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Bhagat Singh: A Perennial

Saga Of Inspiration
J hatma Gandhi in 1920 and his

declaration of “Swaraj in One
- Year” galvanized the entire
country as never before. Mil-
lions of people all over the
country came out on the
streets to oppose the British re-

gime. For the
first time since

'SHAHEED BHAGAT SINGH BIRTH CENTENARY ‘

1927.

The victory of the Russian
Revolution had a big impact on
young armed freedom fighters
in India and abroad. Its three
sterling contributions were: a)
it infused confidence in Indian
revolutionaries that imperial-
ismn and the exploiting classes

VHE lite and work of Bhagat

Singh and his death by
hanging at the age of 23 at the
hands of British imperialism
on March 23, 1931, has been a
perennial saga of inspiration to
all those who cherish sover-
eignty, secularism and social-
ism - ideals for which Bhagat

village Banga in Lyallpur dis-
trict, now in Pakistan. His
original village was Khatkar
Kalan in Jalandhar district. He
hailed from a patriotic family;
His uncle Ajit Singh, along
with Lala Lajpat Rai, was ex-
iled to
Mandalay jail

wounded.

Bhagat Singh was then
just 12 years old and was
studying at the D AV School in
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Case. Promi-
nent among
them  were
Kartar Singh
Sarabha from

Punjab and  Geptember 27, 1907
Lahore. He was deeply enraged

Bhagat Singh’ time.,

Bhagat Singh and his
comrades belonged to the cur-
rent of armed anti-imperialist
freedom fighters. Their glori-
ous struggle against British
imperialism assumed legend-
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here that Bhagat Singh met
Chandrashekhar Azad,
Batukeshwar Dutt, Jogesh
Chandra Chatterjee, Shiy
Verma, Bejoy Kumar Sinha and
others. In Kanpur, he continued
to read voraciously and com-

Muslim unity
was witnessed
everywhere 1n
the course of
the movement.

March 23, 1931

Vishnu Ganesh Pingle from Mahatma Gandhi’s sud-

ary proportions. But their
truly distinctive feature was
that, amongst the large galaxy
of thousands of armed freedom
fighters spread over two cen-
turies of the freedom struggle,
it was Bhagat Singh and his

Maharashtra. The young
Bhagat Singh was deeply
moved by the heroic saga and
sacrifice of Kartar Singh
Sarabha, who was just 20
years old when he was hanged.

Bhagat Singh always car-

by the Jallianwala Bagh mas-
sacre. It has been recorded that
he immediately went to the
Bagh, collected its soil in a
bottle and kept it as a constant
reminder of the hurt and hu-
miliation that that the Indian

den and arbitrary withdrawal
of the nationwide movement in
February 1922 after the events
in Chauri Chaura in UP came
like a bolt from the blue. The
peasants of Chauri Chaura
were fighting both imperialism

pleted his study of Karl Marxs
Capital. He wrote and distrib-
uted nationalist and revolu-
tionary leaflets amongst the
masses. It was in his six months
stay at Kanpur that he joined
the Hindustan Republican As-

comrades alone who were in-
exorably moving ideologically
towards the current of Marx-
ian socialism and the Commu-
nist Party.

Bhagat Singh and his col-
leagues were also conscious of
the need for social justice and
the overthrow of the caste sys-
tem. They were bitter and un-
compromising enemies of com-
munalism in all its forms. And
they were inveterate oppo-
nents of the bourgeois-land-
lord class strategy and tactics

and landlordism, when many
were shot and killed by the
British police. Enraged, they
burnt down the thana where
the police fled to take shelter.
Twenty-two policemen were
killed.

The withdrawal of the
Non-Cooperation Movement
in 1922 had two salient effects.
The great demoralization in
the ranks of the people was ex-
ploited to the hilt by agents of
the British rulers to whip up

people had suffered.

When the Non-Coopera-
tion Movement started in 1920,
Bhagat Singh left the D A'V
School and joined the National
College. His college friends in-
cluded Bhagwati Charan
Vohra, Sukhdev and Yashpal.
He evinced great interest both
in his studies and in politics
and was a voracious reader.
His area of special interest was
the history of revolutions. In

1924, Bhagat Singh had to give

ried a photo of Sarabha in his

pocket and was carrying one
when he was arrested in 1929.

In March 1926, when Bhagat
Singh, Sukhdev and Bhagwati
Charan Vohra founded the
Naujawan Bharat Sabha in
Lahore, its inaugural session
began with the unveiling of
Sarabha’ portrait, in open de-
fiance of the British authorities.

Another event that was to
leave a deep impression on the
young Bhagat Singh was, of

sociation (HRA).

The HRA had been
formed in 1923 - within a year
of Chauri Chaura and its atter
math - by Sachindranath
Sanyal, who was transported
for life in the Banaras Con
spiracy Case and later re-
leased. Sanyal had written the
Manifesto of the HRA
was distributed in all 1
cities of North India
night between Decembs
1924 and January 1, 192°

of the Congress Party and its  COUrse, the horrific Jallianwala up his BA studie's and leave communal.riots alll over the HRA Manifesto, whic
leadership that were exhibited Bagh massacre at Amritsar on Lahore because his fatl_ler a1-1d country. If is no accident that  titled The Revolutiona:
in ample measure throughout April 13, 1919. The butcher of grandmother were forcing him th_e Muslim League and the 3 powerful piece that :
the course of the national move- Amritsar, General Dyer fired to get married. To escape thatt Hindu Mahasabha were both  3ims
ment. 1600 rounds of ammunition on  he went to Kanpur. revived in 1923 and the On August 9, 192
| the unarmed crowd of around Rashtriya Swayamsevak HRA revolutionaries stop
GHADAR MARTYRS & 10,000 that had gathered fora THE TURNING POINT Sangh (RSS) was formed in  train at Kakori near L
JALLIANWALA BAGH public meeting, killing 379 ac- In the backdrop of the 1925. According to the Simon  and broke a governmen!
Bhagat Singh was born to cording to official figures; un- Jallianwala Bagh massacre of Commission Report, 112 Major  One passenger was acci
1919, the Non-Cooperation communal riots broke out in  tally killed. The British gov:

officially, it was put at over

Vidyavati and Kishan Singh
1000; and leaving over 1200

on September 28, 1907, in the

Movement announced by Ma-  the country between 1922 and (On page |



ideals of secularism in its real
gense, as separation of rEIlFIHH
from politics, and to late Com-
rade Shiv Verma, “This was
their first great achievement
in Indian politics.”®

Be that as it may Bhagat
Singh was very clear that a
critical and scientific bent of
mind was very much needed
to clear the muck accumulated
over the ages. And we think the
best way to sum up this dis-
cussion is to present here his
testimony in his own words:

“Any man who stands ft;.‘lf
progress has to criticise, dis-
believe and challenge every
item of the old faith. Item by
item he has to reason out ev-

gious preachers and possess-
ors of power brought forth
jails, gallows, knouts and
these theories” (pp 150-51).

[t was with this perspecs
tive that Bhagat Singh re-
jected religion lock, stock aru;i
barrel, About the manuscript
Dreamland, he says the author
(Lala Ram Saran Das, annthur
convicted revolutionary) tries
to conciliate various conflict-
ing religions “just as all na-
tionalists try to do.... on my
part, | would have dismissed
it with one sentence of Karl
Marx that religion is opium for
the masses” (p 120).

However, even if we ig-
nore the feeling that Bhagat
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ness and sensitivity
It is thus clear that Bhagat
Singh’s conception of literature
or culture was radically difter-
ent from the way a ruling class
or a ruling party projects these
things. If you like, we may put
it thus in today$ context: cul-
ture is not confined to a tew
ttems of classical or tolk dances,
and the like, that our rulers
present in (say) many a “Festi-
val of India” held abroad. Nor
is it something that need be
confined to the elite. Culture is
what makes the broad mass of
people aware of the need of a
fundamental transtormation
of society and rouses them (o

e
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S we know Bhagat Sengh
An,;-. basicaiiv @ p-.‘-hlu.ﬂ
being and, in his “Introduction
o Dyvewmiand,” he explaatly Je
wribed himself as “a political
wiOrker p 1170 At the same
time. he made it clear that he
neither a poet nor a
litterateur. ... neither a journal
Wt nor a onitic,” and he Cer
L-l.}"'th had no }‘h‘h'ﬁhhﬂl o l‘l‘"
ng a pruh-umzul thanker Sex-
ondly we also know that he
had had a very short life and
wend 10 the gallows al the age
of only I\ vears and a hall

ism and misery ol imperial
wars” (p 4)

This is the runnung theme
that runs through all the avail-
able writings of Bhagat Singh
and hs comrades-in-arms

It was therefore natural
that Bhagat SinghS conception
of culture was permeated with
thus broader ubfu‘twr n'gard-
ing the future of India and the
world. To him, in plain and
simple words devoid of jargon,
culture should be such that it
facilitates the end of t.‘\lel.‘l-
von of man by man and nation

by nation
[here are reasons to be-

cated, references are to Shiv
Verma (ed), Selected Writings of
Shaheed Bhagat Singh, New
Delhi, 1986. The book was pub-
lished on the 55th anmiversary
of the martyrdom of Bhagat
Singh, Rajguru and Sukhdev
Comrade Shiv Verma (1904-
97), the editor of the book, had
been a colleague of Bhagat
Singh and was sent o the
Andaman Cellular Jail in the
same Second Lahore Con-
spiracy Case that ended with
the execution of Bhagat Singh,
Rajguru and Sukhdev

2. Curiously Bhagat Singh

W s

lieve that Bhagat Singh under-
stood the importance ot cul-
the questions of culture s only ture as early as in the age of
fragmentary and 1t is from o wiiven in Hindi in 1923,
these mutually ul."u'l‘il"lﬂt‘lil'l‘d his article “The Problem of
wnilings that we have o recon- Punjab’ Language and HTIP!"
struct has conception of culture belongs to a period when he
Regrettably such a presentas 0 still under the influence

ton cant but have one lacuna 4 Arya Samaj, a revivalist

?hhﬂ and anx Ilhtvl' !’hl‘l"l- ITI{“T"“H‘“L more SO bﬂ.‘du:ﬂ.‘l}f
ot us begin at the begin

his family background. (His
ning. Being a revolutionary grandfather was an Arya
who smilingly kissed the Samaijist, and Bhagat Singh
hangmans noose, Bhagat .o o1f later acknowledged
Singh was motivated by apar- o fact of this influence.)

Hence whatever he said about

ticular (and clear) conceplion  y.wever, on the importance of Simplicity of language ac- Evidently the problem of con-
- “ht:t lnd\;a ‘h“;dd hllkj culture in revolutionary work,  quires relevance hrn:;loc:: ciliating “various conflicting
atter her independence. And 450 anicle has the following ollary of mass cuitural w ) 2 A e
to it must be added the fact ., ... y in its broad sense delineated Sukhdev Bhagat Singh Rajguru e Here one cannot but com-
that the vision that motivated :'Pvrhaps Garibaldi Cﬂlﬂd IbO\I'E He “},5. Nl lh! Sll'l- ) . Pﬂre Bhagat Singh w|th the
Bhagat Singh and his genera- | have succeeded in  skrit literature, put together, script, he would get the vein: “That this world is over, in a letter to Sukhdey he  with anyth:ng I.ess tha'm the Chadac Piaty revohitionaxies
tion of revolutionanes was at mobilising the army with such  failed to revive the Hindu soci- Punjabi language in Hindi ‘Maya’or ‘Mithya,”a dream or says, “We become pitiable and blqud of the infidel Hindus. S48 canezatiosiago. This party
the same time patriotic and case if Mazzini had not in-  ety; new literature had to be script recognised in the Uni- a fiction, is clear mysticism - ridicu whmm imbjbem Man n:ught to be attached
internationalist. As the Mani- g 1o thirty vears in his _written in a cont : it “unreasoned mysticism in our more importance than the P—. N maets = ALy i

Arendan oo EPNCIE N Vi Evn s e
Hindustan Socialist Republi-
can Association (HSRA), said,

We believe in violence, not as

mugssion of cuftural and iecrary
renaissance. The revival of
Irish language was attempted
with the same enthusiasm

: s (LD i
anend (in) itself butasameans 1o, with the renaissance in  skrit and avats of classical Ara-  Gingh soon came out of this  phy this mode of thinking has that those who hold this world ~ “Religious superstitions and B v DEMONSTRATIONS ”.L OVER COUNTRY
wanvbleend” (p186), andthis | b1 The French revolu- bic cannot be as enthusing as Arya Samajist influ _This gotabsolutely no place” (ibid). to be an illusion cannot vigor-  bigotry are a great hindrance (el Charges Pra: Proc 38 { [Harlals. |~ s
noble end was to put anend . o014 have been impos-  is possible by the simple state- g what he himself talks about At places, Bhagat Singh does ously fight for its betterment. in our progress. They have . P rayers, [roccssions dne artal
to the exploitation of man by ments in a simple language” (p recognise a particular func- Secondly, religion also serves proved an obstacle 1n our

man and of nation by nation,
This was what the Manifesto
of Naujawan Bharat Sabha, a
Lahore based open platform of
revolutionaries during 1926-
30, meant by the “doctrine of
universal brotherhood”
(p 179). (This manifesto was
drafted by Bhagat Singh's
colleague, Bhagwati Charan
Vohra, who was martyred
while testing a bomb in a
jungle on the Ravi bank in

action lor the purpose
This could not be other-

wise. Unless you make a pro-

tracted and sustained effort to
clear the mass consciousness of

the whole muck accumulated
over the past, and unless you
free the people from the influ-
ence of alien or ruling class
ideas, you cannot expect the
masses to enter the field of ac-
tion. That is where the need of
culture and a cultural renais-
sance is felt in all its intensity.

modera age.....
a person of proper education
and comprehension, the
hymns of unintelligible San-

Times of India, 9 April 1929

TTOF RRSTO ccept that (hese views,

ex at the age of 16, can-
not be taken as his authentic
views, as a mature Bhagat

ia#H Hevelmmg? thguf

sages of old ages, such as
Shankaracharya and others.
But in the materialist philoso-

tion of mysticism, viz that it
gives a revolutionary a mea-
sure of courage to face the risks
of secret work and to face the
personal temptations and de-
sires, to lead a risky life “with-
out hope and without fear, al-
ways prepared to die un-
known, unhonoured and un-
sung,” and he says “this sort
of mysticism is by no means
demoralising” (ibid). At an-

life without any natural or
substantial basis” (p 108).

In this context, Bhagat
Singh proceeds from the idea

to blur ones vision. Referring
to various doctrines of the
past, including Charvak,’
Bhagat Singh talks of what our
“misfortune” is. “Instead of
using the experiments and ex-
pressions of the ancient sa-
vants and thinkers as a basis
for our future struggle against
ignorance and to try to find
out a solution to this mysteri-
ous problem, we, lethargical

animals and, yet, here in In-
dia, they break each other’
heads in the name of “sacred’
animals” (p 179). Further,

way and we must do away
with them. The thing that
cannot bear free thought
must perish” (p 180). And
thus the battle is “two-fold
because of the internal foe, on
the one hand, and a foreign
enemy, on the other. Our real
battle is against our own dis-
abilities which are exploited
by the enemy and some of our
own people for their selfish

ery nook and corner of the pre-
vailing faith. If after consider-
able reasoning one is led to
believe in any theory or phi-
losophy; his faith is welcome.
His reasoning can be mis-
taken, wrong, misled, and
sometimes fallacious. But he 1s
liable to correction because
reason is the guiding star of
his life. But mere faith and
blind faith is dangerous: it
dulls the brain, and make a

Singh has understood Marx
here somewhat wrongly the
fact remains that dismissing
religion as opium for the
masses does not solve the
problem of “various conflict-
ing religions,” as we in India
are sadly witnessing today.
Atheism may be one’s per-
sonal creed, just as this or that
particular religion is, but it
cannot be imposed on the
masses who believe in this or
that particular religion. Then?

takes Charvak not as a school
of philosophy but as an ‘inde-
|.1L'ndt.‘nl thlﬂl\l'l‘ of the pﬂht
ages.” It may also be men-
tioned here that during his few
months of stay in Kanpur after
leaving home, Bhagat Singh
was constantly in touch with
Radha Mohan Gokul Ji, an
avowed atheist, whom great
Urdu-Hindi writer Premchand
had lovingly nicknamed
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, other place, he explicitly says as we have - ives” (ibid).

Lahore.) Bhagat Singh and his p plicitly say 1s we have proved tube, raise motives (1]:;1;1) | L

comrades aspired for a society that the “idea of God is help- the hue and cry of faith, un- As for “some of our own s o e . g s e

where there would be no ful to a man in distress” (p flinching and unwavering people with their seltish mo- . S S

oppression and no repression, 152), However, contrary to faith to their versions and tives,” Bhagat Singh and his .6 formed in San Francisco, Man reactionary A man wh £

and where there would be
“equal opportunity to all
without any sort of distinc-
tion,” and this was of what the

“British rule 1n India (was) a
direct negation” (ibid). Thus
was what motivated these
handful of revolutionaries to
take up arms against '
of the British empire. In place
of the latter, which Bhagat

sible without the literature of
Rousseau and Voltaire. Had
Tolstog Karl Marx and Maxim
Gorky not invested years of
their lives in the creation of a
new literature, Russian revo-
lution would not have taken

47).

it is true that Bhagat
Singh drew a wrong conclu-
sion from this correct obser-
vation and advocated unitar-
ian acceptance of Hindi lan-
guage in Punjab. So much so

in his article “Why I am an
Atheist.” Also, after he came
out of the Arya Samajist influ-
ence, Urdu poetry became his
constant companion; many of
his letters he wrote in Urdu.
To proceed further. Reli-

those taking recourse to such
mysticism, an atheist faces “all
troubles quite boldly” with-
out any props. In the same
way, he too wanted “to stand
like a man with an erect head
to the last, even on the gal-
lows” (p 153).

This relatively long ar-
ticle, “Why I am an Atheist,”
needs to be carefully read and

thus are guilty of stagnation
in human progress” (p 147). He
1s also clear that it is such an
uncritical attitude that gives
rise to “primitive national and
racial hatred” (p 122) that
goads our men to fight mutu-
ally.

And how do they fight
mutually? The Manifesto of
the Naujawan Bharat Sabha,

comrades did have a clear idea
as to how interested quarters
exploit religion to dupe the
masses and perpetuate the
latter s thraldom. About God,
religion, the other world,
heaven and hell, rebirth, etc,
he says: “My dear friends,
these theories are the inven-
tions of the privileged ones;
they justify their usurped

claims to be a realist has to

USA, in 1913 and the British
used the cruellest methods to
decimate it through the first
Lahore Conspiracy Case of
1915-16." According to late
Comrade Sohan Singh Josh
the Ghadar revolutionaries

challenge the whols

cient faith. It it does not stand
the onslaught of rea

| hen t

thing for him is to sl

crumbles down

\'-..IH‘*it‘{'fIHl‘lﬂE 1_1"
a space tor the er
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“believed in secularism and
stood for a stable Hindu-Mus

" - L A ki
lim-Sikh unity They also did Degative side. At

the positive worl

* “ : | _ not accept the categories

ﬁnghcl?d an ﬂ'ﬂ" empite  place, leave alone the propaga-  that he was ready to cast the gion occupies a key place in pondemq in order to grasp hﬂfw qutltgd above, says without power, riches and superiority tuuch‘:l‘i;}'a m::_i L:”i:lﬁll;:2[11:2 sometimes some
having _flr;rﬂdnns Power  sion of communism” (pp4546). Punjabi language aside and Bhagat Singh$ thinking, and Bhggat Singh, adnpt!ng an his- mincing words: “...we Indi- by the help of these theories. ity of India and unity rh-n the the old faith ma
fnrmiu:hdl (p70), he wanted That is why he says that sought to denigrate Urdu; he in this regard he categorically ‘“F"?‘"“ approach, viewed the ans, what are we doing? A Yes, it was perhaps Upton  ¢...4 *:1 “were. the purpose of
the establishment of 2 “social-  5ial and religious reformers ' origin of the conception of God, reedom struggle of India were i oas

istic society” in which the
“sovereignty of the prole-
tariat” would be recognised
and “a world federation
(would) redeem humanity

from the bondage of capital-

place much emphasis on “the
literature of their country” and
quotes the example of Kabir
Saheb whose 1':H,.|plr‘h still cap
tivate people with their sweet

even regretted that the people
of Punjab did not accept the
efforts made in this direction
by Mahatma Hansraj who
promised that if the leaders of
Punjab “accept the Hindi

declared that he was “a mate-
nalist” whose “interpretation
of the phenomena would be
causal,” instead of being “te-
leological and metaphysical”
(p 119). He says in the same

and of religion that “was use-
ful to the society in the primi-
tive age.” At the same time,
however, he is very clear that
the society of today does not
need such kind of props. More-

branch of peepal tree is cut
and religious feelings of the
Hindus are injured. A corner
of a paper idol, tazia, of the
idol-breaker Mohammedans
1s broken and ‘Allah’ gets en-
raged, who cannot be satisfied

Sinclair’ who wrote at some
place that just make a man a
believer in immortahity and

then rob him of all his riches
and possessions. He shall lep

you even in that ungrudgingly
I'he coalition among the rel

(p 147)
11“- - =i':

the main pring iples which
weighed within and guided
them.”” Josh correctly said hat
that Ghadar Partvy was th
irst among the Indian revo betterm
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