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The Shield of Dharma: Guru Tegh Bahadur Ji’s Martyrdom
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Abstract

Guru Tegh Bahadur Ji’s martyrdom exemplifies the defense of freedom of conscience, as he
sacrificed his life to protect the religious rights of others under Mughal oppression. This paper
examines his life and teachings in historical context, highlighting how his courage and moral
conviction inspired Sikh resistance, shaping the ethical and political foundations of Sikh
sovereignty. By exploring historical sources and his enduring legacy, the study emphasizes the
universal lesson of standing against injustice and upholding truth, compassion, and human
dignity.
Keywords: ethical leadership, freedom of conscience, Martyrdom, religious tolerance, Sikh
sovereignty.

Introduction
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[Sri Guru Granth Sahib, Ang 1427]

This line from Sri Guru Granth Sahib reflects the unique fearlessness of Guru Tegh

Bahadur Ji, just as his life and teachings show that a noble life is built on courage and honesty.
Guru Tegh Bahadur Ji had a very unique quality of fearlessness, which as a principle is
the foundation of Sikh ethics, encouraging a bold and non-oppressive existence for all. In his
bani, Guru Ji has highlighted an important aspect of religion among people. He says that a person
who fears no one and is afraid of no one has attained true knowledge. Those who frighten others
are miscreants, and those who live in fear inspire oppressors to act unjustly. Both these types of
people are a burden on the earth, and as long as such people exist, justice cannot prevail. Guru
Tegh Bahadur Ji’s entire life is a shining example of this principle, guiding humanity back to the

path of righteousness.
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To understand the significance of his life, we must look at the historical context. From
the early medieval period, political and religious expansion from West and Central Asia changed
large parts of Iran, Afghanistan, Central Asia, and the Indian subcontinent. These regions had
earlier followed Sanatan, Buddhist, Zoroastrian, and local traditions. Although conquests and
state support for one religion — Islam, caused the decline of many older institutions, yet elements
of their culture survived in social customs, art, and collective memory.

These long-term changes deeply affected northern India especially Punjab, where
spiritual and political tensions grew sharper and become more intense under Mughal rule with
time. With the establishment of Mughal authority in the early sixteenth century, Punjab [having
always been the gateway of India] faced political turmoil and moral challenges. When Babur
invaded India [1526], Guru Nanak Dev Ji—the first Sikh Guru spoke openly against violence
and injustice, condemning the suffering of innocent people and reminding rulers that power
without compassion has no moral value. This moral stand became the foundation of the Sikh
response to oppression.

The successors of Guru Nanak Dev Ji carried forward this vision amidst Mughal rule
with dignity and resilience. Guru Angad Dev Ji, the second Sikh Guru, strengthened Sikh
identity through Gurmukhi and langar during Humayun’s instability and Akbar’s rise. Guru
Amar Das Ji, the third Sikh Guru, flourished under Akbar’s tolerance, with the emperor himself
partaking in langar and honoring Sikh equality. Guru Ram Das Ji, the fourth Sikh Guru,
benefited from Akbar’s liberal policies, founding Amritsar with imperial support. Yet this
harmony shifted under Jahangir, when Guru Arjan Dev Ji—who had initially thrived under
Akbar—faced hostility and was tortured and martyred in 1606 on the orders of Mughal emperor
Jahangir. This marked a decisive turning point, where Sikh spiritual resistance became
inseparable from political courage. At only eleven years of age, Guru Hargobind Sahib Ji became
the sixth Sikh Guru and gave new direction to the Sikh community by combining spiritual
authority with worldly responsibility through the principle of Miri and Piri. With the
establishment of the Akal Takht, the Sikhs were prepared to protect justice. Though periods of

calm followed, the underlying tensions never disappeared. After his death in 1644, Guru Har Rai

Guru Gobind Singh College for Women, Sector 26, Chandigarh



Gyankosh: An Annual Double Blind Peer Reviewed Journal ISSN: 2581-8252
Special Volume, December 2025
Commemorating 350th Martyrdom Day of Guru Tegh Bahadur Ji

Sahib Ji, the seventh Sikh Guru, led a peaceful and devoted life, followed by the brief but
meaningful Guruship of Guru Har Krishan Sahib Ji, the eighth Guru.

A decisive shift occurred when political power fell into more rigid hands. A major
change came when Aurangzeb became emperor in 1658 AD. He attained the throne by
conspiring against his father Shah Jahan and even killing his brother Dara Shikoh. Unlike Shah
Jahan and Dara Shikoh, Aurangzeb was a strict and fanatical Muslim, enforcing his religious
beliefs across the empire. He attempted to bring Hindus under Islam by force. It was in this
troubled and oppressive atmosphere that destiny placed a saint before an empire, Guru Tegh
Bahadur Ji became the ninth Sikh Guru in 1664. Born in the house of Guru Hargobind Sahib Ji
in 1621, he was 43 years old when he assumed the Guruship.

From childhood, Guru Ji was quiet and reserved, avoiding worldly fame or show. Like

his elders, he lived as a householder while immersing himself in the teachings of Guru Nanak
Dev Ji. Once entrusted with Guruship, he strengthened Sikh roots across India and consolidated
the Sangats established by Guru Nanak Dev Ji. Wherever he travelled, Uttar Pradesh, Bihar,
Bengal, Assam, Gurdwaras were established in his memory, such as in Dhamtan, Agra, Dhaka,
Allahabad, Banaras, Patna, Gaya, and Dhubri etc.
While Guru Ji was in Assam, he received distressing reports of the suffering inflicted upon
Hindus and Sikhs under Aurangzeb’s policies. Guru Ji felt that in these difficult circumstances
he should not be far from Punjab. Guru Ji decided to return to Punjab. People lived in fear, their
religious places were destroyed, and forced conversions to Islam were widespread. In such
conditions, many surrendered their faith out of fear for their survival.

In this dense darkness of sorrow and suffering, Guru Ji’s sweet and life-giving sermons
became a lamp of hope. People gathered quietly to listen, drawn by his words. His teaching “one
who neither frightens others nor lives in fear of anyone” struck like a flash of light, touching
hearts deeply and giving people moral strength and inner steadfastness.

Guru Tegh Bahadur Ji sought neither power nor fame, yet both followed him naturally.
He remained inwardly detached even as people flocked to him. By nature, he desired a quiet life

of devotion, but Guruship called him out of solitude to guide troubled minds and awaken courage
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in an age of fear. His gentle and truthful teachings made him beloved not only among Sikhs but
also among common people.

As his influence grew, it disturbed officials and court reporters, who realized that his spiritual
authority could not be controlled by political power. They began sending exaggerated and
distorted reports to Aurangzeb, which gradually made the government anxious. At the same time
also, jealousy among rivals for Guruship grew stronger. Day and night, they plotted against Guru
Ji, poisoning the ears of Mughal officials. On one occasion, Guru Ji was confined near Delhi, but
after proving his innocence, he was released.

In 1669 AD, Aurangzeb ordered the destruction of non-Muslim temples and banned the
construction of new ones. Forced conversions spread fear across North India, including Punjab.
During his Kashmir campaign, thousands were forcibly converted to Islam. Hindu society had
fallen to a low point, with few left to resist oppression.

Several factors contributed to this degradation- isolation from the outside world, the
monopoly of Sanskrit by Brahmins, widespread ignorance, the ideology of monarchy, and caste
divisions that left many as untouchables. These conditions forced even the courageous to
surrender their faith. Under such circumstances, Kashmiri Brahmins approached Guru Tegh
Bahadur Ji.

According to Bhatt Vahi, a sixteen-member deputation of Kashmiri Pandits, represented
by Kirpa Ram, came to Chak Nanaki (Anandpur Sahib) in May 1675 AD. They called for
protection: “Save us from forced conversion, protect our sacred thread and tilak. We are being
oppressed and have no one to support us”.Guru Ji was deeply moved and understood their plight.

The expression of the Brahmins was very painful. Guru Ji was already well aware of the
situation, but this call had a deep impact on his heart. Guru Ji was lost in thought as to how to put
an end to all this oppression. The oppressors offered no mercy—accept Islam or surrender life
itself. Seeing his father in a state of grave silence, Gobind Rai, who was just nine years old and
had just come from outside, asked, “Father, what are you thinking”? Then Guru Ji said, “Son,
these people have come, they are very sad and want help”. Hearing this, Gobind Rai said again,
“Father, what can happen then”? Guru Ji replied, “Son, the only solution to the suffering of the

people is that some great man should sacrifice himself”. Immediately Gobind Rai said, “Who can
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be a greater man than you”. Hearing this courageous answer, Guru Ji smiled and said, “Well
done, son, this is exactly the answer [ was waiting for”. At that moment, Guru Ji decided to take
responsibility for their protection, and his nine-year-old son Gobind Rai supported him.
gifg frgt & v
fig & gifa & a3
[I shall give my head, but never abandon the arm | have held]

Complaints were being sent to the Mughal rulers about Guru Tegh Bahadur, stating,
“Tegh Bahadur is a great threat to the Mughal empire, many people have become his followers”.
Around the same time, a group of Kashmiri Pandits sent a message to the Mughal authorities,
saying, “We stand behind Guru Tegh Bahadur Ji. If you can make him accept Islam, then we too
will embrace the faith”.

Aurangzeb thought that converting one person would be an easy task that could compel
the entire Hindu community to follow. He sent his officials to bring Guru Ji to Delhi, but Guru Ji
told them that he would himself go to Delhi. For the first time in history, it happened that
someone walked willingly towards his own sacrifice—and that too, not for his own faith, but to
protect the religion of others. After a month, Guru Ji bestowed the Guruship upon his son Gobind
Rai and, along with Bhai Mati Das, Bhai Dyala, and Bhai Sati Das, journeyed toward Delhi.

In Delhi, Guru Ji was asked to convert to Islam, but he refused, steadfastly protecting his
faith. Mughal officials pressured Bhai Mati Das, Bhai Dyala, and Bhai Sati Das to convert,
offering bribes and even false respect to sway them. When coercion failed, they tried to
intimidate Guru Ji by executing his beloved Sikhs one by one before his eyes. They demanded
that Guru Ji show miracles, which he declined, as Sikhism forbids miracles. Finally, the Qazi
ordered his execution. Guru Ji remained unshaken, and ultimately, the executioner’s sword
struck his sacred head.

By surrendering his life, Guru Ji strengthened the weak and preserved the conscience of a
nation. .His blood sanctified Chandni Chowk, yet the sacred Janeu of the Hindus was saved. His
supreme sacrifice illuminated India, proving that no sword and no emperor can ever crush the

spirit of faith and freedom.
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Though Guru Nanak Dev Ji had rejected the janeu as a divisive ritual, Guru Tegh Bahadur Ji
sacrificed himself to protect the right of others to practice their faith freely. His martyrdom was
not for ritual, but for freedom of conscience. The janeu, once a thread of ritual, became the
emblem of freedom carrying within it the life and sacrifice of Guru Tegh Bahadur Ji. His
martyrdom became the shield that preserved the spiritual soul of India.

Guru Gobind Singh Ji immortalized this sacrifice in Bachitra Natak, affirming that Guru

Tegh Bahadur Ji gave his head but not his principles:
B EGERICEReU

1S g3 9 Hid A
AU Jf3 ot fafe adh

HH I ug 7w 8t 1431
TgH Jf3 7 fafe st

HE ©hat Ug fiHgd & <l
3J1 994 d 983 W AJI3 A ||
JII B AT IR AT A HI B I

[Guru Ji protected the tilak and sacred thread — a great act indeed in this dark age. For

righteousness, He gave his head but never uttered a cry. He shattered the false pride of the
tyrant in Delhi. When Tegh Bahadur departed, the world wept yet the heavens rejoiced.]

On one side was unrighteousness, on the other side was religion. On the one hand was
oppression and injustice, on the other side was the challenge to oppression and injustice and the
desire for sacrifice against it, on the one hand was lies and arrogance, on the other side was the
claim of truth and poverty, on the one hand was religious fanaticism and prejudice and on the
other hand was tolerance and eloguence. It was a struggle between truth and falsehood, in which
in the end truth alone was to triumph and it did. History is full of stories of how after a short
time, the Mughal government sank and its place was taken by the flag-bearers of Misl Sardars.

(followers of Guru Tegh Bahadur ji ). If Guru Ji had not stood as the strong wall of faith, as Kavi
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Santokh Singh Ji observed, “Without this divine grace, our culture would have vanished, and
impurity would have prevailed under foreign rule.”

According to Allah Yaar Khan Jogi, “It was Guru Gobind Singh Ji, the divine son, who
encouraged his father, saying, “O revered Father, offer yourself for righteousness”. Guru Tegh
Bahadur Ji fulfilled this command with unmatched serenity and divine grace. In the same spirit,
Guru Gobind Singh Ji inspired his own sons to follow the path of selfless sacrifice, teaching
them to stand ready to give their lives for dharma and the protection of faith. Through this chain
of divine inspiration, the Guru ji ensured that courage, devotion, and selfless service endured
across generations.

Legacy

The martyrdom of Guru Tegh Bahadur Ji did not end with his sacrifice alone. It was
followed by the unparalleled sacrifice of Guru Gobind Singh Ji’s four sons who were martyred in
the struggle against tyranny. Their sacrifices ignited an unbroken tradition of resistance among
the Sikhs. Inspired by the martyrdom of their two Sikh Gurus and sons of Guru Gobind Singh Ji,
Sikhs faced unprecedented Mughal brutality with unyielding resolve. Figures such as Banda
Singh Bahadur, Bhai Mani Singh, and Baba Deep Singh and many more laid down their lives,
forming an unending line of Sikh martyrs who refused to bow before injustice. Despite relentless
persecution, Sikhs did not surrender to fear. They organized their own forces, lived in forests,
rode tirelessly on horseback across vast terrains, and endured extreme hardship without losing
courage. They confronted Mughal oppression directly and went on to expel Persian and Afghan
rulers from Punjab. Their confidence and collective strength grew so formidable that they
organized themselves into twelve autonomous Misls, establishing Sikh control over the entire
region of Punjab. This unity ultimately culminated in Maharaja Ranjit Singh’s consolidation of
the Misls into a sovereign Sikh state. The courage, discipline, and moral authority that defined
this rise were rooted entirely in the sacrifices of their Guru.

The Sikh sovereign state established by Maharaja Ranjit Singh was not merely a political
achievement but the ethical culmination of Sikh resistance shaped by martyrdom. His rule
embodied the principles for which Guru Tegh Bahadur Ji had laid down his life—freedom of

conscience, justice, and equality. This historical assessment finds resonance even in modern
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scholarship and public discourse. In a global survey conducted by the BBC, Maharaja Ranjit
Singh has been widely acknowledged as one of the greatest rulers in world history, admired for
his tolerant governance, pluralistic statecraft, and ability to unite diverse communities under a
single ethical vision. His empire protected religious freedom, respected all places of worship, and
appointed Hindus, Muslims, and Sikhs to positions of authority. Such governance was not
accidental, it was rooted in the moral legacy of the Sikh Gurus, especially the sacrifice of Guru
Tegh Bahadur Ji, which transformed spiritual courage into political justice.

The martyrdom of Guru Tegh Bahadur Ji is not confined to the past; it speaks urgently to
the present world. Today’s societies continue to face religious intolerance, coercion, ideological
extremism, and the silencing of conscience. Guru Ji teaches that true dharma lies not in
dominance but in defending the right of others to believe differently. His sacrifice reminds
humanity that fear corrodes justice, silence strengthens oppression, and moral courage is the
foundation of freedom. He stood not for a symbol, a ritual, or a single community, but for the
universal right of conscience. For the present generation, his martyrdom is a call to resist
injustice without hatred, to protect dignity without violence, and to uphold truth even when the
cost is immense. As long as humanity struggles for justice and freedom, Guru Tegh Bahadur Ji’s
sacrifice will remain a timeless guide affirming that courage, compassion, and ethical
responsibility are the true shields of civilization.
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