”” According to the KCA professor, Sikhism was the “result of
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evolution” and the “outcome of the mingling of several different types of
cultures — the Aryan, the Greek, the Sythean [sic] and the Scemetic [sic]
in this province of [Punjab].”®

Several key ideas like the nation, democracy, evolution, culture, and
synthesis are of seminal importance in these statements. They coincided in
the early 1930s with practical schemes of the educational institution: for
example, it initiated agricultural education plans that followed a paradigm
of integrated rural development as discussed globally, and professionalised
and made more scientific its approach to physical culture and its grasp on
the student’s health. These universalist, evolutionist, and scientistic
notions display a distinctively ‘modern’ outlook that situated the late-
colonial Khalsa College in a complex, intertwined world marching towards
modernity.

As the grand stories of the global “birth of the modern world” in nine-
teenth and early twentieth century tell us, this epochal process was accom-
panied by (and in many ways contingent on) the age of imperialism. This
period and the imperial encounter entailed a profound transformation of
both colonised and colonising societies. Often, the “formation of moder-
nity under conditions of imperialism”® has been interpreted through an
understanding of modernity (or ‘modernisation’) as either a state enter-
prise or a nationalist agenda. Inherent in such narratives are the notions of
‘modernity’ as a ‘Western’ imposition and, conversely, the creation of
‘alternative” modernities as acts of resistance. At Khalsa College, the mod-
ernist dynamic generated diverse actions and interpretations. Not every-
one attributed the progressive attitude to the college that it was propagating
for itself in statements like Bishen or Waryam Singh’s. Despite its emphasis
on the allegedly democratic spirit of Sikhism in its lectures and essays, Sikh
critics of the institution regularly condemned the college’s management as
undemocratic and oligarchical. Indeed, they urged that the KCA “should
move with the times and not be ultra-conservative.”!® The ideal of a fric-
tionless and harmonious cultural synthesis was contested too. For long,
this optimistic outlook was contrasted by concerns of the British Indian
government that complained that the institution would harbour more
divisive than unifying, anti-British feelings, despite the institution’s initial
close relation to the colonial administration. Further, as both Bishen
Singh’s 1930 appeal for a ‘Sikh University” and the introduction of a Sikh
History Research Department in the same year imply, Khalsa College was
in the main a Sikh institution. As such it pursued many particularistic
interests and manifested the “coexisting tale of increasing disintegration
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and disunity along ethnic and religious lines”!! that accompanied moder-
nity’s route of integration and unification. At the Amritsari college, a com-
plex interplay between very local and very global conditions, exchanges,
and networks shaped its interpretation of the ‘universalist’, ‘scientific’, and
‘modern’ Sikh. It perpetuated the formulation of a third type of South
Asian vernacular and localised modernity that in manifold ways tran-
scended the framework of an antagonism between imperialist and nation-
alist forces.

RELIGION, EDUCATION, AND KNOWLEDGE TRANSMISSION
IN COLONIAL SOUTH ASIA

Education was one of the main theatres of modernity’s negotiation.
Religion, similarly, played a pivotal role in how people constructed their
subjective ‘modern’ identity. Consequently, religious communities and
associations functioned as the main drivers behind an educational institu-
tionalisation that led to a mushrooming of schools, colleges, and universi-
ties. The establishment of Khalsa College in the 1880s and 1890s was
promoted mainly by advocates of what today is known as the Singh Sabha
Movement. In Punjab a loose network of socio-religious Sikh associations
had been established in the 1870s and 1880s. These associations, called
Singh Sabhas and later Khalsa Diwans, were heavily influenced by the
emergence of the Hindu revivalist Arya Samaj as well as other organisa-
tions such as the Anjuman-i-Himayat-i-Islam.!? The nineteenth century in
British India witnessed the establishment of many “socio-religious reform
movements.”!® Members of the elite as well as from the newly emerging
middle classes of Indian society, often anglicised, came together in this
period to re-evaluate their own traditions and carve out plans to reform
and advance their respective communities. Although members of the mid-
dle classes played a huge part in the Singh Sabhas’ dealings, many repre-
sentatives from the traditional Sikh aristocracy were also involved in these
associations, leading to various internal conflicts.!* These associations and
their later successors were crucial to the slow and complex societal estab-
lishment of a reformulated ‘orthodox’ Sikh identity, often called “7Tazt
Khalsa” or “Neo-Sikhism,” which strongly advocated a form of Sikhism
clearly delimited from Hindu traditions and which became the single lead-
ing interpretation of Sikhism by the 1920s.1®
As scholar Arvind-Pal Singh Mandair has put it,
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There is [...] a general consensus about the late nineteenth century as a

crucial period in the modernizing/globalizing process, though which the

lives and practices of the lower classes in the metropole and of entire popula-

tions in the Indian colonies were transformed.'¢
Both a symptom of and factor in this “conversion to modernity”!” was the
rise of voluntary revivalist societies that became influential players in the
reproduction of the public sphere and the understanding of categories
such as religion and the secular. Often, these neo-Hindu, Muslim, Sikh,
and other reform movements have been seen as the predecessors of nation-
alist or communitarian organisations that later took on more radical
forms.!* The Singh Sabha and later Khalsa Diwan associations have
received particular attention by researchers from both the Punjabi and
diasporic Sikh community.!” While these studies have shed much light on
the internal processes, societal and religious shifts, and identity politics
within the Punjabi Sikh community around 1900, their analyses often
tend to downplay the multifarious exchanges and contestations with colo-
nial authorities or other religious communities.?

For many decades, literature on the Sikhs and colonial Punjab was
dominated by the narrative of a nineteenth-century ‘Sikh resurgence’,
‘renaissance’, or ‘revival’ attributed to the initiative and action of the
relentless Singh Sabha and Sikh reformers who saved a degenerating Sikh
tradition and restored it to its original core; the latter usually identified
with an original, coherent, and continuous Sikh ideology embodied in its
perfection in the Khalsa identity.?!

A more textual and empirical approach was introduced to academic
Sikh Studies in the late 1960s.2? Studies that inverted the earlier paradigm
of an internally driven change soon emerged, and instead interpreted the
transformation of Sikh tradition during the British Raj as the result of
administrative and military interests and the totalising agenda of colonial
power.?* Harjot Singh Oberoi’s seminal study The Construction of Religiouns
Boundaries, published in the mid-1990s, challenged multiple previous
currents in Sikh historiography.?* Departing from the usual narrative of a
‘revival’ or ‘resurgence’ while simultaneously returning the agency behind
historical change into the hands of the Sikhs, he painted a picture of a
heterogeneous and polycentric nineteenth-century Sikh community that
was the focus of the homogenising and eventually successful efforts of the
Sikh reformers advocating a Tatt Khalsa interpretation of Sikh identity. As
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Oberoi argues, despite the influence of colonialism, this form of Sikh iden-
tity was innovative in many ways.?®

In the early twenty-first century, there has been a growth of more
nuanced approaches that acknowledge the complexity of the colonial
milieu and the ambiguity of categories such as ‘traditional” or ‘colonial’.
Tony Ballantyne, for instance, has emphasised the importance of the colo-
nial experience and global migration in the formation of Sikh identities,
embedding Sikh and Punjabi history into his model of the British Empire
as providing uneven ‘webs’ of vertical as well as horizontal exchange and
connection.?® Arvind-Pal Singh Mandair in his Religion and the Specter of
the West has provided a complex analysis of the modern formulations of
Sikh theology’ in dialogue with ‘Western’ philosophy and theology, and
situates this process into the workings of a global religious history.?”

Such studies take into account multifarious contextual levels and the
impact of individual agents—both Indian and non-Indian, and consider
their role within the colonial milieu and vis-a-vis the structural and discur-
sive power of the colonial state.?® Still, a particular dualism in the engage-
ment with Sikh history seems to prevail, as Anne Murphy observed:

One tension persists in this body of work: between those that locate histori-
cal developments within a Sikh-centred frame — in relation to the teachings
of the Gurus and the historical development of the community in relative
isolation — versus those that look more to contextual factors to understand
the history of the community within Punjab and South Asia overall.?’

The case of Khalsa College permits us to transcend theses tensions. Putting
an analytical emphasis on the individual agency of the historical actors
advances the contextual approach. A dense micro-history of the Sikh insti-
tution in Amritsar elucidates how various factors and referential frames,
ranging from the very local to the very global, contributed to the develop-
ment of modern Sikh tradition.

CIRCULATING KNOWLEDGE AND EDUCATIONAL AGENDAS

Colonial South Asia’s socio-religious reform movements often consisted
of individuals working in the government service sector or the legal pro-
fessions who were themselves educated in state or missionary schools. As
a result, education played an important part in their ideas about improving
their economic prospects while at the same time reforming their own
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culture. Therefore, several private educational institutions were estab-
lished along the ideological lines of the reform movements and became
prominent in various provinces of British India, especially in the second
half of the nineteenth century.?® Often these educational institutions were
meant to meet multiple objectives that were ambiguous if not contradic-
tory and could lead to conflicts. Thus, while some Indian educationists
perceived ‘western’ or ‘modern’ education as helpful for the advancement
of their groups,?! others dissociated themselves from it, claiming to repre-
sent ‘traditional’ alternative models of education. But of course, they too
could not entirely ignore the didactic, pedagogic, and epistemic discourses
made available by colonial rule.®

The relationship of these ‘communal’ private educational institutions
with the colonial government was thus quite ambivalent. While there was
a clear government interest in creating a class of English-educated Indians
suited for petty administration jobs, especially in the nineteenth century, it
also soon became obvious that private institutions had their own dynamics
and agenda.®® Although these had to follow rather strict regulations in
terms of their curricula if they wanted to receive grants-in-aid from the
Government and have their degrees accepted, their often cultural-revivalist
and reformist character proved to be a hotbed for nationalistic and anti-
colonial ideas.?* Not only social, religious and political ideologies but also
class and professional or gender identities came to be systematised and
canonised in a dynamic colonial environment. Diverse interest groups like
European and Indian educationists, scholars, reformers, traditionalists,
government officials, and others interacted in often interwoven and con-
tested debates.®® Colonial educational institutions were central in the
socialisation of their students, who later often acted as important leaders
of their respective ethnic or religious groups, and they functioned as
important venues in the building of social and political networks.3¢

For quite some time much of the scholarly work on education in
British-India followed the notion (somehow in itself imperialist) that the
imparting of ‘modern’ knowledge in the colony has been a process of ‘dif-
fusion’.?” Often based on models describing multiple stages, these
approaches interpreted the history of colonial knowledge as a unilateral
process of conveying Western ideas and institutions to the non-Western
world. Conversely, early critics of these diffusionist assumptions viewed
science in the colonies as an instrument of imperial control and exploita-
tion. ‘Education’ in particular was thus theorised as part of an imperialist
and/or capitalist system, and the establishment of an indigenous private
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educational institution was interpreted as an act of resistance, especially in
nationalist  historiography.®® Proponents of these instrumentalist
approaches emphasised the importance of the imperial interests in the sci-
entific exploration of the colonies, and how the scientific “tools of
empire”® allowed not only the topographical but also anthropological
mapping of the colony as necessary preconditions for the consolidation of
the colonial state.*

However, both the diffusionist and the critical instrumentalist
approaches to science and education have suffered from the same two
shortcomings, the first that they are limited to a rather general macro-
perspective and the second their overemphasis of analytical dichotomies
such as the ‘West/East’, ‘coloniser/colonised’ or ‘modern/traditional’
distinctions. “The colonised” have to be taken into account as autonomous
historical agents, as colonial processes usually were formed by complex
interactions rather than unilateral, monolithic, and totalising acts of colo-
nial power.*! Indian actors did not simply adopt or reject ideas that
Europeans brought to India. Gyan Prakash, for instance, has shown how
‘science’ and ‘reason’ became both hegemonic and contested signifiers of
‘modernity’.*> Considered tools of colonial power on one hand, they
could also figure as a vehicle of Indian national regeneration and anti-
colonial intellectual resistance on the other, as Indian nationalists made
efforts to localise scientific thought in India’s pre-colonial (mainly Hindu)
intellectual history. Though Prakash was concerned with the rather reduc-
tive binary and antagonistic categories of the imperial state and the (main-
stream) nationalist elite, he has made visible the intricacies, contradictions
but also flexibilities in the production of colonial knowledge. Systems of
knowledge in British India could take on ‘hybridised’, ‘pidgzinised’ or
‘vernacularised’ forms and were adapted or translated to the multifarious
needs and ideologies of local actors.*® Conversely, ‘Western’ ideas were
not just disseminated in a straightforward manner by the imperial power,
but rather the colonies were a social and political laboratory where ideas
and policies could be tested and later brought back to the imperial metrop-
olis in substantially modified forms.**

To be sure, this hybrid interpretation of knowledge production in colo-
nial settings is not undisputed. One of the most sophisticated critiques was
brought forward by Sanjay Seth.*® In his analysis of educational projects in
colonial India, he argues that narratives of ‘hybridisation’ or ‘pidginisa-
tion’ tend to overstate the Indian influence in the construction of
knowledge-systems. According to him, decidedly ‘Western’ knowledge
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came to be seen during the colonial period as the universally valid tem-
plate, and not just one of many possible knowledge systems. Considering
epistemic hierarchies in the history of colonial knowledge and education
certainly is of crucial importance. Still, the debates and controversies
between European educators, their Indian collaborators and their oppo-
nents, in which questions and discussions of the reception of colonial edu-
cation were discussed, were usually livelier than Sanjay Seth implies.*¢
Multiple colonial projects and discourses had a parallel existence, often in
competition and opposition with each other, and were structured by com-
plex personal networks and circulation of information.*”

A fast growing body of literature has addressed colonial knowledge
formation and the global flows of knowledge in regard to systems of medi-
cine, anthropology, and the natural sciences in British India.*® Similarly,
scholars have turned to questions of transnational circulation and cross-
cultural transfer of pedagogical, didactic, and organisational knowledge as
applied by schools and colleges under the British Raj.** Transnational
‘spaces of education’® were characterised by a global transfer of pedagogi-
cal and organisational educational methods and agendas. Already in early
nineteenth century, exchange processes between European nation states as
well as within global or colonial and ‘imperial® areas of education impacted
pedagogical discourse and practice,® as seen in the example of the so-
called Bell-Lancaster method, a monitorial system whose genesis rooted in
an intricate circulation of knowledge between numerous countries,
empires, and continents.”? The late nineteenth and the early twentieth
century was a phase when the internationalisation of education, especially
the reformist discourse on ‘new education’, reached unprecedented levels.
The global proliferation of educational schemes manifested itself’ for
example in a huge increase of supranational organisations and interna-
tional congresses on education.

Khalsa College, too, was part of Sikh, South Asian, imperial and trans-
national spaces and webs® of education, in which knowledge circulated
and education could function as a tool for diverse agendas. Facing the
discursive and political power of the colonial state, Indian actors were not
passive and relegated only to the receiving end of flows of knowledge.
Both local circumstances and global dynamics shaped Khalsa College,
whose outlook and schemes were crucially formed by the possibilities and
limits of modern processes of knowledge hybridisation.
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CoLONIAL MODERNITY, GLOBAL SPACES, AND THE CASE
FOR LOCALISED HISTORIES

Khalsa College provides a lens through which diverse interconnected pro-
cesses are visible which eventually converge onto the topic of global, colo-
nial, and Sikh interpretations of modernity. Ultimately, at its core, the
micro-history of this institution relates to the double-sided question of
what constitutes modernity and how concepts of ‘modernity’ constitute
societies.

At Khalsa College in Amritsar, in the country’s ‘peripheral” northwest
and among the Sikhs of late colonial South Asia, intricate processes of
appropriating ‘modernity’ shaped the face of the institution. Sikh educa-
tionists and concerned colonial administrators ‘localised” and ‘vernacular-
ised” the idioms of modernity—not simply reactionary, but consciously,
actively and creatively as means that suited the particular circumstances,
needs and interests of the religious, social, economic, and political groups
involved. Peter van der Veer has identified the rise of voluntary religious
movements, such as the Singh Sabha and Khalsa Diwans, and their domi-
nation of an emergent public sphere as a societal marker of the advent of
modernity.>® According to van der Veer, the debate on the nature of reli-
gion and its relation to secularity and the state in particular was crucial in
negotiating modernity and shaping the modern public sphere.

‘Modernity’, of course, is a controversial term, not only conceptually
but also in terms of chronology. As a historical period, its unfolding is
generally attributed to the ‘long’ nineteenth century, as seminal works by
authors such as C.A. Bayly or Jiirgen Osterhammel have done.*® The pro-
cesses that led to the “birth of the modern world,” according to Bayly,
encompassed “the rise of the nation-state, demanding centralization of
power or loyalty to an ethnic solidarity, alongside a massive expansion of
global commercial and intellectual links [...and] [t]he international spread
of industrialization and a new style of urban living.”” At the same time, in
discussing his historical actors, Bayly also stresses that “an essential part of
being modern [was] thinking you are modern.”®8

A crucial distinction, then, must be made between modernity as a pro-
cess (or set of processes) of ‘modernisation’, and modernity as a sensibility.
‘Modernisation’, as a synonym for economic, institutional, and infrastruc-
tural change has often run into the danger of being interpreted as a simple
and gradual one-way diffusion of processes of which many originated or
were accelerated in European societies and economies and made possible
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through the consequences of colonialism and imperialism.?® As a sensibil-
ity too, the “disruptive epistemology of Western modernity”® had an
undeniable impact throughout the world and it is difficult to leave the
framework that European forms of modernity provide. Many processes
and ideas particular to a European modernity found their way into the
colonies, often initially as an act of imperial self-assurance and demarca-
tion. Colonial societies were severely influenced by the Western narratives
of ‘modernity” and its conceptualisation as a historical category.®! The idi-
oms of such a modernity—such as the belief in individual reason, the sci-
entific method, the inevitable progress of humanity, suspicion of tradition
and traditional authorities, or reformist impulses of enlightenment and
reformation—did have a universal appeal. This paradigm of modernity was
regularly invoked at Khalsa College too. As Wasdev Singh, a professor at
the institution, noted in a 1934 article on ‘modernism’ in the college
magazine:

Nothing is static, everything is in a state of flux and is changing for the bet-
ter. Progress [...] is the keynote of modern civilization. Day in and day out
we are accumulating new experiences, giving new interpretations to our sur-
roundings and to the phenomena we come into contact with and, through
our resourcefulness, are continuously making an advance over the past.?

Colonial modernity was often inegalitarian in nature. This does not
necessarily imply a history reduced to imposition and coercion, nor did
processes of increasing integration and unification lead to a homogenous
and uniform globalised modernity. Indeed, modernity was and is a varied,
global experience.®® As Dipesh Chakrabarty has noted, “One’s sense of
being modern did not always follow the chronology of modernization.”%*
Various changes and innovations that historians today might attribute to
processes of modernity (or modernisation) were not necessarily perceived
as ‘modern’ or as a sign of a continuous progress by their historical con-
temporaries, but rather just simply as ‘new’.%®> Further, European-derived
discourses not always adequately explain ‘modernity’ in places such as
South Asia, and pre-colonial intellectual traditions shaped this discourse
and period of transition, t00.%® Modernity was and is a conjunctural phe-
nomenon and different societies and individuals negotiated its outlines in
different ways.®” The crux of modernity is less the varying and often
incompatible and diverging forms and processes of ‘modernisation’, but
rather its impact as a global experience, which made ‘modernity’ a
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rhetorical term as well as a marker. While global integration nurtured the
idioms of modernity that were heavily deployed by Western narratives,
perceptions, and reflections of the world, the world order, and cosmopoli-
tanism was, of course, developed all around the world.%®

Modernity does not necessarily mean Westernisation. Rather, the
notion of modernity was marked by an increased longing for or self-
placement of the individual and his local reality into bigger contexts.
Indeed, emerging in tandem with the growth of institutions and infra-
structure (be it parliamentary, legal, educational, or economic), and often
perceived as the crucial element of modernity, is a self-awareness of these
processes.® The historical actors engaged in negotiating ‘modernity” were
most concerned with themes such as the individual and the nation, the
citizen and the state, religion and secularism, the past and the future, sci-
ence and progress and the flow of knowledge, as well as the body and
gender. Modernity, consequently, is a relational category whose content
was—and is—developed in relation to concepts of gender, race, language,
or science.”® Self-descriptions such as ‘modern’,; or its companions ‘ratio-
nal’ or ‘secular’; are notions of difference that are always in need of a
counter-narrative, be it the ‘traditional’; the ‘non-modern’ (or ‘not-yet-
modern’), the ‘religious’, or the ‘emotional’.”!

Accordingly, the socio-religious ‘reform movements’ of colonial South
Asia interpreted ‘reform’ in heterogeneous ways that demonstrate the very
ambiguity of modernity.”? Concepts and terms of ‘reform’ and ‘tradition’
are relative and fluid”® and already Kenneth W. Jones pointed to the dou-
ble function of these groups and to the fact that although their discourses
were held in the theatres of modernity, they framed their modernist agen-
das not only in terms of ‘change’ but very often also with reference to
‘tradition” and ‘conservation’.” This became particularly evident in their
differing appropriations of the past. Historical self-reflection as well as a
reflection over multiple points of reference—such as the encounter with
the ‘West’—is itself an often-claimed marker of modernity, and the reform-
ists’ multifarious interpretations of the past (and future) drew on various
points in time and space, shifting between pre-, post-, and trans-colonial
frameworks.”®

In the colonial context, then, modernity and its negotiation were not
only an imposed moment. Rather than being only reactionary, local
‘appropriations’ or rather ‘pathways’ of modernity were often conscious
strategies and born out of a context-sensitive cultural creativity. As such,
modernity was a rhetorical device “re-forged into forms of intellectual
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capital”’® and applied by both the colonial state and the colonised subject.
This was not restricted to an opposition between state-imposed and
nationalist-reactionary modernities. Rather, the modernist dynamic
exceeded the grasp of the colonial state: it was also in dialogue with wider
webs of empire and trans-regional and transnational flows situated beyond
the imperial frame of reference altogether.”

At Khalsa College, various societal and religious processes converged
whose historical significance goes well beyond the specific case of the Sikhs
and the Punjab. What happened at the college in Amritsar was in many
ways a global issue—concerning the effects and side-effects of creating
modern educational systems under the conditions of colonialism—negoti-
ated at a regional or local scale.

As modernity was (and is) a longue durée process efficacious around the
globe and characterised by the transnational flow of things, people, and
ideas, so were its local and regional reverberations felt at Khalsa College.
Far from being an endogenous and isolated phenomenon, its story relates
then to both global and South Asian history.”®

Global and transnational history inform this book as a method and
perspective, following an approach that “presumes, and explicitly reflects
on, some form of global integration.”” The corresponding processes of
global integration are usually assumed to have intensified since what has
been deemed the ‘early modern’ period or during the ‘long’ nineteenth
century. In many ways, the preference of global historians for these two
epochs coincides with debates on the periodisation of modernity.8® As will
be apparent throughout the following chapters, there were numerous
areas in which Khalsa College, Punjab or South Asia reverberated and
informed these global processes that were the result of an increasingly
interconnected world in late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.

Of course, not everything happened within a context of global con-
nectedness and transnationality. It would be a serious fallacy to assume
loose, even tangential global connections and entanglements in every cor-
ner of the KCA campus. As especially Chap. 2 shows, many developments
at the college are best understood in light of distinct local circumstances
and internal motivations without relating them to the presence and eftects
of global processes. Still, as will become apparent for instance in the con-
ceptualisation of ‘Sikhism” and ‘religion’ or the evolution of a sports ethic
at KCA, a broad perspective uncovers aspects and peculiarities that would
not have been visible when applying only a narrow frame of reference,
whether imperial, national, or communal.
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The abstract and macro form of global history has often been criticised
for being a purely structuralist, homogenising and non-empirical enter-
prise that loses sight of the individual. Various concepts have sprung up
that suggest a reconciliation of the global and the local 3! Pursuing a glob-
ally informed micro history that follows a rather narrowly defined object
of research in the vein of classical micro-history, for instance, allows for a
thick description of'its historical constellations and actors.®? The key word
in such a remarrying of macro- and micro-history is that of ‘relation(s)’. A
relational understanding of spatial—but not space-less—units dissects the
microcosm of Khalsa College in relation to various analytical fields, be it
the Sikh panth, the Indian nation, Asia and the non-‘Western’ world, or
humanity as a whole, and the many, often interdependent, spatial units
in-between.?? This does not imply a smooth transition between these ref-
erential frames. As the case of Khalsa College and its conceptualisation(s)
of modernity show, it was accompanied by historical inconsistencies,
incompatibilities and anachronisms.%*

As Carlo Ginzburg has argued, microhistory is an “indispensable tool”#?
for global history in toto. A micro-historical reductionist micro-global
engagement with categories like ‘modernity’, ‘nation’; ‘religion’; ‘devel-
opment’, ‘body’ or ‘gender’ unearths a limited but complex set of global
entanglements, webs and networks that emanate from a single educational
institution like Khalsa College.¢ As will be shown in the subsequent chap-
ters, the pertinent analysis of local or ‘localised’ historical processes bene-
fits from considering the global scale. Even noting the particular absence
of global connections can say much about seemingly ‘local’ developments,
as, for instance, Chap. 5 and its analysis of Khalsa College’s sports schemes
will show. For the Sikh reformists in Amritsar the global was an option and
opportunity. Occasions where transnational entanglements are lacking do
not equate a ‘deficit” in modernity.®” On the contrary, they prove that it is
not fruitful to assume a totalising and homogenising—and often Euro-
centric and teleological—globalisation but rather to look at Khalsa College
and similar cases as historical forms of “translocality”®® that reveal local
variations, adaptions and rejections, and highlight the unevenness and
fractured nature of globalisation processes. Thus, just as micro-history is
said to be able to uncover the ‘blind spots’ of macro-history, so does the
globally informed analysis of a minority and fringe institution such as
Khalsa College transcend various ‘blind spots’ in multiple areas of South
Asian, imperial, and global history and their encounters with modernity.
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OUTLOOK

This book is divided into four main chapters. Each of these deals with
aspects of Khalsa College’s agenda and schemes in the late colonial period
that stood at the core of the institution’s attempt to conceive of its inter-
pretation of localised modernity and Sikh identity.

Apart from the 1892-founded Khalsa College other organisations and
institutions became important forums not only for Sikh educationists but
also politicians and other social and religious leaders in the early twentieth
century. The Sikh Educational Conference, held annually from 1908
onwards is one such example.® These institutions were important in set-
ting up a dense network of Sikh schools in Punjab, yet very little research
has been done on the role played by the institutions themselves in the dis-
semination of religious and or political identities. Khalsa College in par-
ticular has been severely neglected by historians.”® While a small number
of mostly in-house and descriptive-commemorative publications on the
college underscore the great impact the institution had as a hub of educa-
tion and intellectual, political and religious debate, a comprehensive analy-
sis of the institution and its history during the British Raj has been
missing.”!

The first main chapter hence provides the institutional and political
background that underlies the narrative of the subsequent chapters and
elaborates on Sikh politics and socio-religious change in the last half-
decade of the British Raj. It looks at governmental interests within this
same rubric, as colonial authorities perceived the Khalsa College as a place
where “useful and intelligent citizens and loyal subjects of the royal
crown””? were to be produced. Political matters played a substantial role
at Khalsa College and the chapter shows how KCA’s management, staff
and students imagined the Sikhs’, Punjab’s and India’s political future and
economic ‘development’, thus elaborating on the crucial relationship
between the community, the colonial state, and the idea of the nation.

The traditional paternalistic relationship between the colonial govern-
ment and the Sikh community started deteriorating at least from the
mid-1900s and more rapidly after 1920. Khalsa College, in turn, was
increasingly criticised or lauded as a stalwart of ‘loyalism’ or ‘collabora-
tion” after 1920, whereas earlier it had been dubbed a hotbed for anti-
British agitation by anxious government officials. This was related to
general shifts in the Sikh socio-religious and political landscape and it
showed, in particular, a growing generational divide between politically
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radical Sikhs critical of government actions, and an older generation of
Sikh reformists and activists with strong ties to Punjab’s aristocratic and
rural elites. Both generations advocated a distinct, reformed interpretation
of Sikhism that was present at KCA since the institution’s inception, but
they differed severely in their articulation of their claims and their relation-
ship to the British and the broader Indian national movement.

The broad topics of the subsequent three chapters—religion, agricul-
ture, and military—at first sound stereotypical for a study of a Sikh institu-
tion. Yet, these areas and the attributes they entailed were indeed
prominently associated with the educational institution and were as much
externally attributed as internally cherished. They formed the main pivotal
points that structured Khalsa College’s unique endeavours beyond the
standard curricular topics of a late colonial educational institution.
However, the examination of these topics also transcends the expected
narratives, revealing the complex nature of modern historical processes
relating to topics such as religion, development, and physicality in both
South Asia and on the global scale.

Chapter 3 analyses Khalsa College’s role in the establishment of a dis-
tinct interpretation of Sikhism and Sikh history that is still dominant today.
Modernised interpretations of Sikhism were influenced by European ori-
entalists such as Ernst Trumpp, Joseph Davey Cunningham, and Max
Arthur Macauliffe, who themselves drew heavily from Sikh informants and
scholars.”® Processes such as the institutionalisation, standardisation, and
textualisation of modern Sikhism were shaped by the scholarly work of the
college’s teaching staft but also through the institution’s impact on the
everyday religious life of its students. Furthermore, these processes were
part of a broader development in global religious history. The conception
of ‘religion” as stressed in Khalsa College attempted to formulate a ‘Sikh
theology’ that stood in dialogue with three elements constitutive of the
modern concept of ‘religion’ as perceived through its colonial and trans-
national negotiation: comparison, universalism, and science (or
‘scientism’).

The college’s endeavours with regard to agricultural and rural educa-
tion are the focus of Chap. 4. Initially started by the institution’s last
English principal in the context and vein of a persistent rural paternalism
among Punjab’s administrative cadre, the ‘uplift’ of the rural became an
object of Khalsa College’s educational and practical efforts when ‘rural
reconstruction’ was a globally debated issue. Drawing from the stereotype
of the ‘rural Sikh’, the institution’s visions of ‘developing’ Punjab (and
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India) through well-educated rural experts relied mainly on the ‘universal’
potential of science that neither interpreted science as something inher-
ently “Western’, nor saw it as a counterpart to the ‘Indian’, ‘native’, or
‘traditional’. Furthermore, it looked to the USA, widely perceived as the
vanguard of modern agricultural science at that time, and in doing so par-
ticipated in a transnational flow of expert knowledge. This also links the
case of Khalsa College to the later early Cold War era forms of US ‘devel-
opment aid’ in the global south.

The non-cognitive and more informal dimensions of knowledge trans-
mission, namely the ‘embodiment’ of knowledge in physical education
and competitive sports at the Amritsar college, are addressed in the last
chapter. This allows us to focus on the complex relationship between sub-
jectivity; gender; and religious, ethnic, and racial identity. Indeed, the
overarching goal of developing “active habits and physical strength”?* fig-
ured prominently in the College’s curriculum. Influential were imperial
discourses of race that attributed to ‘the Sikhs” an exceptional belligerence
and martial aptitude.”® Ideas of Sikh masculinity were used to distinguish
Sikhism from (possibly ‘effeminate’) Hindu, Muslim, or Christian identi-
ties, in rhetorical devices often used even today when demarcating a
‘manly’, ‘martial’, and ‘active’ Sikhism from an ‘emasculated’ Indian
nation founded on a ‘passive’ concept of non-violence.”® Another stereo-
typical occupation of the Sikhs, i.e. military service, in tandem with the
topic of bodily culture took on, at least rhetorically, a highly important
role for KCA. Although a lack of interest from the government in actively
supporting schemes of military training at Khalsa College in the interwar
period shows the growing wariness of the colonial administration with
respect to Sikh recruitment after 1920, the college could celebrate its
image as an institution producing manly and loyal Sikh soldiers as imag-
ined in the colonial ‘martial races’ discourse and readily received by the
Sikhs’ rural and aristocratic elites during both World Wars. The realms of
sports and physical education also showed Khalsa College in a rather con-
servative light in its adherence to a traditional nineteenth-century ‘games
ethic’, consisting of an emphasis on teams sports such as football, hockey,
or cricket or the fostering of youth organisations such as the Boy Scouts.
However, once again, the institution did not see any conflict in this prefer-
ence for a seemingly ‘old-fashioned’ concept and its claim of producing a
modern and scientific Sikh. Instead it saw this goal as being achieved by
readily infusing its bodily regimen with the latest international trends in
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physical education and nutritional sciences, concepts once again mediated
in South Asia partly through American actors.

Taken together, the individual chapters draw a picture of Khalsa College
as a crucial player in conceiving a form of ‘Sikh modernity’ that in a uni-
versalist third-way approach transcended both imperialist and mainstream
nationalist frameworks and networks. It figures as an intriguing example of
the formation of vernacular and localised South Asian modernities that
were increasingly influenced by global discourses beyond the imperial
structure in the early twentieth century. Having to reconcile the occa-
sional nationalist and anti-British attitudes among its students and staff
with the college management’s decidedly moderate outlook, it opted for a
‘universalism’ in its approach towards concepts such as religion or science.
Guided by the quest for a ‘scientific’ Sikh, it transformed what it consid-
ered (or imagined) traditional Sikh values and occupations (military, agri-
culture, etc.) into a form compatible with the modernist discourse. As a
colonial educational and academic institution embedded in broad, often
uneven webs of knowledge and taking part in transnational networks and
discussions of religion, agriculture, and bodily culture, these revised imag-
inings consciously drew from globally circulating concepts and topics such
as ‘comparative religion’; ‘rural reconstruction’; and ‘scientific physical
education’. This identity had to be conceptualised in relation to (or dit-
ferentiated from) both India’s majority communities, particularly the
Hindu tradition, and the British coloniser, which meant that the universal-
ist and ‘scientific” approach allowed for both a distancing from an imperial
‘civilising’ narrative and a largely indifferent reception of radical nativist
and nationalist interpretations. Tellingly, Khalsa College and its ideologi-
cal and curricular programme would later—though interrupted by the
horrors of the subcontinent’s Partition in 1947—be smoothly integrated
within the agenda of a post-1947 independent Indian state, as the
Conclusion suggests.
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CHAPTER 2

The Politics of Education: Socio-Religious
Transformation, Politicised Sikhism

and Limited Nationalism at Khalsa College,
c. 1880-1947

INTRODUCTION

In 1911, a report of British India‘s Central Intelligence Department
(CID) drew a rather dark picture of the Khalsa College in Amritsar,
lamenting an untrustworthy management, disloyal professors and teach-
ers, and politically agitated students.! Key figures of the institution’s his-
tory were suspected of holding ‘anti-British” views, including Sundar
Singh Majithia, who was first Honorary Secretary and later President of
KCA’s Governing Council between 1899 and 1941, and Bhai Jodh Singh,
who was elected the first Professor of Sikh Theology in 1905 and was
principal of the institution between 1936 and 1952. The 1911 CID report
suggested that the college’s further development be vigilantly monitored.
However, by the 1930s, radical Sikh critics of Khalsa College considered
the educational institution to be a stalwart of loyalism. Its management
was accused of being lackeys of the British and individuals such as Jodh
Singh and Sundar Singh Majithia were regularly attacked by radical Sikh
voices for being collaborators or even traitors.

This chapter looks at those transformations in society and politics in
Punjab, India, as well as at Khalsa College itself that lay behind these
seemingly contradictory assessments of the institution and its influence on
Sikh and Punjab politics. Key moments of KCA’s history make complex
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fault lines appear that will help to understand the institutional and political
background of the various themes elaborated in the subsequent chapters,
and will shed light on the late British Indian political landscape, the nego-
tiation of different forms of socio-religious reform and sub-nationalism,
and the role of education and educational institutions in these intricate
and distinctively modern processes.

KHALsA COLLEGE, THE GOVERNMENT AND EARLY SIKH
Povrtics, 1892-1920

Socio-Religious Refovm, the Singh Sabha Movement,
and the Lahove/Amvitsar Divide

In 1849 Punjab was annexed by British India after the East India Company
defeated the troops of the Sikh Empire in the Second Anglo-Sikh War. As
a part of the ‘pacification” of Punjab after its annexation, the colonial
administration aimed at integrating former soldiers of the Kingdom of
Lahore into the colonial army. Sikhs, most notably Jaz Sikhs, gained par-
ticular prominence in this process.? In the decades after Punjab’s annexa-
tion “the ties that bound the Sikhs and the British were intensified and
extended.”?® The recruitment of Sikhs into the army was a crucial factor in
this process, not only for its economically importance. Soldiers’ pay nur-
tured their families in the villages, and military pensioners often took on
leading roles in the rural society.

Apart from military integration, British imperial control over its Sikh
subjects relied on two groups: first, the aristocracy, both old and new, and,
second, its religious leaders. Both groups had also been crucial in legiti-
mising the rule of Maharaja Ranjit Singh’s Sikh Empire.* After the annexa-
tion of Punjab, the British reorganised the old jagir (teudal land grant)
system of the Kingdom of Lahore and distributed land rights preferen-
tially, according to degrees of loyalty to the new regime. This led to some
of the old landowners being able to keep and consolidate their power but
also allowed a new landed gentry to emerge.® Those princely states in
Punjab headed by Sikh dynasties that survived after 1849 and were under
indirect imperial control through British residents bound themselves espe-
cially tightly to the British Crown.® Many of these groups among the Sikhs
were declared to be “natural leaders” by the colonial authority—maharajas,
ragas, ras, savdars, etc.; they happily accepted these roles and readily cul-
tivated the topos of the loyal Sikh.” These aristocratic elites were structur-
ally heavily dependent on British rule. These ‘natural leaders’ saw not only
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a moral duty in their 725 bhagati (lit. ‘devotion/loyalty to the govern-
ment/sovereign’) but also a means to secure and advance the rights and
interests of their own (Sikh) community.®

However, the ‘natural leaders” were not the only ones who maintained
their marked 72 bhagati for many decades. Loyalty towards the colonial
regime was not a ‘class character’ but rather was present among members
of various social classes and usually tied to political and economic agendas
and claims. In the mid- and late nineteenth century, the emerging ‘new
elites’” or ‘middle classes’—professionals such as advocates, doctors, teach-
ers, journalists, and so on, often from an urban background—that appeared
vocally in the public sphere,’ too, aspired for the sympathy of the British
Raj.1? Still, a comparatively uncritical loyalty vis-a-vis the Crown remained
the most persistent among the “natural leaders” in particular, whereas
criticism towards the government started to grow in the late nineteenth
and early twentieth century within, for instance, the professional educated
classes and the smaller Jaz land owners.!! During the last quarter of the
nineteenth century, however, criticism was still rather sparse, and the
claims of the ‘natural leaders’” were rarely questioned.

Both the emerging new ‘middle classes” and the ‘natural leaders’ were
engaged in what Kenneth W. Jones has called socio-religious reform
movements in colonial South Asia.’? As a result of the colonial encounter
these movements especially in their acculturative form sought ways to
“save,” revitalise and reform their religious and cultural traditions that
often came under attack from European critics. In Punjab, where Hindus,
Muslims and Sikhs all made up considerable communities, there was a
particular sense of competition and conflict in regard to religious identity
and the related societal, political and economic concerns and demands.!?

Particularly successtul in Punjab was the Arya Samay, founded by the
religious reformer Dayanand Saraswati in 1875. The socio-religious
reform organization quickly achieved considerable relevance in the prov-
ince and its emerging public sphere. Sikhs identifying with its reformist
ideas were involved from early on in this organisation that drew mainly
from Hindu traditions.' In 1873, the first Singh Sabha (lit. ‘Singh soci-
ety/association’), a distinct Sikh association with structures and goals
similar to the Arya Samaj or, for example, the Anjuman-i-Himayat-i-
Islam (founded in 1884), was established in Amritsar. Only a few years
later, in 1879, another society with the same name but independent of the
former was started in Lahore. In 1880, a ‘General Sabha’ was started in
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Amritsar, which was supposed to coordinate the work of both individual
Sabhas. However, the General Sabha, called the Khalsa Diwan since 1883,
split along the Lahore/Amritsar line in 1886. The Lahoris consequently
founded their own Lahore Khalsa Diwan and both Diwans became the
centres of a loose network of about one hundred local Singh Sabhas in the
province.'® The central background of the split was the urban/rural divide
that showed in the occupational composition of the two groups. While
members of the Lahore branch were mostly involved in urban professions,
the Amritsari Sabha consisted of a considerable number of big landowners.
The Amritsar Diwan was led by a group of traditional Sikh clerics and
intellectuals (gianis, bhais, etc.) as well as many aristocratic representatives
of the princely states.!® Much more heterogeneous was the Lahore group,
which consisted of urban merchants, advocates, teachers, and petty gov-
ernment officials.

Shared by most of the supporters of the Lahore Singh Sabha was their
understanding of ‘Sikhism’. They followed what has been termed a Tatt
[lit. “pure’] Khalsa ideology, which understood ‘Sikhism’ as a singular and
linear tradition that was particularly distinct from Hindu beliefs and prac-
tices. Condemning (at least theoretically) casteism and other social cus-
toms that were considered incompatible with the supposedly egalitarian
nature of Sikhism, they urged ‘true’ Sikhs to forsake various rituals and
popular practices attributable to a Hindu or brahmanical background, like
the veneration of ‘living gurus’ (pzrs, local saints, descendants of the ten
Gurus, etc.). Sikh shrines and temples were supposed to be ‘freed’ from
‘un-Sikh’ elements such as the Udasz (a Sikh sect not following the Khalsa
code), and a ‘return’ to a strict understanding of the Guru Granth Sahib
as the sole source of theology and religious authority was advocated. Many
adherents of the Tatt Khalsa considered only initiated késdbari/amritdbari
Sikhs as “true” Sikhs.!” A different view was propagated at the Amritsar
Singh Sabha. Reformist religious and social questions were debated there,
too, but generally in the framework of a sanatan Sikhism, which entailed
the more polycentric and pluralistic interpretation of Sikh tradition that
was still dominant in Punjab in the nineteenth century, as Harjot S. Oberoi
has convincingly shown.!®
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The Khalsa College Establishment Committee and KCA’s Early
Years, 1890-1904

One of the topics on which there was considerable consensus was the
question of ‘modern’ and English education. The Singh Sabha reformers
considered the Sikh community to be lagging behind in this regard.
Indeed, around 1880, Sikhs were only marginally represented both among
graduated Indians and in the British Indian administration. The 1882
Hunter Commission Report, for instance, noted that only three Sikhs in
the whole country were enrolled at a University.'” In 1885, the Arya Samaj
opened its Dayanand Anglo-Vedic (DAV) College in Lahore, and the
Singh Sabhas and Diwans jointly worked for the establishment of a Sikh
college.0

Finally, in February 1890, the Khalsa College Establishment Committee
was set up in a meeting of the particularly active Lahore Diwan. The meet-
ing had been led by the Diwan’s members Sardar Sir Attar Singh and
Gurmukh Singh, and W.R.M. Holroyd, Director of Public Instruction of
Punjab, was elected as president of the Committee; William Bell, Professor
at Government College, Lahore, and later himself Director of Public
Instruction was elected secretary.?! The role the British officials played in
the constitutive phase of the institution was substantial and indeed desired
by the Sikh activists. In March 1890, shortly after the Establishment
Committee was set up, Sikh members asked the Lieutenant-Governor,
James Broadwood Lyall, whether the future institution might be chris-
tened “The Lyall Khalsa College” or even “The Loyal Lyall Khalsa
College.”*? In his response, Lyall assured the petitioners that he felt hon-
oured by the request but declined, stating that “the Committee should be
quite independent and should be solely responsible for their own scheme
and measures.”” From ecarly on, rulers from the indirectly British-
controlled princely states of Patiala, Nabha, Jind, Faridkot and Kapurthala,
among others, were highly interested in the plans for establishing a Sikh
college. Supporting the Khalsa College schemes fit with both the princes’
traditional role as gift-giving patrons of literature and arts, sports, religious
and educational institutions, and other social and welfare enterprises, and
with the princes’ cliental relationship with the British Imperial system.?*

On 5 March 1892 the foundation stone of the new institution was laid.
At first, only a Khalsa Middle School and later in 1895 a High School were
started. Finally in 1897, Khalsa College was able to fulfil its original pur-
pose when it opened college classes affiliated to Punjab University, Lahore.



36  M.P. BRUNNER

During the first college year 14 students matriculated; by 1898 there were
already 42.2° In this ecarly phase, Punjab’s Education Department was
quite optimistic with regard to the college’s prospects, and John C. Oman’s
work as principal of the institution was especially lauded.?® However, dis-
sonant voices that interpreted the working of the institution much more
critically than the official reports soon appeared.?” Early financial problems
developed when parts of the Sikh aristocracy withheld their donations due
to quarrels with the college management. For instance, Baba Khem Singh
Bedi in 1897 promised to donate Rs. 50,000, but quickly withdrew after
another conflict with the Lahore Diwan.?® The Raja of Nabha, Hira Singh,
was similarly discontented with the management of the college which, the
Raja complained, did not deliver on the building of a Khalsa school in the
Malwa region as had been promised.?” The rivalry between Punjab’s
regions of Majha (north of the river Sutlej, including Lahore and Amritsar)
and Malwa (southeast of Sutlej, including various princely states) led to
regular quarrels.

The biggest controversy in the college’s early years, however, was the
resignation of John C. Oman as principal in 1899. Oman had succeeded
the institution’s first principal Vere O’Ratigan only a year earlier, but soon
after assuming office, he got into a conflict with Jawahir Singh, the
Honorary Secretary of Khalsa College and chief secretary and later presi-
dent of the Lahore Khalsa Diwan. In June, the College Council elected
Sardar Sundar Singh Majithia to Jawahir’s position. Sundar Singh Majithia
(after Majithia, a village close to Amritsar), born in 1872, was the son of
Raja Surat Singh, an Honorary Magistrate and wealthy jagirdar who had
supported the British in suppressing the Rebellion in 1857. Sundar Singh
was educated at the Aitchison College and Government College, Lahore,
and quickly entered the Singh Sabha’s reformist sphere; he was a member
of KCA’s Governing Council from 1895. Through his two marriages he
formed connections with the princely states of Patiala and Faridkot, and
also held a huge estate in Gorakhpur in the United Provinces, which his
father had received as reward for his role in the 1857 rebellion. In 1909
he set up the Saraya Sugar Mills, which made him one of the pioneers of
the Indian sugar industry, on this estate. In addition to his five decades of
involvement with the Khalsa College, Majithia was crucial in setting up
institutions such as the Central Khalsa Orphanage in Amritsar and the
annual Sikh Educational Conference, initiated in 1908.3°

The turbulences of 1899—described by the Tribune as a “civil war”
among Khalsa College’s “gallant champions”3'—quickly had its effect on
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the institution’s popularity. While 42 students had been enrolled in the
college the previous year, there were only 26 in 1899.32 For observers the
reasons behind this decline lay in the animosities between the Lahore and
Amritsar parties.®

The position of Honorary Secretary again became highly controversial
in 1902 as Jawahir Singh had made too many enemies and was no longer
acceptable as a candidate for the position. As Lakshman Singh framed the
situation in his autobiography, the control of the college was “transferred
by one stroke of pen to the Amritsar Party under the leadership of Sardar
Sunder Singh Majithia” in 1902, and the latter was elected Honorary
Secretary of the institution. The Lahore Khalsa Diwan in the early 1900s
slowly lost its influence, mainly due to the death of several of its key figures
such as Bhai Gurmukh Singh and Gyani Dit Singh,** and Jawahir Singh
became increasingly isolated. On the other hand, the Chief Khalsa Diwan
came into existence in 1902. It was an enterprise started mainly by activists
like Sundar Singh Majithia from the Amritsar circle. However, Lakshman
Singh’s assessment has to be qualified to some extent. Much of the Lahore
party’s stricter Khalsa-centred ideology was firmly established by the early
1900s and accepted even by its Amritsari rivals. As CID-agent David Petrie
recollected in 1911, although the Amritsar party had a financial advantage
over their rivals due to their close ties to the Sikh princes and notables, the
Lahore activists were “stronger as regards educational attainments and
general ability.”% In recognizing the potential of new means of communi-
cation, organisation and education and in their use of the emerging press
culture and efficient networks of regional meetings, the Lahore Sabhaites
were akin to other socio-religious reform groups like the particularly suc-
cessful Arya Samaj as well as other organisations that also spawned early
proto-nationalist associations such as the Indian National Congress.*®

The more exclusive Tatt Khalsa version of Sikhism advocated by the
Lahore party was also in many ways supported by the government, which
was generally interested in a homogenized, Khalsa-centred understanding
of Sikhism due to both administrative reasons and in view of the Sikhs’
role in the army.?” Hence, the late nineteenth and early twentieth century
saw an “ascendancy of the Tat Khalsa as the voice of the Sikhs”3® and the
Tatt Khalsa became “ascendant in Sikh public life.”?* This development in
many ways transcended the older Lahore/Amritsar rivalry. The Chief
Khalsa Diwan, albeit closely associated with elements from the Amritsar
party, must also be understood in a similar vein. The centralising and coor-
dinating CKD combined Sikh reformist ideas with a staunch loyalism
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towards the British Raj and close ties to the colonial bureaucracy, and it
quickly emerged as the leading umbrella organisation for the various Singh
Sabhas and Diwans of Punjab.

Despite a reorganisation of KCA’s management in 1902, the institu-
tion’s financial situation remained delicate. In a speech in Sangrur in
November 1903, Viceroy Curzon pointed out that Khalsa College was in
critical danger due to its financial situation, and called on the Sikh States
and their princes to further support the institution.*® On 12 April, 1904,
according to official British sources “at the instance of [...] Charles
Rivaz”*! or “at the instance of the Punjab Government,”*? a huge meeting
of 600 persons was held at Khalsa College. This “grand Durbar” and
“mecting of the leaders of the Sikh community”*? was visited by leading
government officials of the province as well as various Sikh notables and
representatives from Sikh regiments.** Speeches were given by figures such
as Sundar Singh Majithia, Lieutenant-Governor Rivaz, and Hira Singh,
the Raja of Nabha. The latter, who had worked closely with Rivaz in the
preparations for the conference, stressed the traditional relationship
between Sikhs and the Crown in his speech. Referencing classic paternalist
narratives, he compared the Sikh community to a child “whose helpless-
ness greatly stands in need of parental care and kindness.”*?

The Tribune’s coverage of the conference and the college’s ‘financial
rescue’ noted that KCA’s “most noteworthy feature” was indeed “the
connection of the officials with it.”*¢ In another issue, an anonymous let-
ter to the editor titled “The Khalsa College: A Warning” summed up what
the success of the conference seen from a more sceptical perspective meant.
To the author, it showed how completely the college was left “at the mere
mercy of a few Sikh Chiefs.”* Criticising the focus on the construction of
huge, representative buildings, he urged that Khalsa College be “a College
of the people and not merely a College for the people,”*® anticipating much of
the criticism it would regularly face from the Akalis twenty years later.

The conference, however, was a huge success for Khalsa College in
terms of the immediate financial situation of the institution. The Sikh
princes announced donations adding up to Rs. 1.3 million and the gov-
ernment—in the person of Rivaz—contributed another Rs. 50,000.* The
momentum the college gathered through the 1904 conference showed
directly in its enrolment numbers. By 1905, these had increased by 50 per
cent, whereas the Islamia College in Lahore, for comparison, grew only
around 12 per cent in the same time period.*® The status of the college was
also apparent in a visit of the Prince of Wales to the institution in 1905:
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this occasion prompted the princes of Patiala, Jind and Nabha once again
to donate the total sum of Rs. 200,000 to the college.? Cautioning against
an unhealthy dependency on princely generosity, thus, was justified, and
the problem was even more evident when KCA’s situation was compared
to other private institutions. In 1903, for example, 50-60 per cent of the
DAYV College’s expenditure was covered by student fees, whereas at Khalsa
College those constituted barely 20 per cent of the college’s
expenditure.®?

Political Unvest and the Reovganisation of Khalsa College,
1905-1911

The following years, however, were characterised by emerging political
troubles rather than a stabilisation of Khalsa College. The year 1905 was a
decisive year for Indian nationalism. The first Partition of Bengal and the
carly Swadeshi Movement were crucial moments in the country’s national
history leading up to 1947. In particular, they showed the British Indian
government the subversive potential of politicized students. Both the anti-
partition agitation in Bengal and the Swadeshi Movement were shaped
and organized by highly educated activists and student protestors.>® The
violent revolutionary, too, was recruited largely in private, ‘national’ col-
leges and these institutions often proved to be the stage for agitators. This
led to colleges and other institutions of higher education increasingly
being monitored by a suspicious colonial government.** This was facili-
tated by Viceroy Lord Curzon, who arrived in India in 1899 and intro-
duced a new education policy soon after assuming office, which dismissed
previous laissez-faire policies.®®

Although the situation in Punjab differed from Bengal, which had an
older tradition of modern higher education and a bigger student popula-
tion, the younger province in Northwest India was not immune to this
kind of agitation in the early twentieth century. The conflicts in Punjab,
however, were initially rural ones. As early as 1900, the introduction of the
so-called Land Alienation Act, which was intended to prevent the selling
of land from indebted farmers to urban moneylenders, was received with
much protest. In 1906, the Government of Punjab amended the Act and
introduced the controversial Colonization of Government Land Bill that
regulated the selling and partition of land in the Punjab’s canal colonies.
The legal measures were considered repressive and massive protests broke
out in the province after a crop failure caused a severe agrarian crisis.
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Although land was initially a rural concern, urban interest groups came to
the front of the agitation, giving the originally economic concerns a strong
political tone.>® The British Indian government quickly realized that the
‘disturbances’ came mainly from the ‘educated classes’: the Government
of Punjab’s Chief Secretary, for example, lamented the fact that too many
students fell victim to the agitation of “sedition-monger[s].”*” The Arya
Samaj’s DAV College and other institutions in Lahore in particular gained
the government’s mistrust.®® The politicised atmosphere in ‘national’ col-
leges caused much anxiety within the colonial administration. The Chief
Secretary of the Government of India, Herbert Risley, sent a directive
titled “Protection of Higher Education from Dangers with which it is
Threatened by Participation of Teachers and Pupils in Political Movement”
to the provincial governments in 1907, advising them on how to deal with
political agitation.®

At Khalsa College in Amritsar, there were similar episodes of unrest and
nationalist agitation in 1907, though not directly related to the
Colonization Bill. A remark by Major John Hill, a member of the college’s
Managing Committee first caused an uproar early in the year. In the eyes
of Sikh commentators Major Hill had insulted Sardar Dharam Singh, who
was the engineer in charge of the construction of the college’s main build-
ing, during a discussion. Singh had been working on an honorary basis,
but Hill and other Europeans in the Committee wanted to install an
English engineer for pay. Hill went on to label Dharam Singh’s honorary
service for the Sikh community as “nonsense.” Therefore, as the Sikh
engineer was about to be replaced, students of the college formed an
action committee and demonstrated (eventually unsuccesstully) against
Major Hill and the dismissal of Dharam Singh.®® The students’ agitation
committee was led by Tara Singh (better known later as Master Tara
Singh), who was a student at Khalsa College at the time and would later
become one of the most important Sikh leaders, and also a huge critic of
KCA, until his death in 1967.%! According to Tara Singh’s autobiography,
the student agitators quickly established connections to the Swadeshi
Movement, which had been gathering pace around the same time.%?
Indeed, Gopal Krishna Gokhale, who was travelling through Punjab in
carly 1907, visited the college in Amritsar during the controversy sur-
rounding Dharam Singh’s dismissal.®* As CID agent David Petrie later
noted, the nationalist was welcomed at Khalsa College enthusiastically.®*

Apparently, Bhai Jodh Singh, professor of Sikh theology at the institu-
tion, had been one of the persons welcoming Gokhale to KCA.®® Singh’s
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activities made him suspicious in the eyes of the government and its intel-
ligence agencies. David Petrie’s view of the professor, for instance, was
unambiguous. According to him, Jodh Singh was “irreconcilably hostile
to the British Government,” “a disaffected man, a persistent preacher of
sedition and an enthusiastic neo-Sikh” who would exercise “pernicious
influence [...] over the students under him.”% The figure of Jodh Singh
here is of particular interest. David Petrie’s overtly critical assessment is
highly informative, as Jodh Singh was accused of being a staunch loyalist
by critics of the institution thirty years later, when he became principal of
Khalsa College. Jodh Singh, thus, represents in many ways the crucial
political transformations that occurred within the Sikh community as well
as in the governmental attitude towards the latter in the early twentieth
century.

In February 1907 a delegation from Punjab University visited the col-
lege and warned the institution to fix its deficient internal administration
and finances to avoid being disaffiliated.®” The Sikh princely states had
slowly started to withhold their usual financial contributions to the college
and even addressed the Government of Punjab directly, asking them to
intervene in the college in view of the often-reported problems at Khalsa
College, specifically “owing to misconduct on the part of some of the
students.”® The government eventually set up a small committee that was
supposed to prepare a constitutional reorganisation of the college. The
committee consisted of the Commissioner of Lahore, the Director of
Public Instruction, Sundar Singh Majithia, and Sardar Bahadur Risaldar
Partap Singh of Faridkot. The latter, according to a later interpretation,
was a “‘safe” man”® that aligned with the government’s position.”® In
June of the same year, the KCA Council voted on a revised constitution
draft prepared by the sub-committee.”!

Sundar Singh Majithia was the only member of the reorganisation sub-
committee who expressed dissent against the new constitution.”> He was
opposed to several of the new regulations, and criticized the princely
states’ increased share in the Council, the lax requirements regarding the
educational qualifications of its members, the composition of the Managing
Committee, which was more nominated than elected, and the role of the
English principal. Majithia was appointed in the Legislative Council of the
Viceroy in 1909. He soon had to face accusations that claimed that he had
sold out Khalsa College to the British. The Prem, a newspaper often criti-
cal of government actions, worried that Sundar Singh would also hand
over the Chief Khalsa Diwan into government hands.”® The Diwan,
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cautiously maintaining good relations with the administration since its
inauguration, was rather reserved in expressing criticism after the reorgan-
isation of 1908.7

In the Punjab press the reorganisation of Khalsa College caused a mas-
sive storm of protest.”> In 1909, a 40-page Punjabi pamphlet titled &t
WTSHT &H " € J (K7 Khalsa College Sikkban di hai?, ‘Does Khalsa
College belong to the Sikhs?’) was published (see Fig. 2.1).7¢ Master
Sundar Singh, headmaster of a Khalsa School in Lyallpur, was the author
of the pamphlet. According to David Petrie, the publication of the pam-
phlet had been made possible by donations by the Sikhs, and the text cir-
culated extensively among both the civilian and military populations.”” In
the booklet, Sundar Singh Lyallpur recollected the history of Khalsa
College leading up to the events of 1908. Sundar Singh also heavily
attacked his namesake from Majithia, calling him a traitor and criticising
the CKD’s close relations with the British.

However, David Petrie did not see the prevalent criticism of Sundar
Singh Majithia as sufficient evidence that there were no voices critical of
the government and KCA’s ‘officialisation’ in the CKD: “[T]hough out-
wardly it was accepted [by CKD members] with but little protest, there is
reason to believe that inwardly it was keenly resented.””® Sundar Singh
Majithia himself too got a rather critical evaluation Petrie’s 1911 assess-
ment and was deemed potentially disloyal.”®

While the alarming character of Petrie’s intelligence report is not com-
pletely representative of the generally more positive attitude within the
government towards Khalsa College, Majithia and the Sikh reformers,° it
is indicative of the transformations occurring in the early twentieth cen-
tury. Further, it also reminds us to be critical about the often-passionate
condemnation of contemporary critics of Khalsa College, which fostered
simplistic, dichotomic narratives such as loyal /anti-British or Sikh/anti-
Sikh. Sundar Singh Majithia himself moved in diverse colonial environ-
ments, including Sikh aristocracy, Sikh reform and education, landowning
and industrialist enterprise, imperial-royal durbar and politics, etc. That
said, his actions and views must be understood from within the complex
dialectic of these milieus.

The Politicisation of the Sikh Community in the 1910s

The second decade of the twentieth century was a crucial phase for
Punjab’s Sikh community due to an accelerating politicization as well as an
increasing alienation from the British Raj. The Morley-Minto reforms
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(“Indian Councils Act”) in British India in 1909 were an early trigger for
these developments. The reforms increased the representation of Indians
in provincial legislative councils and established separate electorates for
Muslims. However, the reforms proved rather unfavourable for the Sikhs
because the Punjab Legislative Council was elected through the Municipal
Committees and District Boards, where either urban Hindus or Muslim
landowners dominated, making the election of Sikh candidates difficult.®!
The government saw no need to change the provisions though the Chief
Khalsa Diwan after 1909 occasionally expressed its discontent with the
situation.®? As a result, voices increasingly demanded that a new, politically
vocal organisation representing the Sikhs be established. Sikhs felt politi-
cally isolated after the founding of the Muslim League in 1906 and par-
ticularly after the Lucknow Pact between the League and the Indian
National Congress in 1914.33

Alongside the increased demand for more politically vocal Sikh organ-
isations, the reputation of the Chief Khalsa Diwan as the representative
organ of the Sikhs was waning among the Sikh public and press. Eager to
maintain its claim of loyalty to the British Raj, the organisation only rarely
and moderately intervened in discussions on the political or economic
situation of the Sikh community during the 1910s.3* The Diwan lost much
of its credibility in 1919 when it only mildly expressed its criticism of the
governmental actions during the Jallianwala Bagh Massacre, in which
British Indian troops fired on non-violent protestors gathered in Amritsar’s
Jallianwala Bagh park and caused the death of hundreds of people and
wounded more than a thousand. The incident was a decisive moment in
the history of the Indian independence movement.®® In April 1919, the
CKD (with Sundar Singh Majithia as one of the signatories) published a
manifesto on the Kbalsa Advocate’s front page, titled in big letters:
‘National Traditions should be Scrupulously Maintained’. In response to
the unrest in Punjab in early 1919, the statement condemned the agita-
tion and reminded Sikhs of their “traditional loyalty to the throne of
H.M. the King Emperor.”8¢ Critics in the press subsequently heavily
attacked the CKD, which was called “oligarchical”®” and accused of being
led mainly by land-owning aristocrats.

As apparent in David Petrie’s CID report from 1911, the British Indian
and the Punjab administrations were aware of and did monitor the chang-
ing attitudes within the Sikh community from as early as the late nine-
teenth century. The danger of discontent in the Sikh community became
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blatant during the Ghadar Agitation of 1915. Although it was eventually
unsuccessful, the transnational movement, which originated in North
America and was brought to India through returning migrants, made the
colonial administration severely anxious.®® That the Ghadar Movement in
Punjab could not stir as much unrest among Punjab’s population as the
agitators had envisioned was not at least due to the fact that moderate
associations like the Chief Khalsa Diwan made an effort to isolate and
marginalise the revolutionaries.®

After the War, the Sikhs in Punjab were granted separate electorates in
the province’s Legislative Council. However, the critical Sikh press was
dissatisfied with the number and rural-based composition of the elector-
ates.”® The introduction of the repressive Rowlatt Act in early 1919 indefi-
nitely extended the war-time Defence of India Act of 1915 and aimed at
repressing revolutionary movements, causing a storm of protest among
the Indian public. Decisive in changing the attitude among the Sikhs was
the Jallianwala Bagh Massacre in Amritsar which, according to S.C. Mittal,
“[shattered] the tradition of loyalty to the British Government [...]
beyond repair.””!

In March 1919 what had been repeatedly demanded during the decade
was finally realised: the “Central Sikh League,” an explicitly political
organisation, was founded. Its founding members consisted mainly of
retired military and civil officials, lawyers, advocates, doctors, and journal-
ists.”? The leadership initially featured many persons with a CKD back-
ground, but soon it was composed of mainly non-CKD associates. Among
the founders was Jodh Singh, Professor of Theology at KCA until 1912
and Principal of Khalsa College in the 1930s and 1940s, who was attacked
as a lackey of the CKD and about the ‘Majithia reign’ over the KCA dur-
ing his tenure as principal. In its first annual session in December 1919 the
League passed a resolution listing the topics the organisation intended to
deal with. The list consisted of issues such as the wearing of the kirpan
(dagger), the management of the Harimandir Sahib and other gurdwaras,
and the under-representation of Sikhs in various governmental offices,
departments, and institutions.”® Khalsa College found no mention in this
initial list. However, by May 1920, KCA was added to the concerns in the
first issue of the Akali, which was edited by CSL member Mangal Singh
Gill and fast becoming a mouthpiece of the radical Sikhs.*

The political ferment among the radical Sikhs led to what has been
termed the ‘Akali Movement’, after the term akali (lit. ‘(follower of the)
immortal /timeless (God)’), which was used to denote the movement’s
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activists and also picked up by the above-mentioned newspaper. Its main
goal was to ‘free’ Punjab’s gurdwaras from the hands of the mabants. The
mahants, usually from the Udasi sect, had traditionally been the managers
of the temples and by the early twentieth century considered them their
personal hereditary property. They were patronised by the British, as part
of the latter’s strategy to govern the Sikhs using the traditional religious
authorities.”” Radical Sikh activists, however, attacked the mahants and
accused them of mismanaging the gurdwaras and allowing Hindu ele-
ments to enter them, and even install Hindu statues in the Sikh temples.
The mostly non-violent movement entailed various mass demonstrations,
marches to ‘occupied’ gurdwaras (so-called morchas), and the imprison-
ment of many of its leaders and participants. It lasted until 1925 when the
government passed the Sikh Gurdwaras Act, which handed over the con-
trol of all historic gurdwaras to the Shiromani Gurdwara Parbandhak
Committee (SGPC).?® The SGPC had been founded in 1920 as a repre-
sentative committee of the Sikh community in order to manage the Sikh
temples in the place of the mahants. 1920 also saw the foundation of the
Akalt Dal, which became the political arm of the SGPC and the Akalis.
Events from 1920 onwards established the Akalis as a radical element and
crucial player in the Sikh and Punjab political landscape in the following
decades, and the founding of bodies such as the Central Sikh League, the
SGPC, and the Akalt Dal institutionalized their existence.

Critical of the older and more moderate Sikh organisations such as
CKD, the Akalis were discontented with Khalsa College and its relation-
ship with the government, and continued to demand a reorganisation of
the college’s management. Indeed, in the 1910s the colonial authorities
had greatly increased their hold on the Sikh institution.

Khalsa College Under Government Control, 1912-1920

CID agent David Petrie’s 1911 report on the ‘Recent Development in
Sikh Politics’ drew a rather dark picture of Khalsa College. In July 1912,
Punjab government’s Chief Secretary reported to his counterpart in the
Government of India that

the reputation of the college has steadily degenerated. A long series of inci-
dents can be adduced to show that the tone of the college is distinctly dis-
loyal and that it has been so for many years.””
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Following this communication, the Punjab administration worked out a
list of suggestions to “improve” Khalsa College.”® The central authorities
in Delhi quickly endorsed the suggested measures because the latter were
considered imperative “to restore public confidence in the college which
[was] very near being closed for want of pupils.”® Indeed, the enrolment
numbers in 1912 were roughly at same level as in 1908, and the college’s
stunted development was visible when compared to rival institutions like
the DAV College and the Islamia College in Lahore, which grew rapidly
during this period.'® Finally, the Managing Committee of KCA, under
pressure from the Lieutenant-Governor, approved the suggestions on 15
November, 1912101

The 1912 reorganisation had three particularly important conse-
quences. First, it increased the representation of the princely states in the
College Council and the Managing Committee once more.!?> The second
crucial change was the extended role of the principal in the overhauled
constitution. The principal no longer had to coordinate his decisions with
the Honorary Secretary but rather with the President of the Managing
Committee: since 1908, the latter had been ex officio the Commissioner
of Lahore.!” The most far-reaching and controversial measure, however,
was the introduction of a new article in the college’s constitution, which
read as follows:

Rule 32. — The Lieutenant-Governor of the Punjab shall have power, after
fully and carefully considering any representation made by the Council or
the Committee, to suspend the [constitution’s fundamental] rules and to
direct the Committee to take such action as the special circumstances may
appear to demand and it shall thereupon be binding upon the Committee to
take such action.!0*

The measures undoubtedly added up to another substantial increase in the
government’s influence in the institution. However, in one respect, the
colonial administration was only partially successful. For years now, it had
intended to transform the institution’s Honorary Secretary into a salaried
position, but this proposal was eventually dropped due to strong opposi-
tion.!% Still, the government’s hold on the position grew tighter and,
dissenting with the severe constitutional changes, Sundar Singh Majithia
stepped down as Honorary Secretary of the institution and was replaced
by a candidate chosen by the government.!%
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In the eyes of the British Indian administration, a particularly impor-
tant step in order “to improve the tone and efficiency of the College”1?”
was an overhaul of the institution’s teaching staff. Hence, in November
1913, Lieutenant-Governor O’Dwyer announced a “strengthening of the
Staff”1% in a speech at KCA. First, the college was rid of whoever was
considered “undesirable”:1% Sikh professors or, as later Akali interpreta-
tions deemed them, the “‘strong’ men of the staff.”!'® Professor Jodh
Singh and Narain Singh, headmaster of the collegiate school, were made
to resign in 1913 as a part of this “purging [of] the staff of hostile ele-
ments,”'!"! as the Chief Secretary of Punjab’s administration called it in
internal correspondence. They were replaced by teachers from the princely
states.!!? Further, the college employed two English professors who were
made members of the Indian Education Service (IES), the central bureau-
cratic administrative organisation for British India’s educational cadre
before they joined Khalsa College. They were then formally lent to Khalsa
College, and the Punjab government—financially supported by the central
government—ypaid the professors’ salary and accommodation.!'® As the
Judicial & Public Department’s Financial Secretary noted, the situation
was “certainly a very artificial arrangement.”!* As employees of Khalsa
College, the two new professors had in fact no connection to the IES,
which usually only provided teachers and professors for government
institutions.''®

In 1914, professors Horace B. Dunnicliffe, Chemistry, and Herbert
Y. Langhorne, History and English Literature, were employed. Though
they technically, satisfied the IES requirements only partially, they were
selected, apparently, due to the urging circumstances and the professors’
particular background and experience. As official correspondence noted,
Dunnicliffe, previously principal at the Muhammedan Anglo-Oriental
(MAO) College, Aligarh, had extensive experience with Indian students,!*¢
and Langhorne, principal of the Randhir State College in the Sikh princely
state of Kapurthala, had connections to “certain Indian gentlemen of rec-
ognised eminence”!” whose reference letters he sent to Punjab’s Director
of Public Instruction.!®

Just like four years before, the reorganisation of 1912 caused sharp
reactions. Various commentators welcomed the strengthening of the staff,
the employment of new European professors and the additional financial
income that the government’s ‘improvement’” of KCA implied.!"?
However, most of the comments in the Punjab press were negative, and
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complained that “the Sikh community had no hand in the administration
of the college.”!?°

Although the ‘officialisation” of Khalsa College initially met with much
disapproval, the institution grew exceptionally during this period. In
1914 /15, roll numbers rose from 148 to 226, and five years later there
were 602 college students.!?! This “exceptional progress”!?? exceeded the
growth of comparable institutions such as the DAV College and the
Islamia College by far. The main reason behind this rapid development
was the remarkable investment the government made into the institution
after 1912. As early as 1913, the college received an extraordinary grant of
Rs. 9300 for the construction of a tube well and a swimming pool on
campus.!'??® After the employment of the new European professors, the
infrastructure of the educational institution was improved and the college
library and the laboratories for science classes were enhanced.'?* When a
new chemistry laboratory for the English Chemistry professor was con-
structed in 1917, the Government of Punjab bore half of the costs of Rs.
22.,000.1%5 The following year, the college’s regular grant was increased
from Rs. 10,000 to 15,000.2¢ In late 1918, at the request of the Punjab
administration, both the central and provincial governments granted KCA
the impressive sum of Rs. 150,000 “in recognition of the services ren-
dered by the Sikhs in the Great War”!'?” (see Chap. 5). In a letter to Delhi,
Henry D. Craik, Officiating Additional Secretary to the Government of
Punjab, explained at length why the college in Amritsar deserved extensive
support, stressing the KCA’s military contribution and the splendid condi-
tion of the institution.!?® Unlike the critical voices in the Punjab and Sikh
press, Craik sold KCA to the central government as the “par excellence
[...] national institution of the Sikhs”!* supported by all parts of Sikh
society. In his letter, Craik further argued that Khalsa College be aided
financially because it “takes the place of a Government College and obvi-
ates the necessity for a separate Government College in Amritsar,”!30
though government officials at that time publicly downplayed their role in
the Sikh college. In the second half of the 1910s, not only did the govern-
ment increase its investment in Khalsa College but the Sikh princes also
rediscovered their support for the institution.

While the work of the industrious Principal Gerard A. Wathen was fre-
quently praised, the British effort at Khalsa College was received more
critically by other sections of the Sikh public. The basic tenor of this criti-
cism was later pointedly summed up in an Akali publication in 1922: “The
[...] efficiency and the [...] outward show of prosperity was there, but it
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stunted the growth of the native genius.”!® Voices such as the Central
Sikh League made the de-officialisation of Khalsa College a part of their
agenda. The horrifying events at Jallianwala Bagh nurtured such feelings.
In 1919, there were various incidents at the Sikh college too. These, how-
ever, were contained comparatively peacefully through the mediation of
the popular Principal Wathen, who played an important role in de-
escalating the critical situation in Amritsar as a whole.!®? Protests occurred
at various educational institutions during the disturbance in Punjab in
early 1919. There was massive agitation especially in the province’s educa-
tional centre, Lahore, among the students and staff of the DAV and the
Dayal Singh Colleges.!??

In the 1880s, Khalsa College had been started as a typical socio-
religious reform endeavour born out of the colonial encounter of mid- to
late nineteenth century British India, which had led to a renegotiation of
the relationship between society, state, and religion and included the mod-
ern impetus of (educational) institutionalisation. Since its beginning, an
unusually strong exertion of influence by the colonial state complemented
the college’s communal trajectory. To some extent, this constellation
made the college engage comparatively late or even skip a transition in the
developmental stages of South Asia’s public sphere. In late nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries, these transitions led from older, often in them-
selves apolitical reformist, revivalist, and social service agendas, to the
articulation of political claims, to representation and eventually selt-
government, and to the creation or transformation of representative insti-
tutions, as visible for instance in the development of the Indian National
Congress. This tension was only partially resolved at KCA in the 1920s
and the subsequent decades. Despite critics heavily criticizing the institu-
tion, Khalsa College’s management remained invested in keeping in check
the forces that questioned its relationship with the old colonial order.

Kuarsa COLLEGE, THE AKALIS, AND LIMITED NATIONALISM,
1920-1947

The Non-coopevation Movement and the ‘De-officialisation’
of KCA in 1920

By 1920, Khalsa College became an integral part of the narrative of gov-
ernmental discrimination against (if not oppression of) the Sikhs. Broad
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sections of the Sikh community including the Central Sikh League, the
Sikh Educational Conference,'®* the Akali, and the Khalsa Advocate
demanded a ‘de-officialisation’ of Khalsa College. The ‘(re-)nationalisa-
tion” of Khalsa College that eventually occurred in November 1920, how-
ever, must be ascribed rather to the turbulent events of the Non-cooperation
Movement and the general deterioration of Anglo-Sikh relations.

In the fall of 1920, Mohandas ‘Mahatma’ Gandhi launched his Non-
cooperation Movement, which aimed at the boycott of British goods and
institutions. Opinions as to if and to what extent the Sikhs should partici-
pate in the movement were divided.!* Some voices usually critical of the
governmental grip on Khalsa College warned that the movement could
damage the fragile and still underdeveloped network of Sikh educational
institutions.'® Gandhi visited the Punjab in October 1920 and held con-
ferences and gave speeches in Lahore with the Ali brothers, Maulana
Muhammad Ali Johar, and Maulana Shaukat Ali. On October 25, students
of the DAV and Islamia Colleges marched through Lahore and asked
other students to join their strike.’®” Student protests and strikes took
place not only in Lahore but also in other places like Aligarh. In late
October, the Central Sikh League in Lahore passed a resolution calling for
the boycott of the government and its educational institutions.'*® Though
welcomed by some,'®® the Khalsa Advocate considered this demand as
going too far.*? According to the Advocate, the Sikh League was not in a
position to speak for all the Sikhs and many moderate, conservative, and
apolitical Sikhs as well as those employed by the colonial state would not
support the Non-cooperation Movement. Further, the Sikh newspaper
did not reject governmental aid for Sikh educational institutions
categorically.

Gandhi also visited Amritsar and Khalsa College during his stay in
Punjab, where various professors and other staff were in support of at least
some of his ideas.!*! These professors jointly sent a letter to Punjab’s
Licutenant-Governor, threating to resign collectively should the govern-
ment not withdraw from the institution by 5 November.'*?> On October
18, Gandhi gave a speech in front of KCA’s students, asking them whether
“they wish to be loyal to the Empire or to Guru Nanak.”*? There could
be no more cordiality between the Sikh community and the British colo-
nial rulers after the events at Jallianwala Bagh, Gandhi stated, and he urged
in a speech “that the Khalsa College gives up receiving grants, that it
breaks off its connection with the Municipality, and so [...] can make it
truly khalsn.”'** Student groups at Khalsa College subsequently agitated
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for the boycott and wrote a letter to the principal demanding a quick ‘de-
officialisation’.'*> On 31 October, the College Council held an extraordi-
nary meeting and in a resolution expressed “full sympathy [...] for the
liberalisation of the Constitution”!*¢ while simultaneously rejecting the
Non-cooperation Movement, stating that an abandonment of govern-
mental grants and disaffiliation from Punjab University were not desirable.
This position was shared by many educational institutions and their man-
agements, which showed marked scepticism towards Gandhi’s radical
agenda and its potential consequences.*

Consequently, in another extraordinary meeting on 13 November the
Managing Committee and the Council voted for the changes without sub-
stantial resistance.'*® However, this was only a soft ‘nationalisation’. Like
in the previous meeting, the Council did not commit to the Non-
Cooperation Movement: the representatives from princely states had
apparently threatened to withdraw their support for KCA should it come
to a non-amicable break with the government.'* Neither was the college
disaffiliated from Punjab University. Instead, the reorganisation de-
officialised both the Managing Committee and the College Council. The
concessions for the Government in the constitution were removed, among
them the Rule 32.

For many commentators the reorganisation of 1920 was highly unsat-
isfactory. For example, the Khalsa Akbbar, a newspaper vocally critical of
the CKD, raised the criticism that the institution’s principal was still a
non-Sikh and that the College Council was still elected mainly through
nomination and not a general election.!® This criticism highlights one of
KCA’s central shortcomings, often repeated in the following decades, in
the eyes of its detractors: the overrepresentation and influence of the tra-
ditional elites and the princely states. The changes of 1920, accordingly,
were more of a ‘nationalisation’ than ‘democratization’. In April 1921 the
Tribune accurately summed up the changes as follows: “The new scheme
of the management of the Khalsa College [...] has failed to satisfy the sec-
tion of the Sikhs which advocated the reform|...].”1%! Ultimately, the de-
officialisation of 1920 did not mean a complete break with the government.
The administration still had its English staff at the institution, and the
busy Principal G.A. Wathen in particular continued his work for the KCA.
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Akal Attacks and the Governmental Withdvawal, 1920-1925

Criticism from the Akalis continued after 1920. The Gurdwara Reform
Movement gathered pace and in 1921 radical activists superseded the
more moderate Sikh leaders who originally had taken part in the establish-
ment of institutions like the Central Sikh League and the SGPC.!*? The
Akalts also had extended contact with the Indian National Congress and
the national movement during the Gurdwara Reform Movement, as the
nationalists saw the movement as a part of their fight for national emanci-
pation.'*® Handling the Akalis and the radical Sikh demands was a delicate
matter. As Henry D. Craik, Chief Secretary to Government, Punjab, wrote
in a review of the government’s actions taken “to check the lawless activi-
ties” of the Akalis in May 1922, the government had to be cautious and
sympathetic when dealing with demands of religious or “semi-religious”
character. For Craik, who was later himself Governor of Punjab (1928-31),
this was the reason why the government had “deliberately divested itself of
all control over the Khalsa College in Amritsar.”!>*

In the institution’s 1921 /22 report, its Honorary Secretary lamented
the “frequent visits of persons of the extreme political views and other
agents and haranguers.”'® One of these persons was Master Tara Singh.
Tara Singh periodically lived on KCA’s campus where he resided with his
brother Niranjan Singh who was a professor at the institution.'®® The
Akalts actively lobbied in the college, directly addressing the institution’s
students in their newspapers. The writings complained about the students’
apathy and urged them to take active part in the Akali and Gurdwara
Reform Movements, to wake up and “venture into the (battle-)field like
lions.”1%”

Effects of this agitation were seen in 1922-24. In 1922 the Prince of
Wales, who was touring India at that time, was supposed to visit Khalsa
College. The politicised atmosphere on the campus and the hostility
expressed by visiting Akalts and agitated students towards the Prince,
however, made the colonial authorities wary about the anticipated visit
and it was eventually cancelled.’®® In October 1923, three professors of
Khalsa College, among them Teja Singh,'*® were jailed after their partici-
pation in a meeting of the Shiromani Gurdwara Parbandhak Committee,
which at the time was considered an unlawful organisation by the govern-
ment.'%° This led once more to an internally and externally propelled agi-
tation in the following months. The question of the replacement of the
jailed professors caused particular indignation and increased the general
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discontent with the working of the Managing Committee. Student protes-
tors went on strike and, among other protests, prevented the contested
new professors from entering their classrooms.!’®® The college manage-
ment was compelled to temporarily close the educational institution mul-
tiple times in 1924.192 One of the newly employed professors was Bhai
Jodh Singh. Jodh Singh, considered a ‘hostile element” and forced to
resign in 1913 by the government, had become a member of the institu-
tion’s Managing Committee during the reorganisation of 1920. By the
carly 1920s, he came to be one of the ‘moderate leaders’ among the
Gurdwara reformers and in the SGPC. He left the latter organization in
the summer of 1921 due to its confrontational attitude towards the
government.'3

Khalsa College’s Managing Committee continued to be criticised for
being not representative of Sikh society because the overwhelming num-
ber of its members were nominated and not elected. Even professors of
the institution joined the protests and requested the resignation of the
Committee.!%* Radical activists and newspapers such as the Akali asked
the Sikhs to strive “for the liberation of the College from the hands of the
present high-headed Managing Committee” and to make “[t]he rules of
the College [...] democratic in spirit.”*** On March 18, activists from the
SGPC and Akali milieu set up a Khalsa College Sudbar [ ‘reformation’,
‘improvement’] Committee with the object of changing KCA’s constitu-
tion. Master Tara Singh spearheaded the association.

The subsequent lukewarm attempts to reform KCA’s management in
the summer of 1924 were highly criticized not only by the college’s regu-
lar AKalT critics, but also by people like the Governor of Punjab, William
Malcolm Hailey. In a private message to Sundar Singh Majithia, the
Governor noted that the management’s poor handling of the situation
would not only alienate the Akalis and the SPGC but also others critical of
the college management. He felt that the measures discussed at various
management meetings could hardly be “taken as enlarging the basis of
representation” as they would “confine the franchise to rich men.”1%¢
Hailey emphatically urged Majithia to correct the conditions of the col-
lege. As the Governor stressed, the situation was urgent and he had “not
the slightest desire to see the College pass into the hands of the S.G.P.C.,
or its friends.”!¢”

Khalsa College’s revised constitution was finally adopted in October
1924 although it made the management of KC only partially more demo-
cratic. The revision introduced the position of a Chancellor and made
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some adjustments to the Council and Managing Committee that made
the nomination of the British-Indian districts’ representatives to the
College Council less selective and more elective. But the constitution also
kept much of the restrictive conditions for the Council’s general electors,
did not adjust the representation of (princely) states and districts in the
Council, and even increased the powers of the president of the Council (at
the time Sundar Singh Majithia).!68

The year 1924 also saw the withdrawal of KCA’s European staff who
had continued to work for the institution after the ‘de-officialisation’ in
1920. In October 1923, Principal G.A. Wathen turned in his resignation
to Punjab’s Education Department, which was eventually accepted in
early 1924. Wathen’s resignation was preceded by his growing frustration
with what he viewed as his limited powers, which he felt significantly ham-
pered his work as principal.’ In May 1924 Rai Bahadur Man Mohan,
principal of the Government College in Gujrat, was employed on loan to
replace Wathen and become the first regular Indian principal of
KCA."7%After Wathen’s departure, the two British professors William
Armstrong and A.C.C. Harvey, too, expressed their desire to leave the
institution when it increasingly came under attack from the Akalis, and
they left KCA soon after.!”! The Government’s official position toward
Khalsa College now was as follows:

The Punjab Government (Ministry of Education) is [...] of opinion that,
the Government having dissociated itself from direct control, the dissocia-
tion should be complete, and that for the future the relation between the
Khalsa College and Government should be similar to that of other privately
controlled colleges, and aid furnished by Government being purely finan-
cial, on the lines adopted by Government in giving aid to other colleges of
the same class.}”?

Institutional Growth and Continuing Criticism, 1926-1936

The second half of the 1920s was considerably calmer for Khalsa College
and the institution reported reasonable progress in terms of enrolment
numbers and the introduction of new academic subjects. However, the
threat from radical critics and their impact on KCA’s students and staft still
lingered over the institution. The government continued to view the con-
ditions at Khalsa College with much anxiety. In a report in 1929, DIB
(Delhi Intelligence Bureau) agent Bhagwan Das attributed the events in
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the first half of the decade to a “the weakness of the Chief Khalsa Diwan,
who were unable to control the institution effectively.”!”® David Petrie,
the author of the infamous 1911 C.I.D. report, endorsed his assessment
done almost twenty years ago, stating that the college “for some time past
[...] has been too often the plaything of contending factions among the
Sikhs” and that it had “deteriorated greatly in respect of efficiency, disci-
pline, and loyalty — more particularly the last two.”17#

Government officials got a confirmation of their pessimism in 1930 in
a serious incident that resulted in the death of a KCA student. Sardar
Bishen Singh took over as the first Sikh principal of Khalsa College in
1928, after he retired after many years in government service. Bishen
Singh quickly became a favoured target of the college’s critics who saw
him as a government agent. In 1930, the Indian National Congress called
for January 26 to be observed as an ‘Independence Day’. KCA students
also participated in its celebration in Amritsar. After the activities in the
city they returned to the college and continued the ceremonies there,
allegedly also hoisting a national flag on one of the college’s hostels before
being halted by Principal Bishen Singh and other professors including
Bhai Jodh Singh. The incident and the principal’s subsequent reaction in
rusticating students and forcing them to apologise caused a big outcry in
the press.'”? In the weeks after the incident, the Akalis ran an aggressive
campaign against Principal Bishen Singh who was deemed a “retired gov-
ernment officer of jholicuk [‘collaborator’”¢] views.”'”” In the Akali fe
Pradesi’s opinion, a “national educational institution [such as KC] should
not be in the hands of jholicuks.”!”® Further, as the Viceroy later reported
to the Secretary of State for India, “the [KCA’s] Principal, whose open
support of the Government has made him unpopular, [...] received letters
threatening his life”!”? in early 1930.

The heated atmosphere reached a dramatic climax on 22 February
when students and staff gathered for the annual Junior Common Room
meeting at the college. Suddenly, the lights went out—Dbecause someone
cut the electricity wires—and a selt-made bomb was thrown in the direc-
tion of Principal Bishen Singh who was sitting on a small platform. The
bomb missed its purported target but a student sitting close to Bishen,
Partap Singh, was severely injured: he later died. The bombing was appar-
ently planned and executed by a group of students who had participated
in the Independence Day celebrations.'® In September, the alleged cul-
prit, a fourth year student of the college, was sentenced to death but was
acquitted two months later due to false statements made by witnesses.!®!
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After the bombing incident in February, the college magazine, the
Durbar, accused the vernacular press of having deliberately heated up the
atmosphere against the college management by “nefarious propaganda”
through “malicious suggestions and exaggerations, always intended to
wound the reputation of the Principal.”!8? However, as the Durbar noted,
the tone of these newspapers became only slightly milder after the attack.!3?
The Akali te Pradesi, for example, formally condemned the attack but at
the same time reminded Khalsa College that, albeit financed mainly by the
Sikh states, it was also accountable to the general public; if' it did not con-
cede to the wishes of the latter, it continued, even more such incidents
might occur in the future.'®* Other political opponents of the Majithia-
and CKD-led moderate Sikhs joined the Akali newspaper. The communist
Babar Ser speculated after the attack if Principal Bishen Singh was an
‘agent provocateur’ of the government, and the newspaper indulged in
various conspiracy theories regarding the bomb-throwing incident.!8®
Commentators close to the moderates interpreted the incident rather dif-
ferently. Shortly after the bombing, the Khalsa, for instance, attributed
the condemnable behaviour of the KCA students responsible for the attack
to Gandhi’s ideas, which had already cost Khalsa College the illustrious
visit of the Prince of Wales in 1922 and was now also responsible for the
death of a student.'8¢

Despite the heavy attacks on the institution, the attitude of the institu-
tion’s managerial level remained clear. The college addressed its students
after the incident through its Durbar magazine, trying to align them with
the management’s moderate course. An editorial titled “Lest We Forget”
written by professor Teja Singh, for instance, recalled the institution’s con-
stitution and its stated goal of “produc[ing] intelligent and useful citizens
and loyal subjects of the British Crown,” and reminded readers of the fact
that “[t]he main financial support [for KCA] comes from the Sikh States
and the Government, and the management cannot afford to lose this sup-
port by allowing any anti-government propaganda on the premises. Those
who pay the piper must command the tune.”!%”

Further, the article rejected current forms of nationalist agitation,
claiming that

[t]here is as yet no national cry evolved which may be consistent with the
dignity and aspirations of our people. The Sikhs can in no case abandon the
time-honoured cry of Sat Sri Akal for any hotch-potch shouts improvised
in anger.!8
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The editorial was followed by an anonymous ten-page treatise on “The
Essentials of Democracy’, which claimed that national sovereignty was
“largely a historical accident, and one that may be opposed to the spirit of
democracy.”'® Pointing to the examples of the USA, the British Empire,
and the League of Nations, it concluded that the essence of democracy
was in fact representative government and religious tolerance.

The following years were less exciting for Khalsa College, at least in
political terms. Instead, they were characterised by a steady growth under
the leadership of Sundar Singh Majithia, who between 1921 and 1926 was
also Revenue Minister in the Punjab Government. The numbers at the
college remained stable in general and were even growing in various areas.
Khalsa College by now was one of the biggest institutions in the province
in terms of facilities, land, and students. The institution was financially
secure, not at least due to the investments made during the ‘officialised’
period, and the college was able to further expand its educational and
academic activities in the early 1930s, particularly in the fields of agricul-
tural education and Sikh history. Despite the colonial anxiety that occa-
sionally permeated the intelligence sources, the dust from the most intense
phase of Akalt agitation in the early to mid-1920s settled, and the institu-
tion and its management were considered a mostly reliable partner of the
authorities.!?°

Punjab Politics, Princely States, and the ‘Majithia Reign’,
1936-1947

Severe political trouble resurfaced in 1937 when elections were held for
the Punjab Legislative Assembly.!”’ In these clections, Sundar Singh
Majithia’s Khalsa National Party cooperated with the Unionist Party,
which was the dominant secular party in Punjab supported by the prov-
ince’s rural land-owning classes, while the Akalt Dal led by Master Tara
Singh formed an alliance with the Indian National Congress.'”> There
were rival factions supporting different candidates among Khalsa College’s
students and staft. A strike took place at Khalsa College in January, after
students supporting the Congress candidate clashed with a KCA professor
supporting the moderate rival at a polling station in Amritsar. An even
bigger strike was organised by mostly the same internal and external agita-
tors four months later. In late May, a pamphlet titled Prof. Narinjan [sic|
Singh: Guru Govakh of the Masand Party fiercely attacked Niranjan Singh,
Chemistry Professor at Khalsa College and the brother of Master Tara
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Singh, and started to circulate widely on campus. Niranjan had been
cagerly active in the Akali and Gurdwara Reform Movements, and had
gained considerable influence on campus already during the tenure of
Principal Bishen Singh, working subtly against the college management
and “preach[ing] his political views to the students.”'®® The pamphlet
against Niranjan was published by Master Sundar Singh Lyallpur who
regularly visited the KC professors Waryam Singh and Sant Singh Sekhon
on the campus, but its author had in fact been Singh Sekhon, a professor
of English and later a renowned author with Marxists leanings.!** Though
Principal Jodh Singh made an effort to condemn the pamphlet publicly
soon after it surfaced, students protested the pamphlet and its controver-
sial content. The strike continued, driven by Akali agitators, student asso-
ciations, and other groups, into early June (Fig. 2.2). Various clashes
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Fig. 2.2 Strikers in front of KCA’s main gate (The Tribune, 29 May
1937,p.7)
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between picketing activists and the local police led to escalations that fea-
tured prominently in the press.!®

The exact reasons behind the internal political quarrels that underlay
the strike are complex and difficult to reconstruct. According to a state-
ment of Ganda Singh from the college’s Sikh History Research Department,
the two main clashing parties were the “extreme-politician party,” namely,
the radical Akalt activists consisting of Niranjan Singh and his supporters,
and those “deadly opposed to the extreme-politician party,” who were
mainly the professors Waryam Singh and Sant Singh Sekhon. Ganda Singh
further mentioned the ‘loyalists’, those “that would not care for what their
personal views are and would sacrifice their political views to coo-perate
[sic] with the Management and the College authorities,” among whom
Ganda Singh counted himself and the principal.’®® As this assessment
implies, it would be wrong to reduce the internal conflict among the statf
of the KCA to merely a loyalist/nationalist divide. The fractures went
along various fault lines: differences among progressive Sikh activists,
Congress supporters, socialists and other leftists, personal and even family
relations and animosities, and the old Majha/Malwa rivalry also played
into it. Sant Singh Sekhon, for example, was opposed to Niranjan Singh
and Tara Singh at least partially because of the latter’s recent understand-
ing with the Maharaja of Patiala.!®” However, how the conflict and the
strikes were represented in the media and how it eventually reverberated
coincided once more with the strong cleavage between Sundar Singh
Majithia and Master Tara Singh. While the college management ascribed
any controversy and indiscipline among the students to the workings of
the destructive Akalis, KCA’s critics, in turn, continued to condemn the
KC management as loyalist, pro-government, non-national, CKD-lackeys,
and “political slaves of the Majithia party,” as the Amritsar Students Union
wrote in an open letter.'”® Critics were particularly unhappy with how
Principal Jodh Singh dealt with the situation. His behaviour during both
strikes, including his rustication of students and other disciplinary actions,
was seen as inappropriate. The principal was deemed a “mechanical disci-
plinarian”? and after the first strike, the Akali Pattrika reported that
KCA was ‘going fascist” and that the attitude of both the principal and KC
Council president Sundar Singh Majithia was getting dictatorial, and com-
pared them both to Adolf Hitler.2%

The criticism of the management grew only bigger in fall 1937, when
it terminated the employment of five members of the teaching staff, the
most prominent and controversial being Niranjan Singh. Only persons
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from Niranjan Singh’s circle were punished, apart from Sant Singh Sekhon,
who came under fire also due to his controversial, sexually liberal literary
activities. This unequal dealing with the opposing groups concerned was
again heavily criticised.!

Beyond agitation and propaganda against KCA, the Akalis also reacted
in another way to the events of 1937. In early 1938 they started their own
college in Lahore, the Sikh National College (SNC). Niranjan Singh
became its first principal and some of the other teaching staft dismissed
from KCA in the fall of 1937 were also employed by the new Sikh col-
lege.?*?> The founders emphasised that the SNC was not intended to be a
rival institution to Khalsa College. However, in the same breath, they also
cagerly defined the new college’s character by distinguishing it from
KCA. The latter, according to the founders of SNC, was not in the hands
of representatives of the ‘common people’ but rather of the princes and
the government.?”® The Sikh National College, on the other hand, was
said to be a genuine ‘Panthic’ college in which the people would truly be
able to participate. The SNC indeed tried to live up to its promise of a
more democratic management, for example by letting its students partici-
pate in the management of the institution.?** The institution’s curriculum
also made the college’s outlook evident. It provided, for instance, training
in civics and parliamentary procedure and emphasised a “practical training
in useful subjects” to enable the students to earn an independent living, as
the Tribune reported.?® In summer 1939, the SNC also started an ‘Akali
Training School’.2%

The establishment of the Sikh National College and its anti-colonial
potential caused the government many anxieties, and the institution’s
claim of not intending to rival Khalsa College was seen as highly suspect.
As the Government of Punjab’s fortnightly report to the Viceroy in
January 1938 noted, the founders of the new college spoke the language
of the Congress and were “teaching patriotism and freedom.”?%” Governor
Henry D. Craik considered the SNC “entirely controlled by Akali Sikhs of
extremist views,” in contrast to Khalsa College, which was “an institution
of old standing|..,] the leading Sikh College in the province” and “the
particular ‘child’ of my [= Craik’s] Revenue Minister, Sir Sundar Singh
Majithia.”?%® A major matter of concern was the support, including finan-
cial, for the Akali college that came from the Maharaja of Patiala, Yadavindra
Singh. The Patiala Durbar had already earned the government’s suspicion
the year before, when Maharaja Bhupinder Singh, Yadavindra’s father, had
refused to endorse the KCA management’s course of action and decisions
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during the 1937 crisis, but rather had criticised them for being heavily
biased against the Congressites and Akalis.?”” The tension even led to the
suspension of the state’s financial contributions to Khalsa College. Patiala’s
support of the Sikh National College was highly regretted in government
circles, as “[t]he Maharaja [was], by his actions, in danger of opposing the
policy of the Local Government in an important sectarian matter.”>!°
Whereas Patiala had worked closely with the government and supported
moderate Sikh activists during the Gurdwara Movement in the 1920s and
the Maharaja himself came under attack from the Akalis in the following
years, the politically-savvy ruler(s) of Patiala State sought to improve their
relationship with the Akalis by the late 1930s and made concessions to
their demands, a development that the government monitored anx-
iously.2"! Maharaja Yadavindra Singh, who succeeded his father Bhupinder
after the latter’s death in 1938, justified his considerable contribution to
the SNC citing his “complete neutrality in so far as different schools of
thought in the Sikh community are concerned.”?'? He argued that he had
in fact resumed the donations to Khalsa College that his father had sus-
pended and, hence, due to his “neutrality in Panthic matters”?!® was
obliged to also financially support the new Sikh college in Lahore. Further,
Yadavindra Singh stressed that he was aware of the Akalis” “extremism”
and that his support would make him “able to exert [his] moderating
influence”'* and thereby undermine hostile Akali agitation in his own
princely state.

The SNC and associated incidents that showed its ‘subversive’ character
continued to bother the government in the following years, and Khalsa
College, in turn, remained a potential loyal counterweight to the ‘mali-
cious’ Akalt influence in the eyes of the government. This became evident
once more when the question of the succession of Sundar Singh Majithia,
who had been President of KCA’s Governing Council since 1920, arose.
Sundar Singh passed away in 1941 and his son, Kirpal Singh Majithia,
replaced him as President. In December 1942, however, the regular trien-
nial election of the President came up and Kirpal was eager to keep his
inherited position. However, he met with resistance from his political
opponents in the electoral meeting of the Governing Council as the
Maharaja of Patiala nominated Baldev Singh as a candidate.?'® Baldev
Singh was a prominent and renowned Akalt politician who in 1942 became
Development Minister under Premier Sikandar Hayat Khan after the Akali
Dal had secured an understanding with the Unionists.?!® During the meet-
ing, various Council members, among them many representatives of
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Patiala and other princely states that supported Patiala’s nominee, staged
a walk-out. They accused Kirpal Singh Majithia and his supporters of pro-
cedural irregularities that revolved around the voting rights of a number
of new life-members in the Council. This ‘huge deceit’*!” by Kirpal, as the
Akalis termed it, was also acknowledged by the government in the person
of Governor Bertrand Glancy, who reported of an “exercise of a consider-
able degree of ingenuity [by] Kirpal Singh”?!8 that he however hardly
lamented. Rather, the governor was relieved that “[t]he Akalis received a
set-back” in what the Tribune called “an indirect trial of strength between
the Akali Party on the one hand and the moderate group of Sikhs [...] on
the other.”?? There was not much resistance after the walk-out by Baldev
Singh’s supporters and Kirpal Singh was elected president.

The conflict between the Akalis and the Majithia-headed college man-
agement continued in the years up to 1947. In 1944, the government
interpreted the unexpected death of Kirpal Singh Majithia as a “very severe
blow” to the “conservative Sikh party.”??° The Majithia rule over the insti-
tution, however, was upheld as the College Council elected Surjit Singh
Majithia, Kirpal’s younger brother, to succeed Kirpal Singh as President.
Surjit Singh Majithia remained in this position until 1965.

Campus Organisations, Education Netwovks, and Khalsa
College’s Socio-Economic Composition

The recurring strikes during Khalsa College’s colonial history suggest a
student body that was organised and eager to participate in social and
political discussion. Such an atmosphere, however, had only slowly devel-
oped at the institution in Amritsar. In its early days, campus life was
remarkably dormant, as apparent in a Khalsa Advocate article in 1904 that
urged the institution to initiate a school magazine, school clubs, as well as
an old boys organisation.??! The problems that for long hindered the
development of student organisations at the institution can be illustrated
best by the shaky history of KCA’s alumni association(s).

In November 1905, a first old boys club was founded at Khalsa
College.??? Only two years later, amidst the controversy around Major Hill
and Dharam Singh, (later Master) Tara Singh, then a 4th-year student,
initiated another “Khalsa Old Boys Association.”??? This organisation too
did not survive. The next initiative for an alumni association came under
the tightened governmental regime of the college in the 1910s, when the
start of a next version was celebrated in November 1916.%2* This attempt
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was slightly more successful than earlier ones, but eventually “foundered
in the stormy days of 1923-24.”22> A revival of the association in 1929
under Principal Sardar Bishen Singh was discontinued after its first
meeting.?2

The fragility of these alumni organisations was related to the fact that
they were expected to represent Khalsa College and, in extenso, the edu-
cated Sikh community. Further, at influential educational institutions old
boys’ associations were a means for securing a persisting influence over the
political and socio-religious development of one’s community. In Aligarh,
for example, Aftad Ahmad Khan or the Ali brothers for many years were
heavily involved in the affairs of their alma mater through these type of
organisations.?”” At Khalsa College, the old boys clubs’ character and
activities were thus always a delicate subject and anxiously monitored by
the college authorities. This was particularly evident during the stormy
events of 1937.

Soon after assuming office in 1936, Bishen Singh’s successor Jodh
Singh had tried anew to invigorate the old boys club and called for a for-
mative meeting in November 1937. After the meeting, a statement listing
a number of resolutions critical of the college management circulated in
the press and public. The legitimacy of the statement, however, was con-
tested. Jodh Singh reported to the press that the resolutions were not
passed at the provisional meeting itself.?*® According to the principal, a
group led by Master Tara Singh and his brother, who had had brought
“two lorry loads” of “students from Lahore”?* with them, drew up the
statement after the meeting had already been disbanded and the majority
of its participants were having dinner. Particularly contested was a claim
expressed in the resolutions demanding that this alleged new Old Boys
Association—that officially did not yet exist, according to Jodh Singh—
would receive one seat in the KCA Council reserved for college alumni.?*°
In a letter to the Yuvraj (crown prince) of Patiala, Sundar Singh Majithia
rejected this claim, stating that he did not acknowledge the alumni asso-
ciation in “its present nebulous state.”?3!

Compared to other educational institutions, Khalsa College allowed its
students and alumni only miniscule participation on a constitutional and
organisational level.??? In the College Council the KCA old boys were
granted only one seat out of one hundred (additional seven went to Sikh
graduates in general).?*? An elected Khalsa College Students Council was
established by the authorities only in 1943 in order “to direct the energies
of the students into constructive channels.”?** Its purpose, however, was
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only partially to increase student participation. Rather, it was thought as a
means “to help the Principal in maintaining discipline and peace in the
College.”?%

As these examples indicate, independent or self-organised student
groups, as they, for instance, had blossomed in Aligarh in the MAO
College or at BHU, had more difficulties to thrive at KCA.23¢ Sustainable
were mainly organisations initiated and /or sponsored by the college man-
agement, such as the Junior Common Room Club, the City Students
Association, the Boy Scouts or the numerous sports clubs. One of the
oldest associations of the institution was the Guru Nanak Club. Initiated
in 1904, its comparably innocuous purpose was to familiarise students
with Sikh history and religion, stimulate debate on socio-religious reform
and to promote and pursue charitable activities.?” A similar role later took
on the Young Men’s Sikh Association (Y.M.S.A) at the campus, one of
many Indian associations following the model of the Christian Y.M.C.A.,
which organised social work and religious festivities and arranged lectures
on socio-religious topics at the College dbaramsala—often by speakers
from the college’s own faculty such as Jodh Singh, Teja Singh, or Waryam
Singh.?3¥ These clubs gave the college students the most room for autono-
mous action and initiative, but they, too, were to a considerable degree
supported by, if not dependent on the goodwill and financial support of
the college authorities and staft.

Literary clubs and English-style debating societies were started at KCA
in the government-sponsored mid-1910s.2* A prominent feature in most
higher educational institutions, debating societies were supposed to teach
students to articulate themselves, discuss abstract ideas among peers in a
rational and structured form, and prepare them for their designated role
as leaders of the community and ‘useful’ citizens—of what kind of nation,
however, still had to be determined.?*® The college’s debating societies
were re-hauled in the late 1920 and changes showed not only in the clubs’
organisational structure but also in their debates’ content.?*! Before, stu-
dent debates on the campus were restricted mostly to general, philosophi-
cal and social topics, and the authorities considered it their explicit “duty
to prevent [the college student] from discussing politics while he is a stu-
dent.”?*? In the 1930s and 1940s, corresponding with the growing politi-
cal consciousness among Sikhs and students, the debates became more
overtly political. While topics such as “Science has done more good to the
world than Literature,” “Every man is the creator of his fortune,” or “The
sufferings of the good are greater than those of the wicked,” had
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dominated in the 1910s, in later decades students were able to debate on
questions like “Independence versus Dominion Status,” “The participa-
tion of women in politics,” or “Social emancipation must precede political
emancipation.”?**3 However, while the college authorities felt they had to
“meect the growing demand of students for intellectual enlightenment,”?*
the debating societies were rather strictly supervised by the staff and
faculty.

Khalsa College’s attitude towards political matters was linked to the
socio-economic make-up of its management, teachers, and students.
Significant was the composition of the college’s Governing Council and
Managing Committee. As both bodies remained mostly selective despite
occasional faint attempts at constitutional reform, their composition was
only mildly subject to change throughout the years. Provisions for sepa-
rate, elected constituencies, such as Sikh graduates, were only granted
slowly and in small numbers. Dominant remained the influence of the
princely states which were able to keep their share of roughly half of the
representatives and which were free to nominate their delegates. The
College Council and even more so the smaller Managing Committee were
thus manned with sardars and other title- and estate-holders. A persisting
complaint towards KCA’s managing bodies was the lack of regulations
regarding the educational qualifications of many of the council members
who often had not pursued any higher education. The leading office bear-
ers in both bodies usually combined a distinct aristocratic and upper class
background with formal English education and a marked interest in socio-
religious reform and ‘Panthic’ affairs, such as Sikh notables like Sundar
Singh Majithia, Harbans Singh Raes Attari, member of a prominent family
of Sikh chiefs and educated at Aitchison College, or Sardar Gopal Singh
Bhagowalia, son of a tebsildar (revenue collector) and big land-owner.

The social and economic background of the teaching staft was humbler
and, naturally, showed more representation from the professional and
educated classes. Various early leading figures among the faculty, such as
Sahib Singh, Bhai Jodh Singh, Teja Singh, or Niranjan Singh, shared a
particular socio-economic origin. They came from villages and smaller
towns in central and western Punjab with parents who were active in busi-
ness, trading and petty shop keeping. Often, they belonged to Arora or
Khatri families and already at a young age became amritdhari Sikhs. Their
personal skills, a sustained interest in professional training, and (higher)
educational drive allowed them to gain prominence and profile in the Sikh
reformist milieu despite their modest roots and quickly rise through the
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ranks of the Singh Sabha and Khalsa Diwan associations. At the same time,
their success and position were highly dependent on the sponsorship of
the “enlightened Chiefs and Sardars”;*** the traditional, rural elites, and
aristocracy who financed and led the reform and educational organisa-
tions. These ties and networks facilitated persisting loyalties that on many
occasions may have curbed the personal convictions of these professional
groups who usually took part most actively in the various socio-religious
and political debates. The case of Jodh Singh, who had quick-started his
career as a protégé of Sundar Singh Majithia (see Chap. 3), surely is the
most evident example of this. Other professors and scholars similarly had
to restrain their political activities in the institutional and educational set-
ting of Khalsa College. Sant Singh Sekhon, later known as a lauded Punjabi
author with strong Marxist convictions, was lecturer in English at KCA in
the 1930s and 1940s. An article on the socialist revolution by Sekhon
from 1937—published amidst the turmoil of the 1937 elections and stu-
dent strike—appears tellingly and decidedly cautious. In his address to
KCA’s students Sekhon, “in honesty to [himself] as a teacher,” opted for
‘evolution’ rather than ‘revolution’ in order to conserve Sikh tradition and
“to keep the Khalsa College out of harm’s way.”?*¢ As Gurbachan Singh,
another politically interested professor of the college who later transferred
to the Sikh National College in Lahore, stressed a few months later in a
Durbar editorial, educational institutions “should be above subscribing to
particular political creeds.”**”

In 1917, KCA’s school department could report that out of 739 stu-
dents 47 per cent were “sons of agriculturists.”?* A year later, there were
41 per cent “sons of Jats” among the 704 boys in the school. The compo-
sition of the college students is more difficult to trace, but there are indica-
tors that KCA’s particular appeal towards agricultural groups was no
unfounded claim made regularly by the college authorities but indeed
substantiated, even before to college started to offer regular F.Sc. and
B.Sc. agriculture classes in the 1920s (see Chap. 4). Various district boards
of the province supplied scholarships specifically for Jat Sikhs,?*” and dur-
ing economically hard times like the depression of the early 1930s, the
college issued relief measures that were specifically aimed towards the sub-
stantial base of agricultural groups among KCA’s students.?*® A limited
and tentative glimpse into the students’ background allows us a student
list from a KCA almanach published in 1918. The list does not provide
information on the socio-economic origin of the students and their fami-
lies, but about a quarter of the 570 students are listed with caste names
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that can be identified with some confidence. While this makes only for
rather speculative conclusions, the caste indicators indeed seem to mirror
the situation in the school department—about half can be classified as Jat
and other agricultural groups.?®! To some degree, this set Khalsa College
apart from other, similar communal institutions such as the Arya-Samaj-
backed Gurukul Kangri in Haridwar that showed a distinct urban bias in
their students’ background.?*

A composition of the college’s student body similar to that of the col-
legiate school suggests also the fact that a substantial share of KCA’s col-
lege students came from the institution’s own or associated feeder Khalsa
schools. Already in the early years of its existence, Khalsa College had initi-
ated this connection between the college in Amritsar and associated insti-
tutions.?®® In the early 1900s, voices grew louder that called for a more
organised Sikh educational landscape and the foundation of an umbrella
organisation, ideally led by the KCA Council.?** Feeder schools to the
Khalsa College were supposed to “spread over the whole country inhab-
ited by Sikhs so as to serve every town or village having a Sikh popula-
tion,” whereas the college was envisioned to be “only the dome meant to
crown the splendid educational edifice.”?*® Such calls for a more coordi-
nated Khalsa education found their culmination in the establishment of
the Sikh Educational Conference in April 1908.25¢ Since 1908, the Chief-
Khalsa-Diwan-sponsored Sikh Educational Conferences took place annu-
ally in different cities of Punjab. They became huge events and a
meeting-ground for Sikh educationists, reformers, and other ‘leaders’, and
usually led to a flow of donations and financial contributions, which sub-
sequently allowed for the opening of new schools in the area.?®” The con-
cept was highly successtul and Khalsa schools mushroomed exceptionally
in the 1910s and 1920s especially in rural areas; by 1947 there existed 340
such institutions, whereas in 1907 there had only been seven.?®

It was an aim of Khalsa College to integrate this network of Khalsa
institutions, particularly the ones in and around the Amritsar district, and
to tie them to the college’s sphere of influence. With this intention, the
institution started a Khalsa Schools Tournament in 1916. Teams from
dozens of Khalsa middle and high schools participated in this annual
hockey and football tournament held on Diwali on Khalsa College’s
extensive playgrounds. While also being an expression of a permeating
discourse on Sikhs and physical education (cf. Chap. 5), the tournament
was specifically intended to enable school boys to get in touch with the
college.?® In 1916, half of the 167 new first year students of the college
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came indeed from various Khalsa schools of the province.?*® In the follow-
ing years, this ratio remained roughly the same; between 40 and 50 per
cent of the freshmen had previously been enrolled in Khalsa institutions.?%!
As detailed data for 1917 show, boys from Khalsa schools displayed a dis-
proportionately high enrolment in KCA’s science classes, implicating a
tangible impact of a debate on ‘useful’, technical, and agricultural educa-
tion and of KCA’s understanding of the ‘modern’ Sikh. The numbers
from 1917 also indicate the further early educational background of
KCA’s college students beyond the strong “Khalsa” representation: About
a fifth had previously been in government schools, a tenth in mission
schools, whereas out of 254 new admissions in 1917 only 12 and 6 boys,
respectively, got their early education in Islamia and Arya Samaj
institutions.?®?

In turn, Khalsa College supplied the Khalsa feeder institutions with
teachers. There was a steady stream of KC alumni who were engaged as
teachers and headmasters in the numerous Khalsa primary, middle, and
high schools of the province.?®® In 1931, the principal of Khalsa College
noted that “[m]ost of the Khalsa Schools in the Province are manned by
the Graduates and under-Graduates of this institution]...].”?** In coop-
eration with the Educational Committee of the Chief Khalsa Diwan,
Khalsa College started a Junior Anglo-Vernacular (J.A.V.) class for train-
ing school teachers for middle and primary schools in 1919, in order “to
meet the demands of the rapidly increasing Khalsa Schools.”?% Despite
the class theoretically being open to everyone, the selective admission pro-
cedure favoured Sikh candidates who, for instance, did not have to pay
tuition fees.?%¢

Apart from specific cases such as teaching, it is difficult to tell where the
students went professionally after they finished their education at Khalsa
College. Data coming from the institution itself is available mainly from
the era of G.A. Wathen (1915-24), the latter who seems to have been
eager to secure his students jobs after their graduation. As the sources
show, Wathen was not shy to wield his influence and he helped to place his
former pupils into clerical positions in various departments of the colonial
administration and especially of the military branch.?®” Further, the sources
suggest that Khalsa College’s orientation towards science and technical
education from the 1910s onward did indeed have an effect on the stu-
dent’s professional perspectives, as will be touched upon more specifically
in Chap. 4 on the college’s schemes in scientific agricultural education.
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CONCLUSION

In his autobiography Master Tara Singh writes that the ‘officialisation” of
Khalsa College in 1908 and 1912 were the deciding events that irretriev-
ably awoke an anti-government attitude in him.?*8 Indeed, internal quar-
rels and rivalries, the entrance of anti-colonial politics, and a growing
governmental encroachment heavily shaped the turbulent and critical first
two decades of the institution.

Although Khalsa College was founded in cooperation with the British
Indian government and the princely states, a tendency towards anti-
colonial critique was somewhat inherent in the institution’s outlook from
the outset. Often described as a ‘national’ institution, it saw itself as the
bearer of one of many Indian national and communal identities, compar-
ing itself to institutions such as the Arya Samaj and Islamia colleges, the
Aligarh Muslim University, and the Banaras Hindu University. In areas
such as language, history, and religion, Khalsa College strongly urged the
fostering of Sikh and /or Punjabi traditions, that is, identity politics central
to the emergence of nationalist and sub-nationalist ideas. There were, of
course, no clear dividing lines between socio-religious reform and subver-
sive anti-colonial activism. The government anxiously monitored the
activities of organisations such as the Arya Samaj, the Singh Sabhas, and
the Khalsa Diwans in late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Social
reform and higher education were the modernist forces related to the
global rise of the ‘middle classes’ that lay behind the establishment of
Khalsa College. Both the initial reformist trajectory with its articulation of
a homogenized Sikh identity, which sought recognition from the colonial
state, and its later radicalized and politicised Akalt version engaged with
and later challenged colonial rule on the basis of the modern notion of the
nation and the state, whether envisioned as British-imperial, Sikh, or
Indian. Further, the college’s advocates had to deal with shifting under-
standings of these concepts—state, nation, society, and community—that
compelled the introduction, for instance, of party politics and democratic
participation.

The politicisation of the Sikh community from the 1910s onwards soon
changed the political setting. With the appearance of the radical Akali ele-
ment, Sikh activists who earlier had been met with suspicion by the gov-
ernment became crucial partners of the government in facing the threat of
the Akalis. The latter, in turn, became the biggest critics of Khalsa College
and its management. Khalsa College’s administration remained sceptical
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of newer, radical, anti-colonial Sikh movements like the Akalis which
quickly rose to become important political players. The ‘de-officialisation’
of KCA in 1920, thus, was only a limited ‘nationalisation’. It hardly satis-
fied the demands of the more politically minded Sikhs and bore many of
the problems resurfacing in the subsequent two to three decades. It
cemented the influence of Sikh public figures like Sundar Singh Majithia
who represented an approach to Sikh politics diametrically opposed to
that of his Akalt opponents. In many ways, Sundar Singh Majithia and his
management of Khalsa College represented a ‘rural loyalism” and ‘limited
nationalism’ that historian Rajit K. Mazumder has read into Punjab’s
political landscape up to World War 11.2¢

However, it would be an oversimplification to infer from the mutual
accusations and disputes between the college management and its critics
that there were clear and sharp ideological distinctions between two neatly
defined opposing factions. Actors such as Sundar Singh Majithia, Jodh
Singh, Teja Singh, and Master Tara Singh shared most of the communal
Sikh interests and were important in establishing modern Sikh reformist
ideas through their extensive and relentless engagement with education,
religion, and politics. They differed mainly in how they expressed these
communal ambitions vis-a-vis the colonial administration and how they
imagined the relationship between Sikhs, other Indians, and the British.?7

As disruptive moments of student, Congress, and Akali agitation on the
KCA campus were, they usually were isolated incidents. In the end, Khalsa
College was an educational institution foremost, and for most of the halt-
century discussed here, its teachers were teaching, and its students were
studying. There usually was also internal opposition to Akali-friendly radi-
cal staff and student protestors. For instance, as Vice-Principal Narain
Singh claimed in his statement about the 1937 incidents, 39 of the 45
members of KCA’s teaching staff had been on the side of the principal.2”!
Additionally, there were multiple student groups at Khalsa College bond-
ing together to counter the agitation of the strikers, with one of them,
according to Narain Singh, having as many as 120 members.?”?> That said,
the fault lines were there and Khalsa College undoubtedly had a strong
connection to (and dependency on) both the government and the old
aristocratic land-owning elites and the princely states. The particular mix
of social reform, an ambivalent attitude towards both loyalism and nation-
alism, and the institution’s modernist drive structured much of Khalsa
College’s educational and scholarly enterprises during its late colonial
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history until 1947, as will become apparent in the subsequent chapters.
Further, probing into the subcontinent’s Partition and its aftermath, the
Conclusion will suggest that many of these processes and inclinations car-
ried over into the post-1947 era.
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CHAPTER 3

Conceiving Modern Sikhism: Religious
Instruction, Scientism, and Comparative
Religion at Khalsa College

INTRODUCTION

Though the Khalsa College in Amritsar was founded with the aim of pro-
viding English-style education for the Sikh community, it was clear from
carly on to its founders that the institution should also have a distinctly
Sikh character, impart religious education and advance the scholarly
engagement with Sikh tradition. This was pursued in several different ways
in the half-century of KCA’s colonial history.

It is beyond the scope of this chapter to give a comprehensive analysis
of the evolution of modern ‘Sikhism’, Sikh theology or history as it was
conceived in late colonial India through the work of many Sikh scholars,
reformers and activists. However, an analysis of Khalsa College’s attempts
at disseminating its modernist vision of Sikh religious tenets and practice
to KCA students illuminates the role the college played in this process. An
examination of various key figures who were employed at the college in
the period elucidates how ‘modern’ Sikhism was conceptualised in an edu-
cational institution oscillating between claims to ‘universal scientificity’
and ‘communal identity’. As we will see, KCA provided two generations
of scholars institutional legitimacy, social capital, and financial backing,
which facilitated their influential work and crucially shaped how ‘modern
Sikhism” was constituted as a ‘world religion’ and subject of religious/
theological and historical studies.
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INSTITUTIONALISING ‘MODERN SIKHISM’

The Religious Sub-committee and the Chaiv of Sikh Theology

To achieve its religious goals, the college authorities, which meant in the
carliest days its Establishment Committee, installed a ‘Religious Sub-
committee’ that would deal with different kinds of religious matters at the
institution.! During the constitutive phase of the college in the early 1890s
it was discussed to have representatives of the traditional Sikh orthodoxy
such as the mabant (‘head/manager’) of the Akal Takhbt or the Head-
granthi (‘reader’) of the Golden Temple in Amritsar as ex-officio members
of the religious committee.? This particular idea was later discarded; the
committee consisted now of the Sikh members of the college’s managing
committee with the addition of'a maximum number of three other selected
Sikhs, such as CKD associate and poet Bhai Vir Singh, or KC’s divinity
professor Jodh Singh.®* However, because the KCA Religious Sub-
committee only met once or twice a year, its impact remained rather small.

A milestone for the teaching of ‘Sikhism’ in an institutional setting was
the establishment of a chair for Sikh theology* in 1905. It is worthwhile to
look in more detail at how this position was created and filled more than
a decade after the founding of the Sikh college. In prior years, there had
been discussions about the state of religious instruction and particularly
the lack of ‘educated’ men among the college and school staff and its
managerial institutions.® Finally, in summer 1905 the college advertised
the position for a “Professor of Divinity,” seeking a candidate with a
“thorough knowledge of Sikh religion and comparative Theology.”® What
this position was supposed to embrace was elaborated, for example, in an
article in the Khalsa Advocate” Countering general reservations against
religious instruction in schools which referred to the observation that reli-
gious education was shrinking in Western countries, the essay pointed out
that when “looking up to the civilizing influence of the West”® with regard
to education, one had to notice that educationists and thinkers such as
Carlyle, Ruskin, Goethe, Emerson, or Tolstoy had “felt that the want of
true religious education and spirit is the canker which is eating at the vitals
of the Western Civilisation.” Hence, religious education in schools was
seen by the Advocate writer as a modern and progressive concept and a
necessity for both the West and India. In this spirit the professor of divinity
at Khalsa College had to “combine [...] breadth of view with religious
fervor and [have] a liberal and an open mind.”!? Also, he was supposed to
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“be imbued through and through with the knowledge and the true spirit
of the Sikh Scriptures and history”!! and should also have knowledge of
“comparative theology.”

Such a man, apparently, was found in the 23-year-old Jodh Singh.
Although the position for KCA’s theology professor was advertised pub-
licly, in the end Jodh Singh was found through personal networks. As
Jodh Singh himself recalled, it was Sundar Singh Majithia, then Honorary
Secretary of the KC Council, who asked him to take the job since Sundar
Singh felt it difficult to find a suitable educated teacher for religious
instruction.'? Jodh Singh had been educated in Rawalpindi, first at the
Mission School, then at Gordon Mission College, where he was encour-
aged by Bhagat Lakshman Singh to take Sanskrit classes to better under-
stand the words of gurbani.'* After being initiated into the Khalsa in 1898,
he got associated with the Singh Sabhas and moved to Amritsar in 1902.
After giving lectures in Singh Sabha and Sikh Young Men’s Association
meetings, he was recommended to Sundar Singh Majithia who employed
him as tutor for his son. Alongside the tutorship, Jodh Singh studied
mathematics at Khalsa College and graduated first in his class in both his
B.A. and M.A. examinations.

Hence, in the summer of 1905 the chair for Sikh theology was added
to the six original professorships (Philosophy, History, Science,
Mathematics, Sanskrit, and Persian). However, to some commentators the
establishment of the theology chair did not go far enough. One concern,
for example, was that the religious education at the college still was inef-
ficient because it did not constitute part of any university examinations.'*
Others used the occasion to further discuss the nature of (Sikh) theology
and how it was best taught at Khalsa College, for instance, in the Khalsa
Advocate in an article “on the Science of Theology.”!® The article heavily
criticised “natural theology” that would “construct out of the intellect a
theory of God”¢ but failed to explain the religious experiences of people
as recorded in religious scriptures. While identifying this natural theology
as a failed Western attempt to deal with religion as a science, the Advocate
writer contrasted it with vedanta:

Vedanta is such a [experience-oriented] theology and it has held its own
against, and is destined to withstand, all destructive influences of modern
skepticism, for, as a science, it is based upon the surest foundation. What we
want is a Vedanta of the Sikhs — a scientific (or philosophical, if you like)
explanation of the religious experiences of the Sikh Gurus as recorded in the
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Sikh scriptures. If no such attempt is made, mere reading of the Scriptural
texts will not, we fear, produce the desired result and Sikhism, like
Christianity, will fail to influence the critical intellect of the rising generation.!”

The alternative the author favoured over “natural theology” was, once
again, “comparative theology.” Considered a “better and more compre-
hensive science,” it was supposed to “explain][ ... ] the religious experiences
of different nations from a universal stand point”!® and thus help to get rid
of sectarian differences. It was hoped that Khalsa College’s new divinity
professor, accordingly, would add to this “new, though incomplete,
science.”?

The establishment of a chair for Sikh theology at Khalsa College in
1905 was a crucial moment that was indicative of both the state of ‘mod-
ern Sikhism” and the further engagement with ‘Sikhism’ at Khalsa College
in the following decades. Jodh Singh, who would spend forty of the next
fifty years of his life at Khalsa College, did not have a specific training as a
giani or other traditional religious specialist and joined his position as
professor as a mathematics graduate. But he was a young, apparently
highly intelligent Sikh activist who had proven his competence among the
Singh Sabha circles. The debate around the establishment of the theology
chair also shows that Khalsa College did not look for a “mere[...] dry and
hair splitting theologian,”?? but that theology was understood as a practi-
cal subject with strong moral aims. While distancing itself from materialist
and scepticist interpretations of religion, Khalsa College saw the establish-
ment of its theology chair as a decisive step to putting Sikhism on a ‘scien-
tific’ base, placing its hopes especially on the promising ‘new science’ of
comparative theology. The term and concept of ‘comparative theology’—
whose knowledge was a requisite for the job as KCA’s job advertisements
show—is of particular interest. It shows the college’s universalist and phe-
nomenological approach that developed ‘Sikh theology’ in dialogue with
contemporaneous Western-originated scholarly discourses on ‘compara-
tive religion’, by the early twentieth century the dominant framework in
which religion was discussed on an academic level. This comparative
approach to religion(s) followed an evolutionary understanding of a gen-
eral religious history that entailed an often hierarchical mapping of histori-
cal and living traditions that put ‘universal’ systems above local or so-called
ethnic religions. The implication was often, that what were considered the
different ‘religions of the world” were expressions of a (universal) ‘reli-
gion’. This, in turn, made their ‘theologies’—usually at least implicitly
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expected to be systematic and similarly structured as the Christian exam-
ple—academically and ‘scientifically’ approachable and comparable.?! So,
Khalsa College’s own positioning or contextualisation of its theology chair
in this field elevated it from the fold and framework of being ‘only” an
‘Indic’ (or worse: ‘Hindu’) religion (or worse: ‘sect’) while simultaneously
preparing the discursive means for Sikhism’s defence from Christian/
Protestant attacks such as Ernst Trumpp’s.

The Textbook Problem and KCA Professors as Authors

One initial problem for Khalsa College and its schemes for religious
instruction was a lack of textbooks. It was regularly lamented in early
reports that religious education had to be taught through oral instruc-
tion.?? Although pioneering organisations such as the Khalsa Tract Society,
founded by Bhai Vir Singh in 1894, had started to publish small, cheap
booklets and tracts on religious and social topics, the Sikh publishing land-
scape remained rather sparse until the early 1900s.2® This situation was
lamented, for instance, by the Kbhalsa Advocate, who, already in 1903,
suggested the start of a Sikh educational conference that would turn its
attention to the publication of Punjabi/gurmuklii books, complaining
that neither scientific works nor even biographies of the Gurus to be used
as textbooks at Khalsa College had yet been published.?* The problem was
also acknowledged by Jodh Singh, who, shortly after starting his position,
had to report of “numerous practical difficulties” for his work of impart-
ing religious education, mostly because there were “no authenticated lives
of Sikh Gurus and no authoritative Commentaries on the Sikh Scriptures.”?®
According to him, this was the case because “[t]he Sikh religion up to this
time ha[d] not been considered as a new dispensation.”?® Jodh Singh con-
sequently urged the KCA council to arrange for the establishment of a
“body of learned and respected Sikhs”?” who would prepare the required
historical and religious works.

Jodh Singh himself'also worked to fill this gap. As one of the first results
of this endeavour he published an annotated English translation of the 33
savaiye in 1907.28 The 33 savaiye are a group of metric compositions
found in the Dasam Granth traditionally attributed to Guru Gobind
Singh. By describing the ‘true’ Khalsa, strongly condemning concepts
such as avatar or the worship of idols by rejecting various Hindu myths
and stories and stressing the omnipotence, omniscience, and limitlessness
of God in Jodh Singh’s annotations, the small booklet followed in a
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concise form the established Singh Sabha trajectory of pushing monothe-
ism. It was thus, albeit also meant to give insights on Sikhism to the “gen-
eral public,” “included in the course of studies for the B.A. classes of the
Khalsa College.”?

While the booklet also was an effort to once more emphasise the dis-
tinctiveness of Sikhism from ‘Hindu’ tradition, the content, of course,
corresponded well with what was discussed and propagated among the
Singh Sabhas’ rivals from the Hindu reformist sphere.?® Shortly after its
release, the book got a review in the Unity and the Minister, the organ of
the late Keshab Chandra Sen’s syncretic and universalist New Dispensation
Church. In this review, as cited in the Khalsa Advocate (that claimed to be
surprised by so much “insight” from a Bengali), the author confirmed the
narratives stressed by Jodh Singh and the Sikh reformers but indeed pres-
ent among most of the religious reformists in colonial India at the time.
Stating that “rationalism has caught hold of the heart of the new genera-
tion known as neo-Sikhs,”3! the reviewer described the savaiye as strictly
monotheistic aphorisms and protests against idolatry. Such interpretations
the Unityreview deemed laudable but also difficult because they demanded
efforts “to reconcile orthodoxy with the spirit of the age — to harmonise
faith with reason.”

Jodh Singh continued to write programmatic works such as #f & &
(sikklii ki hai?; “What is Sikhi(sm) ) or gg mafs w3 @€ (guri sabib ate ved;
“The Guru(s) and the Vedas’, both 1911) during his first tenure at Khalsa
College as well as after. His most influential book was composed during
his second stay as professor of divinity at the Sikh college and before
becoming its principal in 1936: gowsf afsew (gurmati nirnay, “Treatise on
Gurmat’), published in 1932.32 “A blueprint for modern Sikh thought”??
whose example had been followed heavily since, the book is especially
relevant for the ontological categorisation and systematisation of Sikh
‘theological’ concepts it provides, appropriating established Christian
theological schemata.*

Jodh Singh wrote in the following years many more influential works in
both English and Punjabi, and he continued stressing the point of pub-
lishing.3® In 1921, he urged in his presidential address at the annual Sikh
Educational Conference for the establishment of a “Khalsa Textbook
Committee” which indeed was inaugurated at the conference. The com-
mittee was supposed to improve the quality of textbooks for the Khalsa
educational institutions and apart from its chairman, Jodh Singh himself,
the committee had also the KCA’s professors Teja Singh and Bawa
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Harkrishen Singh, as well as the college’s later principal, Sardar Bishen
Singh, among its 14 members.*® However, a few years later the condition
and availability of suitable textbooks for the instruction of Sikh religion
and history was still seen as an urgent topic at the SEC, at whose 1929
edition the conference president complained about a lack of “systematic
course[s] of religious instruction.”” To counter this deficiency the presi-
dent, KCA’s then-principal Bishen Singh suggested to have at least the
recently published High Roads in Sikh History, a series of three small
booklets written in simple English by Khalsa College’s Teja Singh, be
translated into Punjabi. A lack in authoritative scholarship on Sikhism had
been observed by many commentators. In an appeal to the educated Sikh
youth in the Khalsa newspaper, Teja Singh also noted that there were still
much inconsistencies in Sikhism and that “[t]he whole corpus of the Sikh
principles is in a fluid state, and requires to be fixed.”38

Teja Singh, a graduate of Gordon Mission College, Rawalpindi, had
been employed at Khalsa College as professor in English, History, and
Religion in 1919. He quickly became one of the most prolific authors on
Sikh religion and history, publishing various overviews on Sikhism as well
as translation work in English, among them his Growth of Responsibility in
Sikebism® in 1918 and Sikhism: Its Ideals and Institutionsin 1937. Another
time-consuming project of Teja Singh during his tenure at Khalsa College
was his Sabadarth Svi Gurit Granth Sihib, an extensive commentary ( £ika)
on the Adi Granth on which he worked between 1936 and 1941.#

The area of translating and annotating the slowly crystalising canon of
Sikh literature was a crucial project in which KCA’s scholars played an
important part. As Arvind-Pal Singh Mandair argues, what was considered
a ‘Sikh theology’ by the late colonial Sikh reformers was produced mainly
through commentaries and translations of Sikh scripture.*! Gianz Bishen
Singh, long-time grantliin KCA’s gurdwara as well as Religious Instructor
at the institution (and not to be confused with his contemporary and
namesake Sardar Bahadur Bishen Singh, KCA’s principal between 1928
and 1936), in the 1920s also brought out a multi-volume simple Punjabi
translation and annotation of the Adi Granth*? and further worked on a
similar project covering the Dasam Granth.*® In 1939 Sahib Singh,
Professor of Divinity at KCA, published gewe? ehrage [‘Gurbani
Viakaran’],* a grammar of the language of the Adi Granth. Sahib Singh
had first been employed by the college as Punjabi lecturer and as assistant
of Jodh Singh responsible for the religious lectures, and he was promoted
to instruct the B.A. classes and substitute Jodh Singh when the latter
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became principal of Khalsa College in 1936. Nowadays considered a clas-
sic of gurbani grammar and in 2011 published in its seventeenth edition,
upon its publication in 1939, Gurbani Viakaran was lauded by the KCA
magazine as a ground-breaking work and tool for annotators and theolo-
gians in the process of “mak[ing] the interpretation of the Book a Science
which so far had been subject to [...] personal predilections.”

According to historian Gurinder Singh Mann, Sahib and Teja Singh
were probably the most important pre-independence scholars on the Sikh
scriptures, introducing an analytical approach to textual study that rejected
much of the existing accounts that, although differing in various aspects,
accepted the “evolutionary nature”*® of Sikh scripture and started to apply
methods such as form criticism to the texts.*” Next to scholars such as Bhai
Vir Singh or Kahn Singh Nabha, Teja Singh, Sahib Singh and Jodh Singh
are often considered as “the basis of modern and ‘orthodox” Sikh think-
ing.”*® They consolidated the urge of a textualism that in the colonial
context of the nineteenth century had occurred in similar ways in the
modern shaping of Hindu and Buddhist traditions made possible by the
period’s print revolution.*’ As the century saw in many ways Protestant-
influenced processes of homogenisation and standardisation of what con-
stituted ‘proper’ ‘religion” around the globe, this included a canonisation
of religious scripture that entailed the need to provide the means, that is,
translations, commentaries, dictionaries, etc., for a ‘scientific’ analysis of
these texts. It is no coincidence that the Sikh reformers longed for a
‘Vedanta of the Sikhs’, as the vedanta stood in the centre of Neo-Hindu
textualist enterprises.”® While the “thorough study of the Granth Sahib
and of Philology”®! had already been claimed one of the goals of Khalsa
College when its schemes were first outlined, the textualist approach blos-
somed throughout the later colonial years, made possible by the institu-
tional and academic means the college provided.

Who Is a Sikh’ and the Rahit

Visible in Kahn Singh Nabha’s tamous aw afe a5 (Ham Hindin Nakin, “We
are not Hindu(s)’),>* one of the core issues in late nineteenth and early
twentieth century Sikh reform was the question: who is a Sikh?® The dis-
cussion flared up at Khalsa College on various occasions. Of course, as a
private educational institution dependent on the goodwill of the govern-
ment and the public in an age when the Sikh educational landscape was
still quite bare, the college had to cater to a broad audience. Like the other
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private colleges in the province, Khalsa College was open to young boys
from every religious community. Still, the institution’s students were pre-
dominantly Sikhs,** and from early on the institution favoured an identity
that would confer to the college’s name. The most effective tool for this
project surely was the institution’s boarding house. As the working rules
of Khalsa College passed in November 1893 stated, Sikh students at the
college (and school) were supposed to reside in the boarding house and
those “who ha[d] not taken the pabul [=Sikh ‘baptism’/initiating rite | on
reaching the age of 10 [should] be required to take the pabulaccording to
the Khalsa principles.”®® Further, they had to observe the rakit code of
conduct. Although the question of admitting also sabajdbaris to the
Boarding House was discussed in the early years, the Khalsa-centred regu-
lations remained strict.>

While the college did its best to produce a core of Tatt Khalsa-approved
young Sikhs inside its walls, it was also present in public discussions of Sikh
identity through the activities of its staff, especially after the institution
had stabilised in the 1910s. This was apparent in a debate that sprung up
once again in 1919, when the executive committee of the Chief Khalsa
Diwan published a draft giving a working definition of a Sikh. The defini-
tion listed four conditions for someone to be rightfully called Sikh: faith in
the unity of God and the brotherhood of man, faith in the teaching of the
Grantlh Sahib as the only means of salvation, the wearing of %¢s (unshorn
hair), and, in case of taking amprit, the full observation of rahit.”” KCA’s
religious experts also contributed to the discussion. Jodh Singh, for exam-
ple, criticised in a correspondence to the Khalsa Advocate the CKD draft
as he saw it in practice reducing the definition of a Sikh to the wearing of
kés and consequently neglecting full 7ahit commitment.®® In a general
meeting of the Chief Khalsa Diwan in late November 1919 intended to
debate the draft, both Teja and Bawa Harkrishen Singh, Jodh Singh’s suc-
cessor as professor of Sikh theology at KCA, were present. Both opted for
the vital importance of %és and its underlying concept of taking pahul and
being initiated to the Khalsa. As reported by the Advocate, the overwhelm-
ing majority at the meeting was in support of this opinion particularly
stressed by Bawa Harkrishen Singh.®

Teja Singh laid out his position regarding the 5 K’s—the five external
symbols worn by Khalsa Sikhs®*—also in an article that was published in
the KCA’s Durbarin February 1926. In a less theological and more essay-
ist and comparative form he presented his opinion to the audience of the
college magazine in an article titled “Forms and Symbols in Religion.”%!
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Stressing the collective dimension of religion, Teja referred to discipline or
‘esprit de corps®—*“secured by such devices as flags and drills and uniforms
and armies and certain forms and ceremonies in religion”%*—as necessary
for both efficiency and appealing to enthusiasm and sentiment. As forms
and symbols functioned in military contexts, so were they to do for the
Sikhs “who [were] the soldiers of Guru Gobind Singh.”* In the following
years, Teja Singh kept insisting on the adherence to 7akit and the impor-
tance of following a Sikhism as laid out by Guru Gobind Singh, especially
imperative for the Sikh youth.%* In a similar vein and supported with quo-
tations from James Froude and Thomas Carlyle on the necessity of forms
and symbols, Jodh Singh also contributed an article on “Forms in
Religion” in the Khalsa newspaper in which he propagated adherence to
the 7ahit and insisted that the wearing of %¢s alone would not make some-
one a Sikh, stressing the requisite of amrit and adhering to the disciplin-
ary code.®®

The Sikh reformist emphasis on the Khalsa identity also required the
definition of a definite and agreeable rabit-nama fixating Sikh rituals and
rules of conduct. A Chief Khalsa Diwan subcommittee, comprising of
seven members including Jodh Singh, Bhai Vir Singh and Sundar Singh
Majithia, in 1911 worked out such a manual but it could not get the broad
acceptance the CKD had hoped for.®® Twenty years later it was the
Shiromani Gurdwara Parbandhak Committee (SGPC) that started another
attempt of authoritative codification. It installed a sub-committee among
whose members were Kahn Singh Nabha, Bhai Vir Singh, and Bhai Jodh
Singh, and whose convener was Prof. Teja Singh. Although this rakit-
nama coined Sikh Rabit Marayada still left a very small door open for
non-késdhari and non-amritdhar: Sikhs to be considered as Sikhs, it was a
crucial step “along the road of the final merging of Sikh and Khalsa”®” and
still is considered authoritative today. Due to the eventful political devel-
opment in the years leading up to the end of the Raj, the pamphlet could
be published only in 1950. Most of the rakit, however, were already pub-
lished in English in 1937 in Teja Singh’s Sikhism: Its Ideals and Institutions
as Chapters IX and X.8

Khalsa College, hence, took on a crucial role in building a homogenised,
if not monolithic, Sikhism that distinctively favoured a (Tatt) Khalsa iden-
tity, the institution being in the position of influencing both the socialisa-
tion of'its students and the public discourse.
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Learning and Practicing Sikbism on Campus

Despite being heavily featured in all the initial mission statements, schemes,
visions, etc., religious instruction existed in the early years of the institu-
tion only in a rather miniscule state. Although the post of a religious
instructor had been created early on, it was still vacant in 1896, when the
Khalsa College School had to report that the teachers were expected to
provide orally some kind of religious instruction and that, for example,
Bhai Niranjan Singh, originally Sanskrit teacher at the KCS, had to give
instruction during his spare hours.®” In the early period, religious instruc-
tion in the college school was restricted mostly to the learning and singing
of hymns in the morning (japuji) and evening (7akiras) for the boarders
and the observance and celebration of the gurpurabs, the Guru’s death
anniversaries.”® Religious instruction in the early years apparently was con-
sidered mainly a part of moral instruction whereas its role of conveying
distinct Sikh ideas was not yet pivotal. The school children had to learn
“by heart a number of good chaste and moral hymns form the Granth
Sahib” and “Moral training[...] combined with instruction in the Sikh
religion” was supposed to “secur[e] the moral uplifting of the
students.””!

Eventually, the post of Religious Instructor(s) was created. A further
‘professionalisation’ in the teaching occurred in 1903,/04 when the reli-
gious instructors were examined by the Religious Sub-Committee,”* and,
most importantly, when Jodh Singh was installed as the first Professor of
Divinity in 1905. The requirements for religious instructors had also
grown since the early days when Punjabi or Sanskrit teachers of the institu-
tion had to fill in. The desired full-time granthi of the college dbaramsaln
(=gurdwara) was supposed to be “well up in Sikh scriptures, History and
traditions.””?® Religious instructors now had to be able to “expound Guru
Granth Sahib, Dasam Granth,” “possess|... ] thorough knowledge of Sikh
History and Rehat Namas,” and, again, “be well versed in comparative
theology.””*

With the establishment of a divinity chair, compulsory lectures on Sikh
theology for all the college students eventually became a regular feature of
the institution and a fixed part of the curriculum. Later, other competent
Sikh professors on the staff joined the theology professor and regularly
addressed the students on religious matters. In 1930,/31 the Professor of



100 M. P. BRUNNER

Divinity got a full-time assistant (Sahib Singh) who took over the duty of
the lectures to the intermediate classes.” The college report from 1921 /22
shows that the daily compulsory lectures were delivered separately to Sikh
and non-Sikh students, respectively.”® Whereas the Sikhs were given “an
extensive study of Guru Granth Sahib and Sikh History,” the lectures
given to non-Sikhs consisted “of a more popular exposition of the tenets
of Sikhism.”””

Since the early days, religious service in the college dbaramsaln was
compulsory for the Sikh residential students who were generally more
intensively exposed to the religious imprinting. In 1917, they were
required to attend services in the dbaramsala for fifteen minutes in the
morning and forty-five in the evening, reading from the Guru Granth
Sahib and reciting hymns and prayers such as ardas or the asa-di-var.
Besides the usual services, the dbharamsala was also used for other, often
optional forms of religious instruction, such as holding religious dis-
courses, reciting kathis or studying the Adi Granth.”® However, the sys-
tem of religious instruction apparently was dependent on incentives and
compulsion. In 1928 /29 the college authorities had employed 7agis (pro-
fessional kirtan singers) for the college dbaramsala in order to “enliven
both the morning and evening services,”” but in the 1930s regular atten-
dance at the dbharamsala was weak. The college management tried to
counter this trend by loosening its regulations regarding compulsory
morning and evening attendance for resident students, introducing an
optional system as well as a ‘Khalsa College League Prize for the best
attendance in the Dharamsala’.® Yet attendance kept falling and the man-
agement was quickly forced to revive the old compulsory system.®!

The college further tried to foster its religious and Sikh side by award-
ing scholarships and medals to its students excelling in religious matters.
The Religious Sub-Committee regularly held examinations to give sti-
pends to students from both the school and the college.?? In 1905, the
Bhai Dit Singh Gold Medal was anonymously instituted.®* Although ini-
tially started to promote Punjabi literature and poetry, in later years the
examination mostly included topics and works on Sikh religion and his-
tory, with a heavy bias for titles from Bhai Vir Singh, the literary spearhead
of the Singh Sabha movement.3* After the death of M.A. Macauliffe in
1913, Bhagat Lakshman Singh and the Macauliffe Memorial Society
Rawalpindi gifted the college with a medal in the name of the British
scholar.% Only Sikhs were permitted to submit papers that were judged by
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a committee of five Sikh KCA professors.3¢ The pre-given paper topics
usually dealt with the history of the Singh Sabhas themselves and often
concerned specific figures from the movement such as Jawahir Singh, Bhai
Takht Singh, or Sundar Singh Majithia.’” The Chief Khalsa Diwan also
regularly contributed to this by giving stipends to students that had to pass
a religious test. These scholarships were quite sought after. In 1919, for
example, the examinations for the CKD’s two-year stipends were taken by
76 (first year) and 54 (third year) aspirants.®® The examination included
rather standard questions on knowledge on scripture and kathas, but it
also featured more programmatic and suggestive questions. One of the
tests for first year students, for example, was heavily Khalsa-centred, begin-
ning with the litmus test of asking for the meaning and relevance of Guru
Gobind Singh for the Khalsa panth.%

In February 1913, a 4th year student coming from a wealthy family in
Kapurthala married the sister of Khalsa College’s English and History pro-
fessor, Bawa Nanak Singh. The ceremony took place on KCA’s campus.
While the marriage still “was performed according to old Hindoo rites,”
it followed the reformist trajectories of the college insofar as “many of the
useless and extravagent [sic| customs were done away with.”?® The Tatt
Khalsa imprint showed two years later when another wedding, the one of
KCA mathematics professor Deva Singh, was celebrated on the college
premises and when the ceremony, conducted by the college’s giani and
Religious Instructor Bhai Hari Singh, was held “according to the Sikh
Anand rites.””! While during the nineteenth century an immense variation
in marriage customs had been prevalent among a pluralistic Sikh tradition,
the Singh Sabha reformers urged for the ‘revival’ of a standardised, so-
called anand ceremony purified from any ‘Hindu’ influence. As part of a
bigger Tatt Khalsa project of a “symbolic reformulation”? of Sikh tradi-
tion and paralleling the discussion on many other rituals, rites de passages
and symbols, they traced this ceremony back to a distant past, when the
true Khalsas adhered to the ceremonial before their corruption in the
Kingdom of Lahore and under the early British Raj.?® This endeavour was
sanctioned in 1909 by the colonial state when the Imperial Legislative
Council passed the Anand Marriage Bill, which validated the anand cere-
mony. Originally proposed by Tikka Ripudaman Singh of Nabha and later
moved by Sundar Singh Majithia in the Imperial Legislative Council, the
passing of the bill had been preceded by massive Sikh agitation through
newspapers, mass meetings, and petitioning.*
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Fig. 3.1 Nagar kirtan procession of KCA (Durbar, November 1938, p. 10)

The college’s adherence to a Khalsa-centred identity was particularly
evident and ostensibly celebrated without doubt in the role of the pahul
ceremony. As mentioned, before the institution started to open minor
hostels for non-Sikh and sabajdhari Sikh students from the 1930s onward,
boarders had to be baptised amritdhar: Sikhs and, hence, the college
annually conducted lavishly celebrated (eventually mass) pahul ceremo-
nies, considered “one of the most important functions of Education in
this College.”®® In 1914, for example, 300 boys from the school and the
college were initiated and given amit under the supervision of divinity
professor Bawa Harkrishen Singh.”®

The college was thus part of a process of redefining life-cycle rituals
crucial to the formation of group identity (Fig. 3.1). Older practices, seen
as of Hindu origin, were replaced with particular “Khalsa rites” to gener-
ate a “new social imagination.””” However, many if not most of these
practices and rituals were not as such new or invented, but built on older
practices that may have been present among parts of Sikh society during
particular periods. However, their prevalence and propagation at Khalsa
College was insofar central as it was conducive to their consolidation and
fixation as a normative ‘Khalsa order’.
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Krarsa COLLEGE AND “‘SIKHISM’ AS A ‘RATIONAL’
AND ‘ScCIENTIFIC’ WORLD RELIGION

Sikhism and World Religion (s)

The passages above have shown how a distinct version of Sikh theology
and discipline following the reformist Tatt Khalsa enterprise was institu-
tionalised at Khalsa College. But precisely what vision of Sikhism and what
perspective on ‘religion(s)’ was propagated at Khalsa College—both in the
classroom as well as in the publications of its influential teaching staff? The
countless articles and lectures on the topic articulated in English that were
regularly featured in the college’s own magazine, the Durbar, provide
many insights to this question.”® They show how ‘modern’, ‘rational’, and
‘scientific’ religion (and, in extenso, Sikhism) was imagined and framed at
this educational institution, and how it related to broader, even global,
processes of constituting and talking about the ‘religions of the world’ and
the Sikhs’ role therein.

From 1879 onwards, German orientalist Friedrich Max Miiller pub-
lished his famous 50-volumes edition of the Sacred Books of the East, con-
sisting of translations of various ‘Oriental’ religious and philosophical
traditions.?” Texts from Sikhism and the Guru lineage were not included
in Miiller’s monumental scholarly enterprise. Neither was ‘Sikhism’ repre-
sented at the so called World’s Parliament of Religion during the Chicago
World’s Fair in 1893.1%° As a commentator in a review of Bhagat Lakshman
Singh’s “The Life and Work of Guru Gobind Singh” still in 1909 noted,
“Sikhism ha[d] yet to assert and establish its position among the great
religions of the world.”!® However, only a few decades later, ‘Sikhism’
was regularly featured on a by now slowly getting canonical list of the vari-
ous ‘traditions’ or ‘religions of the world’.}%?

Verne A. Dusenbery has argued that ‘Sikhism’ found its proper entry
into the ‘world religion’ trope only in the late 1960s which saw the emer-
gence of a field called Sikh Studies in the Western academic framework.!%3
Especially through the influential works of William H. McLeod,'* but
also through the establishment of Punjabi University, Patiala, in 1962 and
Guru Nanak Dev University, Amritsar, in 1969, the academic discussion
acquired a new dynamic that put ‘Sikhism’ more prominently in the spot-
light of international ‘Religious Studies’. However, this chapter argues
that the placing of ‘Sikhism’ into the fold of the ‘world religions’ was
rooted in earlier developments, such as Khalsa College’s interpretation of
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Sikhism, which referred to ‘comparative theology/religion’, followed a
distinctly universalist and ‘scientistic’ approach, and started early efforts to
participate in a global discourse on religion and religious history.!'%> As
Tomoko Masuzawa has shown, the discourse on ‘World Religions’ was to
a large extent a ‘legacy of comparative theology’ as it was favoured at
Khalsa College.1%¢

Scientism, Religion, and ‘Scientific’ Sikhism at Khalsa College

Salient at Khalsa College and in its engagement with the topic of religion
was the question of the relationship between ‘religion” and ‘science’. So
much was clear: So-called ‘modern” religion had to be ‘scientific’, and
particularly Sikhism had the potential to be such a scientific religion. The
theme proved to be one of the most ubiquitous permeating KC’s debate
on religion and Sikhism. This is particularly traceable through multifarious
essays published in the college’s magazine, the Durbar, particularly in the
1930s, the same period when authors such as Jodh Singh, Teja Singh or
Sahib Singh also wrote their above-mentioned influential works now con-
sidered classics. The theme was elaborated in texts and lectures with tell-
ing titles such as “The Advance of Science,”!?” “Science and Religion,”108
“Modern Religion,”1” “Modernism,”!? or “Hearken to the Voice of
Science.”!

Of course, a rhetorical adherence to ‘science’, ‘rationalism’, or ‘moder-
nity” had been a paradigm shared by most of the various socio-religious
reform organisations of the period. It was omnipresent in the writings,
claims and actions of organisations such as the Brahmo and Arya Samaj,
and of educationists and reformers such as Sayyid Ahmad Khan.!'? The
Khalsa Advocate, the leading English Sikh newspaper and quasi-
mouthpiece of the Chief Khalsa Diwan, acknowledged this in an article,
stating, “[a]s in the case of all other denominations, rationalism has caught
hold of the heart of the new generation known as neo-Sikhs.”!!3 Further,
this was a development that did go beyond the Punjab and South Asia, but
was related to what Kocku von Stuckrad has called a ‘Scientification’ of
religion (or rather: of the discourse on ‘religion’), in the last two hundred
years, and particularly in late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.!'*
Although von Stuckrad mostly dwells on European discourses, these pro-
cesses of discursive change, about how the category of religion related to
the rather new one of science and how a new ‘professionalised’ knowledge
on religion crucially affected also how religious actors conceptualised their
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own traditions, were also apparent in colonial contexts and South Asia in
particular. Peter Gottschalk has similarly described a ‘Scientism’, referring
to ‘science’ as a hegemonic discourse and a ‘cultural currency’ that
emerged dominantly in nineteenth century in ‘Western’ and, through
imperialism, ‘non-Western’ cultures and particularly South Asia.!t®
Historian of religion Michael Bergunder even argued that the conflict
between ‘science’ and ‘religion” in Europe, North America and the colo-
nies (and the countless attempts of their reconciliation) was a pivotal
moment in a global religious history and the crucial final impetus for the
modern understanding of ‘religion’.!® According to Bergunder, the severe
rift between scientific materialism and Christianity led to a new under-
standing of the category of ‘religion’ that mainly through imperialism rap-
idly spread also outside of the Christian context and only hence, through
its comparative and relational application and appropriation by European
and non-European traditions could become the dominant paradigm. As a
result, two main, not necessarily alternative but often complementary
strategies of reconciliation occurred: first, claiming a categorical difference
between religion and science and consequentially admitting to them dif-
ferent realms of knowledge, and, second, attempting to reunite religion
and science into a ‘scientific religion’. It is precisely in this context that
Khalsa College’s ardour for ‘science’ must be read.

However, the emphasis on the topic of science at KCA did not mean
that this was a uniform discussion. The first decades of the twentieth cen-
tury were characterised by a positivist view of science at Khalsa College,
with high hopes in the promises of scientific and technical progress, and a
striking and persistent belief in a ‘beneficial imperialism’ and the role of
the British for the progress of the country. In a speech at the college in
1905 at Khalsa College’s annual ceremony, Kahn Singh Nabha, one of the
chief ideologues of the neo-Sikh movement and author of Ham Hindin
Nabiin, formulated this as follows: “Most of our countrymen have regarded
both fire and lightning solely as subjects of worship, but through the
blessings of this Raj, we have learnt the right and proper use of these natu-
ral powers.”!”

This attitude coincided with contemporary curricular expectations
towards the KCA. From early on, there had been demands to provide for
technical education and the study of natural sciences at Khalsa College.!!®
These aspirations were endorsed by the colonial government who encour-
aged the college to advance its endeavours into engineering, natural sci-
ences, etc. In the 1910s the heavily government-supported KCA was able
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to introduce new and advanced science classes and erect and rebuild its
physics, biology, and chemistry laboratories.'!? As stated in a lengthy arti-
cle in 1916, probably written by the new chemistry professor
H.B. Dunnicliffe, in the college’s Durbar magazine promoting KCA’s
various efforts in science, “the youth of this country [was] beginning to
realize that the future of India in agriculture, commerce and industry
depends on the development of science.”!20

In later years, such positivist statements apparently lost their purchase
and were substituted by a more nuanced interpretation of ‘science’.
Particularly since the 1920s and 30s, an era shaped by post-WW1 disillu-
sionment and the emergence of new, totalitarian, materialist, or secular
ideologies around the world, more complex and also more critical engage-
ments with the topic became apparent, especially more refined attempts to
reconcile science (or ‘rationalism’) with religion (or ‘morality’) were regu-
larly discussed, in an attempt to “harmonise faith with reason.”!?! Often,
the starting point was the question of the roles and relationship of reli-
gious experience and rationality, elaborated, for example, by KCA English
Professor Gurbachan Singh in an article in the College magazine in 1936,
when the author discussed the definition and function of so-called facts in
scientific practice and a scientific understanding of religion and Sikhism in
particular.’??> However, as ambivalent such debates at Khalsa College were,
they did not conclude that science and religion were directly opposed to
each other, and while often criticising purely materialist views, they usually
refrained from a simple, dichotomic view on the relationship between
these subjects.’?® Although one might assume that there were differences
in the views or understanding of Sikhism and ‘science’ between the more
radical elements among KCA’s staff and their critics—for example,
between Bhai Jodh Singh and Niranjan Singh who were ‘enemies’ during
the 1937 strikes—they in fact all seem to have followed a narrative that
was shared by these scholars regardless of their political affiliation.

Khalsa College professors like Niranjan Singh assured science and reli-
gion to be “in sweet harmony” as formulated in a lecture loaded with
scientific or rather ‘scientist’ metaphors, comparisons and allusions. To
Niranjan Singh the situation looked as follows:

The youths of the country are in revolt against religion. [...] It is asserted
that religion is based on blind faith and has no sanction of reason behind it
and that it is in contradiction to the findings of Science. It is true that reason
is the only light, the only weapon with which man can discriminate between
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right and wrong, between the real and the unreal, the passing and the per-
manent, and anything, be it religion or morality, that cannot stand the scru-
tiny of reason is doomed. But I maintain that true religion, the essentials of
it, is as much grounded on as Science. I admit that religions as they exist in
India to-day are a hopelessly inextricable mass of Dharam alloyed with dog-
matism, superstition, bigotry, and communalism, which are absolutely
antagonistic to the real spirit of religion. But just as radium is found mixed
with large quantities of useless impurities, and we take extraordinary pains
to recover it from that rubbish to make use of it, similarly it is our duty to
recover the jewel of religion by washing off the dirt of communalism and
the over-growth of superstition, because life without religion will be a con-
tinuous struggle and misery.!?*

According to Niranjan Singh, recent scientific findings by figures such as
Lord Kelvin, Albert Einstein, Arthur Eddington, Louis de Broglie, or
Jagadish Chandra Bose, and especially theories that described light as
waves and particles, had shown that the universe was an “ocean of con-
scious energy in motion,”'?* a concept he recognised as present in most
religious traditions. Physics professor Darbara Singh in an article titled
‘Hearken to the Voice of Science’ similarly defended the compatibility of
science and religion. Pointing to a misled criticism of a harmful material-
ism caused by science that he accredited to contemporary global economic
and territorial struggles rather than seeing it as an inherent attribute of
science, he claimed that “India badly need[ed] a scientific religion.”!2¢
Jodh Singh was also deeply engaged in KCA’s scientism project. An
article based on one of his lectures published in November 1934 in the
Durbar summarised many of his ideas.'?” Whereas he understood the con-
flict between science and religion as somewhat necessary to “eradicate
superstitions” in existing religious belief and practices, he also understood
the conflict to be already overcome. Similarly to Niranjan drawing parallels
between concepts from biology, chemistry, evolutionary theory, or psy-
choanalysis to religious teachings, he saw particularly the explanation of
consciousness as still a “dark corner” of science.!?® Still, he was convinced
that “our scientific research [ ...] ha[d] paved the way for beliefin a soul.”1?’
As the argument of the exceptional compatibility of religion and sci-
ence was held up, the KC authors urged for a “common universal scientific
religion.”!3® In this universalist conception of religion they were not
exceptional, but rather following a global trend in the nineteenth and early
twentieth century discourse on ‘religion’, apparent in many of the
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teachings and views of groups such as the Unitarians, Transcendentalists,
or Theosophists, and prominent figures such as Henry David Thoreau,
Ralph Waldo Emerson, and Lev Tolstoy.'*! Particularly Tolstoy apparently
was a considerable influence on multiple of KCA’s leading educational and
religious figures. Jodh Singh, for example, became fascinated with the
work of the Russian novelist after Umrao Singh Majithia, the elder brother
of Sardar Sundar Singh Majithia, around 1908 had gifted him various
volumes of Tolstoy’s work. Jodh Singh translated a few of these works into
Punjabi, replacing the original Bible quotations with quotations from
gurbani.t3? In the 1920s Jodh passed on this passion when he gifted Sahib
Singh with a copy of Tolstoy’s Religion and Morality. The latter was
encouraged by Jodh Singh to write a gurmat rendering of the book, simi-
lar to what Jodh Singh himself had done, that later was published in a
collection of Sahib Singh’s essays titled gow »3 remwra (dbarm ate sadacar;
‘Religion and Morality’) 133

Of course, as did most universalists in the end,!** the KC authors per-
ceived their own particular religion as nearest to the ‘universal religion’
because, as was argued, Sikhism in its core was a most ‘rational’ system.
‘Science’, howsoever defined, was styled as the ideal means for the prog-
ress of both Sikhism as a community and a religion, and a scientific Sikhism,
hence, as a valuable contribution to humanity’s evolution. In this absolute
confidence in the capability of ‘science’ to advance religion, KCA’s Sikh
authors were far from alone. The quest for a ‘scientific religion’ benefitting
humanity permeated the intellectual and theological endeavours of Hindu
organisations and reformers such as the Arya Samaj or Swami Vivekananda,
or neo-Buddhist activists, both Asian Buddhists such as Sinhalese social
reformer Anagarika Dharmapala and ‘Western’ supporters and/or con-
verts such as Paul Carus and Henry Steel Olcott. Their argumentative
strategies ranged from claiming their own tradition as compatible with to
being per se ‘scientific’, and their points of reference could be found both
in mainstream and more ‘estoteric’, fringe areas of late nineteenth /early
twentieth century science.'®® These themes were not necessarily exclusive
to Indian and Asian traditions but pervasively informed modernist reli-
gious discourse in general at that time. In a lecture held at KCA in 1935,
E. Stanley Jones, one of the most famous American Protestant missionar-
ies of the period who had come to India in 1907 and started a Christian
ashram movement in the 1920s, was singing the same tune: Speaking
about “The Gospel and the Scientific Age,” he appealed for a “rational
view of life and religion” in a universe governed by natural laws.13¢
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As the authors in the Durbar did not get tired of repeating to their
readership, Sikhism was the ‘religion of the future’. What constituted
Sikhism’s extraordinary compatibility with science, according to the KCA
authors and professors, was the lack of cosmological statements present in
the Sikh scriptures and teachings. Sikhism would rarely deal with “single,
tangible facts”®” that might contradict knowledge from fields such as
chemistry, biology, physics or geology, as Gurbachan Singh noted. Rather,
it was “based on universal and all-embracing conceptions” and, therefore,
“not assailable [...] by the onward march of science,”!®® saving it from
getting obsolete as happened to other religions as Gurbachan claimed.
According to history professor Rajinder Singh, “the Gurus [did] not make
any elaborate attempt to explain the sow and why of creation [as] [t]hey
believe[d] that any such attempt would be fruitless.”!® This alleged qual-
ity distinguished Sikhism in the eyes of its promoters from other religions
and from Christianity in particular, the latter to whom was attributed to
have suffered severely by the existential challenges scientific materialism
posed to Christian tradition in the nineteenth century. Indeed, this con-
flict was a constituting moment in global religious history and particularly
in late nineteenth century’s reformulation of ‘religion’. People in colonial
and non-Western societies seized on Christianity’s ‘defeat’ as an opportu-
nity to portray non-Christian traditions as ‘modern’ religions, hence in
turn influencing the new science-centric discourse on ‘religion’.'*? In the
form of a ‘strategic occidentalism’'#! this criticism often appropriated
arguments and tropes originating themselves in European and North
American contestations. Albeit an aggressive comparison with Christianity
was not the main argumentative thrust in KCA’s scientific-cum-religious
claborations, this narrative also appeared at the Sikh institution.!#?

There were also attempts to positively define the extraordinary ‘scienti-
ficity’ of Sikhism. Comparing statements of the Gurus regarding ‘matter’
and ‘mind’ to recent scientific theories on ‘matter’ and ‘force’® or
explaining the concept of discipline in general and Sikh 7akit in particular
through evolutionary biology,'** they tried to render the tenets of Sikh
belief and practices as distinctively ‘scientific’.'*® Jodh Singh’s Gurmati
Nirnaypublished in 1932 was not only a ‘blueprint’ for Sikh theology, but
also an expression and culmination of the scientism cultivated and propa-
gated at Khalsa College. To substantiate his elaboration of what he had
sketched out as the fundamental ontological categories of Sikh theology
and to provide comparison to scientific concepts, Jodh Singh in the
Punjabi work cited heavily from the astronomer, physicist, and
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mathematician Arthur Eddington’s The Natwure of the Physical World
(1928), a contemporary work of popular (philosophy of) science with
many points of contact to non-materialist understandings of science that
had come out only a few years before.'*® As Arvind-Pal Singh Mandair
notes, works such as Jodh Singh’s Gurmati Nirnpay “provide[d] for Sikh
scholars, clerics, and politicians a transition to the category of the univer-
sal, specifically in the shape of the rapidly developing ‘world religions’
discourse.”!*” Further, the universality of Sikhism had to be particularly
based on scientistic (and soteriological) arguments, since the Sikh tradi-
tion could not (yet) point to a spatial universality of its faith.!

‘Irvational Hinduism’, the Universality of Science,
and Sikh History

When the Singh Sabha and Tatt Khalsa version of Sikhism—confident in
presenting itself as a distinct ‘religion’—had become the accepted para-
digm, the demarcations from Hinduism articulated through the paradigm
of science became even more prominent at Khalsa College. Much of this
mirrored established tropes of ‘Sikhism’ that, since the earliest European
contact with its adherents, had interpreted Sikh tradition and the work of
the Gurus as an Indian equivalent to the Protestant Reformation in Europe
that got rid of superstitious and priest-ridden forms of religion.!*
Furthermore, it stood in dialogue with the paradigm of modernity that
presupposed historical self-consciousness as its marker (Fig. 3.2). By
attributing this self-consciousness to the Sikhs and by accentuating a
dichotomy between a pre- or ahistorical (and pantheistic) Hinduism and a
historical (and monotheistic) Sikhism, the Sikh scholars and activists could
further carve out the Sikh/Hindu delineation. This argumentative strat-
egy can be located distinctively in the works of both European scholar
Max Arthur Macauliffe and Sikh reformer and KCA professor Teja
Singh.!®® The narrative was also present, for example, in an editorial in the
Durbar by Gurdial Singh, in which the author set out to “trace the growth
of religious rationalism.”'®! Besides narrating the (dis)continuity of ‘ratio-
nalism’ in European history from the Renaissance through Enlightenment
to the ‘Mechanical Age’, he concluded that in India the “credulity of the
masses had been successtully imposed by the Brahmin and the Mullah”
and it was Guru Nanak who wanted “to extricate the illiterate masses from
the crutches of an unscrupulous priestly class.”!®?> While such accounts
helped further Sikhism’s claim of being a distinct, historical religious
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Fig. 3.2 Drawing of
Guru Nanak Dev, by
Kidar Nath, 4th year
student ( Durbar, April /
May 1932, end page)

tradition, it also functioned as a means of incorporating Sikhism into the
chronology of a general religious history as it had become the subject of a
globally researched field of the comparative study of religion.!53

However, at the same time, the above-mentioned authors did not shy
away from pointing to pre-Nanak Indian religious and philosophical
thought, particularly when opposing ‘materialist’ understandings of sci-
ence, or when attempting to vindicate ‘modern’ science by seeing it con-
firmed already in ancient and ‘pre-modern’ systems. This rhetoric strategy,
of course, was used not only among Sikh reformers, but found all across
the different reformist and ‘scientistic’ movements in colonial South Asia
and beyond.'** Tt was a tool particularly present in nativist, distinctively
anti-‘Western’ reactions to colonial representations of non-Christian
religion(s) and history, in the South Asian context visible in a resort to the
propagated scientificity of what was considered ancient ‘Hindu/Vedic/
Aryan’ knowledge.!®®

While at Khalsa College the tone generally remained rather moderate
and hardly nativist, the institution’s representatives, too, would occasion-
ally refer to these ‘Indic’ knowledge systems in debates on religion and
Sikhism. Apart from excerpts from the Adi Granth, Niranjan Singh, for
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instance, also referred to “the Rishis and the religious teachers of India
hundreds of years ago” when he sought to parallel scientific cosmological
concepts of a “universe as an ocean of conscious energy in motion” among
religious traditions, as mentioned above.'*® Jodh Singh similarly drew on
“the old Indian thinkers”!® to bolster his argument of the compatibility
of science and religion. In the ancient Indian philosophical concept of
antabkarana he saw reflected current scientific models of the ‘mind’ based
on the idea of the “material sameness of all atoms.” He saw the three
prominent human instincts, ego, sex, and herd, as diagnosed in Western
psychoanalysis and described by Arthur Tansley in his popular New
Psychology, present in the concepts of kama (sex), krodha (anger), lobha
(greed), moba (attachment), and abankara (egoism), which, while in
Sikhism known as the va =fams (panj vikar; five evils/vices’), he located in
“all Indian religions.”*®® Psychoanalysis in general was described by Jodh
Singh as a modern answer to what he deemed the central, soteriological
question of religion.!*

So, paradoxically, while older ‘Indic’ religious and philosophical con-
cepts often had to stand proof of the compatibility of science and religion,
it was on many occasion the explicit absence of such cosmological state-
ments in Sikh scriptures that qualified Sikhism, in the eyes of the KC
authors, as particular scientific and ‘rational’. This, however, is only at first
glance contradictory as it fits with the college’s understanding of ‘science’
as something universal (and not inherently ‘Western/Indian’; ‘material-
ist/non-materialist” or ‘Christian /Hindu/Sikh”). This was, indeed, not an
exceptional view, but rather, an essential trait of ‘scientism’ among elites in
colonial India. As Shruti Kapila notes, these elites claimed that “Western
science was not so much a threat as it was the latest entrant in a long series
of forms of authoritative knowledge”!® on the subcontinent. Due to an
acceptance if not absorption of evolutionism and historicism, “the assump-
tion of modern science in Indian public and domestic life was seamless and
indeed Event-less”!®! compared to the clash between religion and science
dominating in European and North American societies (‘the Event’),
Kapila hence argues. No rejection of religion was necessary for establish-
ing the hegemony of science, rather, science (or ‘scientism’) was a “mode
of enchantment for an Indian modernity without banishing God”'®? in a
world of ‘disenchanted [or ‘scientificated’] religions’. The modern dis-
course on ‘scientific’ ‘religion(s)” was the result of the clash between mate-
rialistic/naturalistic science and (Christian) religion globalised quickly
through its apprehension by colonial and colonised societies.’®® To



3 CONCEIVING MODERN SIKHISM: RELIGIOUS INSTRUCTION, SCIENTISM... 113

formulate Kapila’s argument somewhat differently (and to relativise the
exceptionality of the Indian situation as emphasised in it), then, one might
argue that in colonial South Asia and specifically Khalsa College and its
context of Sikh reform struggling against its bigger communal rivals this
discourse fell on a particularly fertile ground. KCA authors such as
Gurbachan Singh, hence, could, in an historicist-evolutionist and univer-
salist fashion, claim that Guru Nanak had “anticipated [scientific] ideas
centuries ago” and that “only now with the broadening of our minds by
contact with scientific ideas acquired in Europe”!%* could the Guru’s con-
ception of religion been duly appreciated and the Sikh religion reach its
full potential.

As the reoccurring arguments regarding science and ‘materialism’ indi-
cate, religion at Khalsa College was also still strongly linked with morality.
Sikhism, in this regard, was frequently characterised as a particular ‘ethical’
and ‘democratic’ religion. This stood in line with classification schemes in
the evolutionist ‘religion’ discourse that attributed mainly what were con-
sidered ‘ethical religions’ to the elite group of universal ‘world religions’.1%®
As KCA professor of history and political science Waryam Singh claimed,
Sikhism was conceived by the Gurus as a “religion of action,” not “one of
speculation,”'%® and as other authors concurred, religious education at
Khalsa College should aim at teaching ethical actions and not a formalistic
and superficial religious practice.'®” Regularly, this religion-induced moral
behaviour was also linked to discipline and the Sikhs’ favourable relation-
ship with the British Raj. Unsurprisingly, then, Khalsa College’s religious-
cum-scholarly enterprises usually met with the full support from the
colonial government. The industrious Principal G.A. Wathen was particu-
lar sympathetic to (KC’s interpretation of) Sikh tradition and the institu-
tion’s efforts in this direction. After taking office, he was eager to improve
the Sikh section of the college library.!®® The religious imprinting of his
students he apparently took rather serious, for example, by installing a
committee that oversaw the strict observation of the college’s rules regard-
ing the pahul ceremony for resident students etc., or by himself regularly
attending the daily morning prayers in the gurdwara.'®®

Thus, while the college’s approach to religion was one condemning
what was considered ‘irrational” or ‘superstitious’, religion still was seen as
the crucial and vital element in the youths’ moral upbringing. Not an
option, hence, was atheism. In January 1935, for instance, the college
magazine Durbar printed an article in Punjabi called “uan =3’ (prem nagar;
‘city of love’), written by a first year student named Randhir Singh.'7® A
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volume later, the magazine’s editors were eager to distance themselves
from the essay, stating that they had “no sympathy with the views of [the
article’s| writer” and “[i]ts publication was entirely due to oversight.”!”!
The controversy of Randhir’s article lay in its description of an utopian
egalitarian and peaceful society in which ‘religion’'”? was absent, and in
remarks implicating that religion might be the root of many (it not all)
societal evils. In 1943, Principal Jodh Singh found himself'in a similar posi-
tion as those Durbar editors. In the college’s oft-used main hall, a poetic
meeting organised by the Amritsari branch of the ‘Friends of the Soviet
Union’ (FSU) took place, which apparently had led to some ‘misunder-
standings’'”? in the press. To counter these misrepresentations, Principal
Jodh Singh felt compelled to have the FSU’s original letter of request for
using the college hall printed in the Khalsa Samacar newspaper.'’* In this
letter the communist organisation had claimed that the symposium was
intended to propagate anti-fascist feelings and assured that there would not
be any anti-Sikh or anti-religious propaganda.

The institution’s desistance from more radical forms of social and reli-
gious thought arose not least from its proximity to traditionally moderate
parts of Sikh society. Since its founding, the main financial benefactors of
Khalsa College—apart from the government—had been the Sikh princely
states. This was reflected at Khalsa College on many occasions and showed
in the institution’s engagement with Sikh culture and history. In 1917, for
example, the college tried to decorate its buildings and classrooms with
“paintings of inspiring episodes of the Sikh History.”'”® To achieve this,
the principal sent a request to the Sikh princes to provide the college with
portraits of themselves and their princely ancestors.

From early on the Sikh princes had understood their role towards the
Sikhs’ premier educational institution as one of patronage, imperative due
to the princes’ claim of being ‘leaders’ of the community. This was per-
petuated also with respect to the Khalsa College’s scholarly endeavours
once the college had established itself as zhe scholarly authority. For the
Adi Granth grammar that Sahib Singh prepared in 1939, for example, the
Khalsa College professor received the sum of Rs. 500 as khilat'7® from the
Patiala darbar.’”” After the release of the three first books of the 1930
founded Sikh History Research Department (SHRD) at KCA, the depart-
ment sent copies to the Maharajas of Kapurthala, Jind and Faridkot.
Appreciating the college’s efforts, the princes gifted the department’s
fund with donations of Rs. 100 (Kapurthala and Faridkot) and 500 (Jind),
respectively.'”®
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This relationship and the consequential direction of Khalsa College’s
historiographical endeavours get clearer when compared to efforts by the
rivalling Sikh National College, for instance. Whereas Ganda Singh was
travelling through the whole of India, gathering source material mainly
related to the Sikh Empire and eighteenth-century Sikh military and polit-
ical history, historiography at the Sikh National College apparently had a
rather different trajectory. Lacking the financial backing of Khalsa College,
the Akall institution in Lahore followed a different approach. In 1943 it
asked its supporters in the Akali newspaper to send historical material like
old newspapers, tracts, pamphlets, etc. to the college’s history research
department.!” Its areas of historical interest differed accordingly. It was
not the distant and pre-colonial history of the Gurus or Sikh empires and
military conquests that stood in the focus of the SNC’s historiographical
enterprises, but rather topics such as the Indian Rebellion in 1857, the
Kooka uprising of 1873, the Komagata Maru Affair during the Ghadar
Movement, or, least surprisingly, the Akali Movement.!8® Where it did
correspond with Khalsa College’s trajectory was in an interest in the Singh
Sabha Movement—which of course can be seen as the origin of both
Khalsa College (or the CKD, respectively) and the Akalis. Khalsa College,
on the other hand, mostly refrained from dealing with more recent and
delicate historical matters. As the Khalsa College Historical Association, a
result of various attempts to promote historical study at Khalsa College
during the 1930s, in its inaugural meeting in 1932 stated, it “intend[ed]
to confine itself to purely literary and academic subjects and [would] not
dabble in politics.” 8!

A culmination of Khalsa College’s historiographic-cum-social endeav-
ours can be seen in the celebration of the centenary of Maharaja Ranjit
Singh’s death in 1939. Not only did the college’s Sikh History Research
Department publish a volume on the celebrated Sikh ruler,'8? KCA also
hosted a lavish celebration at the institution. While the centenary was cel-
ebrated in different forms also at other institutions and places in Amritsar
or Lahore,'8® Khalsa College’s tamasha (‘spectacle’) was the most impres-
sive. In the run-up of the celebrations, the management of Khalsa College
had sent out invitations to “descendant[s] of [...] famil[ies] which held a
very high position in the Durbar of the Sher-i-Panjab,”'¥ whom the
Honorary Secretary of KC encouraged to show up in historical dresses
and bring with them documents or relics of historical value to exhibit at
the celebration. This call was mirrored also publicly in advertisements and
articles in newspapers.'®® The celebration was held on 25 June.!3¢ Besides
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a religious programme it also consisted of an exhibition with a display of
multifarious material from the Maharaja’s period. In the afternoon the
college hosted a big darbar with space for 2000 persons. Seated on the
darbar’s stage were representatives from princely states such as Patiala,
Nabha, Faridkot, Kapurthala, Jammu, Kashmir, and Bahawalpur. Parts of
the celebration were even broadcast on the radio.

While the local and political heritage of the Sikhs in Punjab constituted
a crucial part in Khalsa College’s interpretation of religion and modern
Sikhism, there was also another trajectory that structured the institution’s
endeavours in this regard: the urge to place and represent Sikh tradition
and theology among the world(’s) religions.

Confevences and Global Outreach: Sikhism Among
the World(’s) Religions

In early 1909 the Vivekananda Society, in the spirit of the World’s
Parliament of Religion held in Chicago in 1893, invited delegates from
the different communities of Indian society to a Convention of Religions
to be held in Calcutta.'®” In March of that year, the Khalsa Advocate urged
the Chief Khalsa Diwan to send a suitable person to Calcutta to represent
there Sikhism among other “representatives from the religious world.”!88
This representative was supposed to be Bhai Jodh Singh who, although he
eventually could not participate in person due to the Sikh Educational
Conference taking place simultaneously, wrote a paper titled “Thesis of
Sikhism” for the convention.!® Much of this thesis was an elaboration on
the nature of the “God of Sikhs [...] about Whom we learn in the Sikh
Scriptures,” whom Jodh was eager to define in strictly monotheistic terms
distinguishing Sikh faith from Indic polytheistic systems. Vindicating the
relative absence of cosmological statements in the Sikh scriptures, Jodh’s
thesis set Sikhism in an universalist/deistic approach next to other reli-
gions of the world that were in the eyes of KCA’s professor of divinity all
expressions of the existence of the one God. One of the aims of the essay,
locating Sikhism in the history of religion(s), returned in the final part of
the paper where Jodh Singh pointed to the universal presence of the figure
of the ‘Guru’ (as the incarnation of a deity, a Buddha, a son of God, a
prophet, etc.) in all religions. Jodh claimed that “[f]rom the study of com-
parative theology one comes to the conclusion that the necessity of' a Guru
has been felt from the very outset in all religions.”?® After being printed
in the Advocate in May 1909,°! Jodh Singh’s thesis was published in
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pamphlet form by the Khalsa National Agency a month later.!? This ver-
sion was intended for broad circulation, apparent in its price being only
one anna (1/16 of a rupee) or, it purchased for free distribution, 12
annas for 25 copies. While there also had been other (Calcutta-based)
speakers talking about Sikhism at the three-day convention in Calcutta,
Jodh Singh’s paper apparently was seen as the most authoritative and was
included in the published proceedings of the convention, placing
“Sikhism” next to “Israclitism,” “Zoroastrianism,” “Buddhism,”
“Brahmoism,” “Christianity,” and “Islam.”!?3

Over the next decades, Jodh Singh and other KC scholars continued to
attend various religious conferences with the same comparative and dia-
logic approach. Especially the interwar period witnessed an increase of
religious internationalism and the presence of many corresponding meet-
ings, conventions and conferences.!” Often, these engagements by KCA
staff also opted at reaching an audience outside the confinements of
Punjab or India. One of Jodh Singh’s conference speeches held in the
1920s, for example, made it into a booklet titled The Message of the Sikh
Faith, which was published around 1929 by Sant Teja Singh (not to be
confused with KCA’s professor Teja Singh who wrote an introduction to
the booklet) and the Pacific Coast Khalsa Diwan in Stockton, CA. The
publication was intended to “expound to the western world the Ideal of
Guru Nanak”'® and it followed the common trope of a universal and sci-
entific Sikhism. While Teja Singh in the introduction emphasised that “all
human beings have in their holy of holies a spark of the Divine”!”¢ and that
“religion [...] is a scientific pursuit,”!”” Jodh Singh defined both religion
and Sikhism as “realizing the universal Divine in its infinite harmony”!%8
and noted that religion through religious men from different traditions
increasingly  “think[ing] systematically” was “developing into a
science.”!??

Also in 1929, Harbans Singh, then an employee of KCA’s agriculture
department, later to become a professor, published a booklet titled
Something about Sikhism.>*°® With an introduction by Albert E. Suthers,
Professor of Comparative Religion at Wesleyan University in Ohio, the
book featured short, translated extracts from Sikh scripture arranged
under headings such as “Conception of God,” “He is omnipotent,/omni-
scient/omnipresent/etc.,” “His Worship,” “Monotheism,” or “The
Immortality of the Souls.” A revision of the work of Harbans Singh, who
in the 1930s went to the USA for advanced studies in agriculture at Iowa
University (see Chap. 4), was published in 1941 as The Message of Sikhism.
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As it noted, already the first edition had been published “in large numbers
mostly for use in foreign countries where it was found to be useful to the
scholars and those who wished to acquaint themselves with the basic
tenets of Sikhism.”2%" The Message of Sikbism, too, was directed at a foreign
audience, this time mainly the Malay States and Eastern Asia. As a reviewer
in the Khalsa Samacar noted, the revised version was “a great service both
to [Sikhism] and to the students of comparative theology” and it revealed
the “fundamental conceptions that lie at the bases of the Sikh reformist
movement.”20?

Around the same time The Message of the Sikh Faith and Something
about Sikhism were published, Jodh Singh wrote a paper for another
Calcutta version of the Parliament of Religions. Picking up similar topics
as in The Message of the Sikh Faith, in an essay titled “Present-Day
Indifference to Religion”?® he set out to answer the question of what
religion might offer to the advancement of modern society. The model to
follow in this project was science:

Through the study of various branches of science we are learning more and
more of the natural phenomena and are harnessing what we call forces of
nature more and more for serving ends that will increase enjoyment of life.
By the study of Sociology, Politics, Law and other cognate sciences we are
trying to discover such rules of human conduct as will make not only indi-
viduals happier but will raise society as a whole in the sphere of happiness.?%*

In Jodh’s eyes, religion—particularly in the form of a this-worldly, undog-
matic Sikhism—was also scientific, since “religious truths” paralleled “facts
in other branches of knowledge”?% because they were subject to verifica-
tion by experiences of the individual when freeing themselves from egoism
and devoting themselves to God. As in science, these “facts” were univer-
sal, and to Jodh Singh, especially Sikhism was proof of this. As he noted,
the Sikh Gurus incorporated teachings (i.e. “religious truths,” “facts”)
from other religious traditions and figures, such as Kabir or Farid, into
their scriptures, thus paralleling science as “scientific men can quote from
other scientists” and “religious truth like other scientific facts were not the
property of one creed or one race.”?% Full of KCA’s typical scientism and
universalism rhetoric, Jodh Singh’s essay also connected to trends among
the contemporary scene of religious internationalists, where the topic of
religion as a force for secular improvement and international cooperation
had started to rival soteriological matters. In the interwar period this was
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particularly evident in (inter)religious peace work.??” Jodh Singh likewise
attributed to religion the potential to “turn swords into plough-shares and
spears into pruning hooks, and nullify the hatred that is growing between
white, brown, yellow, and black races.”?% The same spirit was followed at
the World Conference for International Peace through Religion, an initia-
tive by the American missionary and social gospel advocate Henry
A. Atkinson, to whose 1930 edition Khalsa College professor Teja Singh
was invited.?%

Teja Singh was another representative of Khalsa College who used the
opportunities of travelling and lecturing to disseminate his (and Khalsa
College’s) vision of Sikhism and religion. In summer of 1935%1° Teja Singh
travelled to Southeast Asia, where he gave an extensive series of lectures:
300 speeches in two months in various places such as Penang, Kuala
Lumpur, and Bangkok.?!! Most were organised by local Sikh associations
and delivered in Punjabi to the Sikh diaspora. His speeches’ topics appar-
ently were more moral than theological but conformed to the themes he
expounded at Khalsa College, again oscillating between universalism and
Sikh particularism with topics such as ‘the unity of mankind’ or ‘the Sikhs’
part in Indian history’. In the evenings, the KC professor also delivered
speeches in English in Rotary Club halls or other public venues.?!?> These
lectures attracted the attention of non-Sikhs, too. They were heavily fea-
tured and reported in local English newspapers and occasionally even
broadcasted on the radio.?!* On other events, such as the International
Faiths Conference in Wardha hosted by the Federation of International
Fellowships, Teja Singh once more “represented the Sikh view,”?'* here on
topics such as mass conversion, missionary propaganda, or religious
instruction in educational institutions.

Other Sikh scholars representing Sikhism around the globe followed
the topics as emphasised at KCA. Sher Singh who in 1917 had worked as
chemistry professor in the college, lectured at the World Fellowship of
Faiths conference held in Chicago in 1933. He, too, was convinced that
“[s]piritual experience [...], like science, is proved by experimentation.”?!?
Comparing concepts such as the Sikh z#am (‘name’/‘qualities’ of God),
the Christian Holy Ghost or the Greek logos, he pointed to a common uni-
versal or ‘transcendent’ religion which the Sikh Gurus had advocated.
According to Sher Singh, in such an interpretation of religion “lieth the
faith for expanding nationalism into internationalism and both together
into universalism.”?16
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The efforts of Sikh writers like Sher, Jodh, or Teja Singh led to Sikhism’
by the 1930s and 1940s being accessible and apt for the use and interpre-
tation of international religious comparatists and slowly finding entry into
the world religions discourse. Indicative of this process and KCA’s role in
it was, for example, the publication of the Gospel of Guru Granth Sahib Ji
by Duncan Greenlees in 1952. The East Africa-born English educationist
and theosophist Greenlees who spent a considerable part of his life in
India published between 1949 and 1966 the “World Gospels Series,” an
enterprise hoped to function as a “useful little reference library of the
world’s religious literature” in “cheap, handy and attractive form.”?!” The
book acknowledged Sikhism in theosophist and universalist fashion as one
of many expressions of a universal divine, and put it “as so pure and spiri-
tual a Religion [...] among the religions of the world.”*'® At the same
time, it rather strictly affirmed the modern Sikh narratives elaborated in
the paragraphs above, unequivocally accepting the distinctiveness and
originality of Sikhism?!® or favouring a rather strict definition that inter-
preted only késdbaris as “real Sikhs.”??° Considering Greenlees’ sources
and informants, this surely is no coincidence. Relying heavily on the works
of Macauliffe, professors Sahib Singh and Teja Singh, and making exten-
sive use of Bishen Singh’s translations and commentaries, it was “to the
well-known Sikh scholar, Bhai Jodh Singh, M.A., Principal of the Khalsa
College, Amritsar,”?*! to whom Greenlees had sent his manuscript for
review and who had made “frequent suggestions and several emenda-
tions”??? to the text.

Another such example is The Sikhs in Relation to Hindus, Moslems,
Christians, and Abmadiyyas: A Study in Comparative Religion by the
American missionary John Clark Archer. Archer, the ‘Hoober Professor of
Comparative Religion’ at Yale University, had visited Khalsa College in
1937.223 Referencing Ganda Singh’s bibliographic work on Sikh Studies
and history as the most comprehensive so far, it was to “Bhai Jodh Singh
and the Khalsa College of Amritsar, its staff, students and resources,”?** to
whom Archer felt most indebted in writing his comparative study. Another
American missionary-cum-scholar who relied on Ganda Singh’s biblio-
graphic work on Sikhism and Punjab was Clinton H. Locehlin, who pub-
lished The Sikhs and their Scripturesin 1958.2% Lochlin even dedicated his
book to Ganda Singh, a “Scholar, Counsellor, and Friend” and, according
to the American, the “[Sikhs’] leading historian.”??¢ He also cited heavily
from Teja and Jodh Singh in his book, even including a paper by Jodh
Singh as a separate chapter about “Theological Concepts of Sikhism.”??”
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The American missionary background of both these writers is no mere
coincident. Liberal Protestant missionaries, especially from the USA, were
at the forefront of the study of ‘world religions’ in early and mid-twentieth
century where Western authors such as Loehlin, Archer, Robert E. Hume
or Edmund Davison Soper were (partially) overcoming older polemical
engagements with non-Christian religious traditions.??

In the 1950s UNESCO entrusted the Sahitya Akademi (Indian
Academy of Letters) with the translation of passages from the Sikh scrip-
tures, published in 1960 as Selections from the Sacred Writing of the Sikbs
with a dedication to Bhai Vir Singh.??* The translation committee, chaired
by S.B. Teja Singh, retired Chief Justice of High Court and later rector of
Khalsa College, and convened by Trilochan Singh, a representative of a
newer, post-independence generation of Sikh scholars, consisted of four
persons: theologian Kapur Singh, journalist Kushwant Singh (mostly
responsible for polishing the English), and the two former professors of
divinity of KCA, Bhai Jodh Singh and Bawa Harkrishen Singh.

As these examples show, Khalsa College and its associated scholars and
educationists were significantly involved in formulating an interpretation
of ‘Sikhism’ that was compatible with contemporary discourses of ‘mod-
ern religion’. By adhering to strategies of ‘universalism’ and ‘scientism’,
Sikhism could be deemed as both a ‘world religion” and its own particular
system distinct from other Indian traditions. Through this approach,
Khalsa College played a crucial role in conceiving and establishing a mod-
ernist understanding of Sikhism that was (and is) both authoritative and
adaptive.

CONCLUSION

In December 1928 KCA hosted a “great Panthic gathering,” a “meeting
of representative Sikhs” from different “Panthic bodies” which was held in
the college’s gurdwara. In advance, the college had issued six hundred
invitations to different Sikh organisations, and four hundred delegates,
beside visitors, came to discuss the matter of Sikh missionary work. As the
Durbar noted, the last similarly representative meeting had been held in
1920 before the Akal Takht.?*® Further, Khalsa College multiple times was
the venue of the annual Sikh Educational Conference during the last few
decades of British India.?*! As summaries on the evolution of Sikh Studies
show, it was particularly scholars that worked out from the Khalsa College
sphere that dominated the scholarly discourse in the late colonial period
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after the initial phase of Sikh responses to Western representations of
‘Sikhism” at the turn of the century.?®? Before the 1960s, Khalsa College
was “the only place which provided a broader institutional base for the
development of this field of study [=Sikh Studies].”?*?* Hence, it is not too
farfetched to agree with Reverend George D. Barne, Bishop of Lahore,
who at KCA’s annual function in 1936 lauded the college to be “the
accepted authority on historical and spiritual matters connected with the
Sikh religion.”?3*

Khalsa College from early on favoured a religious practice and atmo-
sphere that reflected a distinct version of Sikh identity. As an educational
institution, the college was a decisive driver in the institutionalisation and
standardisation of its interpretation of ‘Sikhism’. While it rather literally
disciplined its students to be ‘proper’ citizens and Sikhs, the institution
also contributed to ‘disciplining religion’®* on a meta level, constituting
and fixating both orthodoxy and orthopraxy. This was most visibly
achieved, for example, through the establishment of a chair of Sikh theol-
ogy/divinity, the scholarly, academic and popular work of KCA’s staff, and
the social, ritualist and symbolic imagination on campus. As a colonial,
‘Anglo-vernacular’ institution, Khalsa College was in constant dialogue
with the coloniser, its communal rivals and the global community of reli-
gious scholars, engaging with multiple and multifarious concepts of
‘modernity’. This showed in its appropriation of the paradigms of sci-
entism and universalism that were instrumental in making the KC authors’
and staff’s vision of ‘modern’ Sikhism compatible with a canonised con-
cept of proper ‘world religion(s)” but also suited the institution’s educa-
tional needs and claims. ‘Science” was the structuring motif in these
debates, and the college representatives were eager to declare the confor-
mity of ‘religion” in general and ‘Sikhism” in particular with what was seen
a not necessarily materialist and naturalist ‘science’.

While its interpretation of religion often drew on contemporaneous
discussions on ‘modern’, ‘scientific’, and ‘universal’ religion, global and
South Asian, it simultaneously faced the task of reconciling these with its
claim of representing a distinct and ‘national’ tradition called Sikhism.
Khalsa College’s historicist approach put the history of the Gurus and
their adherents in a past dictated by a narrative of religious history leading
from ‘superstition’ to ‘modernity’. At the same time, its historiographic
endeavours catered both to the institution’s claim of being the prime aca-
demic institution responsible for ‘true” and ‘scientific’ Sikh historiography,
and, in its topics and trajectory, to KCA’s main benefactors and the
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college’s role as an embodiment of a particular militaristic, moderate, and

Khalsa Sikh identity.
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