
Lesson 4 
Student Handout.4.5—Guru Nanak and the Origin of Sikhism  

By the fifteenth century, many of the Muslims living in India were observing caste distinctions, visiting 

Hindu temples, and adapting many Hindu customs and conventions associated with marriage and other 

events. The stage was set for the emergence of a faith that merged the principles common to Islam and 

Hinduism.  

Like the Reformation in Europe, this Indian movement, known in history as Sikhism, was basically a 

protest against religious dogma, ritual, and intolerance. Its believers taught that personal ethics were 

the kernel of religion and that the form and place of worship were of little consequence. They also 

taught that Hinduism and Islam had the same basic values; only the terminology was different. They 

evolved a form of religious poetry with a vocabulary that borrowed liberally from the sacred texts of 

both Hindus and Muslims. These teachings had a spontaneity that appealed to the masses. The founder 

of the Sikh faith was Guru Nanak (1469-1539).  

Guru Nanak was more concerned with spreading religious tolerance than with founding a new 

community. His teaching, however, fired the imagination of Punjab peasants, and even during his 

lifetime, a large group of followers gathered around him. At first, they were just known as his disciples 

(“shish” in Sanskrit). Sometime later, these disciples became a homogeneous people whose faith was 

based exclusively on the teachings of Nanak. The Shish became the “Sikhs.”  

Guru Nanak was content to be a teacher. He laid no claims to divinity. He did not claim his writing to be 

prophecy nor his words to be a sacred message. His teaching was against insincerity and humbug, and 

his life was patterned after what he taught.  

Guru Nanak ignored religious and caste distinctions and took as his associates a Muslim musician and a 

low-caste Hindu. He personally went to the Hindu places of pilgrimage and demonstrated to 

worshippers the absurdity of these rituals. Likewise, he went on a pilgrimage to Muslim shrines and 

reprimanded religious leaders who transgressed the injunctions of the Qur’an. He was acclaimed by 

both communities, and on his death both clamored for his body—the Muslims wanting to bury him and 

the Hindus wanting to cremate him. Even today, he is regarded as a symbol of harmony between Hindus 

and Muslims.  

In fifty years of travel and teaching, Guru Nanak had attracted followers who primarily dissented from 

both Hinduism and Islam. It was left to his successors to mold this group into a community with its own 

language, literature, institutions, and traditions.  

 

Source: Adapted from the introduction to Khushwant Singh, Jupji, the Sikh Prayer(London: Royal Indian, Pakistan, 

and Ceylon Society, 1952), 1-23. 



Lesson 4 
Student Handout.4.6—Sikhs Move from Integration to Defensive Separatism.  

Instead of bringing Indians into the Muslim fold, Aurangzeb’s policy of persecution and intimidation of 

non-Muslims made many of them more militant. Lucille Schulberg, author of Historic India, suggests that 

in the face of a less tolerant religious policy, “most Hindus responded to the alien force with what is 

called ghetto psychology: they burrowed deeper into their Hinduism.” Mystical communities, once 

intent on loving devotion to God, became militant counter-forces, interested in revenge for past 

persecution rather than peaceful coexistence. Changes in the Sikh community offers the most obvious 

example of this transformation.  

When Guru Nanak died in 1539, his successor became the Second Guru. By 1658, there had been nine 

gurus. When Aurangzeb instituted a policy of forced conversions in Kashmir in 1675, Hindus were given 

the choice of conversion to Islam or death. After several thousand had been killed, a delegation of 

Kashmiri Hindus went to the Ninth Guru, Tegh Bahadur, and asked him for help.  

When Guru Tegh Bahadur tried to protect the Hindus, the Mughal authorities arrested him, and when 

he would not convert to Islam, they tortured and beheaded him. Hindus regarded his execution as a 

sacrifice for their faith because he invited it, knowing he would be killed if he did not convert. He offered 

his life for people who were not members of his own community.  

The transformation of the Sikh community into a militant group was a direct outgrowth of Tegh 

Bhahdur’s martyrdom. Guru Gobind Singh, Tegh Bahadur’s nine-year-old son who became the Tenth 

Guru, swore to avenge his father’s death. Guru Gobind Singh stated: “I shall make men of all four castes 

into lions and destroy the Mughals.”  

In 1699, Guru Gobind Singh told a crowd of faithful followers: “My sword wants today a head. Let any 

one of my true Sikhs come forward. Isn’t there a Sikh of mine who would sacrifice his life for his Guru 

and the dharma (right action)?” At first, his words numbed the audience. Finally, five men came forward 

and he took each man into the tent; returning a few minutes later, he displayed his sword dripping with 

blood. Soon the Guru came before the crowd with all five men, whom he had not really killed. Instead, 

he baptized them into his new brotherhood, the order of the Khalsa, meaning God’s Own. Each was 

reborn—from jackals to lions, from sparrows to hawks—and given the surname “Singh,” meaning lion.  

Each was to wear the five emblems:  

 kesha - long hair and beard  

 kangha - a comb to keep the hair tidy 

 kara - a steel bracelet  

 kachh - short breeches worn by soldiers  

 kirpan - a sword  

They were also to abstain from tobacco and alcohol and not eat kosher meat.  



Every Sikh youth is initiated into the Khalsa and the suffix “Singh” is attached to his name. Thereafter, he 

has no caste save one, the fraternity of the Khalsa.  

When his followers said, “They’ll laugh if we leave our hair long,” Guru Gobind Singh replied: “Then carry 

a sword and use it if they laugh.” Members of the Khalsa, which he opened to all Sikhs, were to help the 

helpless, fight the oppressor, have faith in the one God, and consider all humans equal, irrespective of 

caste and creed. They were to be ready to protect their faith and the faithful, by the sword when 

necessary.  

Source: Adapted from “Sikh Saints,” Sikhworld.co.uk, http://www.sikhworld.co.uk/page12.html 

 

 

Guru Nanak 

1469-1539 

 

On the “Conversion Spectrum” below, indicate where Akbar and Nanak’s teachings would fall: 

 


