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Dedicated to my grandson Amaan and his generation, hoping that they carry the revolutionary legacy forward.


PREFACE

It is my pleasure and privilege to write a preface for a book, which is different from all others I have done before. It is not merely an academic exercise but an emotional and socio-political one. My own association with Bhagat Singh and his comrades goes back to forty years. It began merely as a young researcher’s quest to explore the fresh and obscure dimensions of their revolutionary struggle, but Bhagat Singh has since remained a passionate ideological presence in my life.

It is a socio-political one because Bhagat Singh was committed to Inquilab or revolution but it was not merely a political revolution he aimed at. He wanted a social revolution to break the age old discriminatory practices. However, most of the eulogies have ignored his social programme, projecting him merely as an ardent anti-colonialist and nationalist, which is not inaccurate, but incomplete. Bhagat Singh going to the gallows as a nationalist is not something exclusive to him alone, two others were hanged with him and many more were hanged before him as nationalists. He is different because he left behind an intellectual legacy, a huge collection of political and social writings on burning issues of even contemporary importance like caste, communalism, language, and politics.

This book Inquilab: Bhagat Singh on Religion and Revolution is a collection of some of his writings which will further establish him as a political thinker. It is significant to read what Bhagat Singh wrote in the 1920s, particularly in the midst of seething university campuses and the spread of exclusivist politics today.
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INTRODUCTION


Revolution (Inquilab) is not a culture of bomb and pistol. Our meaning of revolution is to change the present conditions, which are based on manifest injustice.

—Bhagat Singh



This book is not just another one on Bhagat Singh, which will celebrate him as a martyr, as most of them have done all these years. We need to establish here that Bhagat Singh was more than that, he was a prolific writer, an insightful thinker and a sensitive young nationalist who left behind a rich intellectual legacy to ponder about. During the past few years we have had a good collection of his writings in Hindi but a more exhaustive collection in English was not around. Some of his important English writings are available, which we have included here as well, but several of them brought in here are not available to English readership. This book attempts to fill that serious void.

There is no doubt that Bhagat Singh is one of the most celebrated martyrs of the Indian freedom struggle. He has left behind a legacy that everyone wants to appropriate, yet most do not wish to look beyond the romantic image of a gun-toting young nationalist. Perhaps the reason is that this is the image that was created in the official colonial records, an image we inherited and conveniently accepted as truth. Colonial records told the common masses that revolutionary activities were dastardly crimes, committed for the gratification of money and blood lust. In fact, this is clearly reflected in the contemporary consciousness, particularly that of the youth, who visualise Bhagat Singh as someone who terrorised the British through his violent deeds. His daring spirit is lauded, turning him into an icon. His posters are sold on pavements, stickers with his photo dot car windscreens. It may be heartening to see that Bhagat Singh is still loved and venerated but the question we need to ask is: do we have any clue about his politics and ideas? Even his early faith in violence and terrorism was qualitatively different from the contemporary terrorist violence. He soon transcended even that to espouse a revolutionary vision to transform independent India into a secular, socialist, and egalitarian society. He conceded in his writings that he may have pursued terrorist methods in the beginning of his revolutionary career but soon realised the significance of mass mobilisation and importance of the youth, workers and peasants. He declared in one of his last messages from prison, included here in the book ‘that I am not a terrorist and I never was, except perhaps in the beginning of my revolutionary career. And I am convinced that we cannot gain anything through these methods.’

He is undoubtedly an icon who is venerated across South Asia. Just a few days ago, even Pakistan called Bhagat Singh a shared hero between the two countries. During my few visits to Pakistan, I always found huge popular support among the people there, who lauded him for his ultimate sacrifice and for the ideals he espoused. What is refreshing now is the acknowledgement of this fact from a high government official, who categorically declared that ‘Bhagat Singh was the Independence movement hero of both India and Pakistan. The people of the country have the right to know about his (Singh) and his comrades’ great struggle to get freedom from the British Raj.’1

Bhagat Singh is probably the only one after Mahatma Gandhi who evokes such unbounded awe and respect. This could happen because his appeal as a martyr cuts across political ideologies. I only wish that the same was true for his intellectual legacy as well. Most of us just lap him up as a martyr, but very few celebrate his political and social vision. I don’t mean to undermine the sacrifice of Bhagat Singh or any martyr for that matter, but will add that he was not just a shaheed. We do great injustice to his memory when we extol him only as a martyr. Bhagat Singh left behind a corpus of political writings underlining his vision for an independent India. This little book is a collection of his writings, mostly those which bring him out as a serious chronicler of his times, commenting on several topical issues.

Bhagat Singh was a keen observer of everything happening around him, not letting anything of consequence pass without a comment. He had a short life but with an advantage that he began to read and write very early. He also had an advantage of being born in a family of committed nationalists. His uncle Ajit Singh was involved with the peasantry, founded the Bharat Mata Society and spent most of his life in exile, fighting against imperialism. His other uncle Swaran Singh spent many years in prison and died young due to tuberculosis. Bhagat Singh’s father Sardar Kishan Singh was an active Congressman who also spent time in British jail. Given this background Bhagat Singh evolved early as a political being, maturing fast into a serious revolutionary thinker and commentator.

This somehow explains why Bhagat Singh evokes such boundless approbation from people who already have a surfeit of heroes. When most senior leaders of the country had only one immediate goal—the attainment of freedom, Bhagat Singh, hardly out of his teens, had the prescience to look beyond the immediate. He was no ordinary revolutionary who simply had a passion to die or kill for the cause of freedom. His vision was to establish a classless society and his short life was dedicated to the pursuit of this ideal. Of course a political revolution—removing the British—was the first step to effecting any kind of social programme, but removing the British has been popularly presumed to be the sole aim of Bhagat Singh’s politics.2

This book of Bhagat Singh’s writings is not exhaustive but is surely representative of his mature intellectual evolution and his sensitivity to most of the complex issues which remain pertinent even now. We have also included here manifestoes, statements, pamphlets and other such writings, which had the stamp of Bhagat Singh’s ideological approval. In the end, we have incorporated some insightful excerpts from his prison diary, which can be seen as the culmination of Bhagat Singh’s intellectual evolution.

As I have pointed out before, Bhagat Singh began writing early in life. One of the articles used here was published in 1924, when he was just 17 years old, and it was on Universal Brotherhood, not a very easy subject to write on at such a young age. It is rare to find a young man conceiving an idea of universal brotherhood and articulating it in a detailed article. He imagined a world in 1924 where ‘All of us being one and none is the other. It will really be a comforting time when the world will have no strangers.’3All those who are busy othering and creating strangers out of their own fellow citizens need to grapple with Bhagat Singh’s views, instead of merely glorifying him as a martyr. He goes further to say something which should be remembered by all in India and Pakistan, if at all we accept him as our shared hero. He emphatically exclaimed that ‘As long as the words like black and white, civilised and uncivilised, ruler and the ruled, rich and poor, touchable and untouchable, etc., are in vogue where is the scope for universal brotherhood? This can only be preached by free people. The slave India cannot refer to it.’ He goes further to appeal that, ‘We will have to campaign for equality and equity. Will have to punish those who oppose the creation of such a world.’ Perhaps he was the only one among the heroes of our freedom struggle who had this vision at such a young age.

Bhagat Singh institutionalised his thinking when he founded the Naujawan Bharat Sabha in 1926 in Lahore, which was also a public platform for the otherwise secret group of revolutionaries. He saw to it that the Sabha remains above petty religious politics of the times. It is all the more important because the 1920s saw the emergence of the RSS and the spread of Muslim communalism as well, leading to intense polarisation. But here was a group of young men who were thinking differently. They asked the member before enrolment ‘to sign a pledge that he would place the interests of his country above those of his community’. Bhagat Singh helped to draft its manifesto, included here in the book, where he categorically proclaimed that ‘Religious superstitions and bigotry are a great hindrance in our progress. They have proved an obstacle in our way and we must do away with them. The thing that cannot bear free thought must perish.’4 Even Lala Lajpat Rai, the eminent pillar of extremist nationalism in India could not escape the scathing criticism of the Sabha when he joined hands with the Hindu Mahasabha leaders. Rai was dubbed a traitor by Kedar Nath Sehgal in a pamphlet ‘An Appeal to Young Punjab’ while Lajpat Rai responded by calling Bhagat Singh a Russian agent who wanted to make him into a Lenin.5

This collection of writings will also help understand the evolution of Bhagat Singh as an intellectual and the trajectories of this process. We have included here a three part article that he wrote for Kirti on Anarchism and also one on the Russian Nihilist movement, which provides an international perspective to Bhagat Singh’s understanding of revolutionary struggles. One of his close comrades, Shiv Varma, reminisced later that Bhagat Singh was, for some time, influenced by the anarchist thinker Bakunin, and according to him, Sohan Singh Josh and Lala Chabil Das helped him to move away from anarchism to socialism. Josh was a communist leader and editor of Kirti while Chabil Das was the principal of National College, Lahore where Bhagat Singh was a student.6 Both of them seriously engaged with Bhagat Singh and his other comrades, discussing and debating several topical issues and also guiding them about what books to read. They were lucky to have two good sources of books in Lahore; one was the Dwarkadas Library, founded by Lala Lajpat Rai and another was a bookshop called Ramkrishna and sons, which had resources to procure banned books from England. Both these sources provided them good access to Marxist and other revolutionary literature that was not easily available otherwise. Rajaram Shastri, the librarian of Dwarkadas Library, once told Shiv Varma that Bhagat Singh did not just read books, he almost devoured them, yet his yearning to seek knowledge always remained unsatiated.7 By 1928 Bhagat Singh was convinced that the time had come to commit themselves to socialism and even change the name of the revolutionary group from Hindustan Republican Association (HRA) to Hindustan Socialist Republican Association (HSRA). He also turned quite prolific as a columnist, writing frequently on diverse issues in Kirti and other papers. We have included here some of these insightful journalistic writings of Bhagat Singh, many of which were till now available only in Hindi.

These articles establish the profundity of his ideas and their contemporaneousness in the present times. In an article titled ‘Religion and Our Freedom Struggle’ published in Kirti in May 1928, Bhagat Singh grappled with the role of religion in politics, an issue that haunts us even today. He talked of Tolstoy’s division of religion into three parts: essentials of religion, philosophy of religion and rituals of religion. He concluded that if religion means blind faith by mixing rituals with philosophy than it should be blown away immediately but if we can combine essentials with some philosophy than religion may be a meaningful idea. Expressing his anguish in the second article, Bhagat Singh held some of the political leaders and the press responsible for inciting communalism. He believed that, ‘There were a few sincere leaders, but their voice is easily swept away by the rising wave of communalism. In terms of political leadership, India had gone totally bankrupt.’ He goes further and bluntly says that, ‘There were riots at several places simply because the local press behaved irresponsibly and indulged in rabble-rousing through their articles.’ He categorically spelt out the duties of journalists and then also accused them of dereliction of this duty, saying:


The real duty of the newspapers is to educate, to cleanse the minds of people, to save them from narrow sectarian divisiveness, and to eradicate communal feelings to promote the idea of common nationalism. Instead, their main objective seems to be spreading ignorance, preaching and propagating sectarianism and chauvinism, communalising people’s minds leading to the destruction of our composite culture and shared heritage.



Not much seems to have changed since Bhagat Singh wrote these lines. This categorical indictment of the press from an iconic nationalist like Bhagat Singh should be read by those in the media today who are busy dividing people in the name of nationalism, religion and culture.

Bhagat Singh also wrote on untouchability, which looks so relevant even now when we live in the midst of atrocities against Dalits every other day. One can observe the empathy here for the fellow human beings and a hard-hitting condemnation of those who instituted and kept these hateful practices alive. He begins by saying that:


Our country is unique where six crore citizens are called untouchables and their mere touch defiles the upper castes. Gods get enraged if they enter the temples. It is shameful that such things are being practised in the twentieth century. We claim to be a spiritual country but hesitate to accept equality of all human beings while materialist Europe is talking of revolution since centuries.



He goes further to say that, ‘We are chagrined about discrimination against Indians in foreign lands, and whine that the English do not give us equal rights in India. Given our conduct do we really have any right to complain about such matters?’ It needed moral courage and clarity of thought to take such a stand amidst the ongoing freedom struggle and colonial oppression.

Bhagat Singh’s ideological commitment was reflected even in his revolutionary action when he and B K Dutt bombed the Assembly on 8 April 1929 against the passing of anti-people bills. The Trade Disputes and Public Safety Bills were brought by the colonial government to suppress the struggle being waged against the establishment by workers and revolutionaries. Bhagat Singh, while commenting on these bills said:


There is no place for justice in British imperialism. They do not want to give even a breathing space to the slaves and instead, want to suppress them. They want to rob them and kill them. More and more oppressive laws will be passed and the dissenting voices will be put down. Let us see what happens. Only sacrifice can save us from this suppression. The eyes of Indian and British members of the Assembly will have to be opened.8



Bhagat Singh matured further while in prison during the two years he spent there before being hanged on 23 March 1931. We have included excerpts from his prison diary, which will tell us clearly about his diverse reading habits ranging from literature, science, politics, history to economics. The prison diary also reveals the trajectory of his political evolution which was inspired by the writing of authors including Karl Marx, F. Engels, Bertrand Russell, T. Paine, Upton Sinclair, V I Lenin, William Wordsworth, Tennyson, Rabindra Nath Tagore, Bukharin, Trotsky, among others.

We have also included here one of the most profound articles by Bhagat Singh called ‘Why I am an Atheist’ which was also written while he was in jail. The article was tinged with a strong rebuttal of blind faith and a zealous defence of reason. Before dealing with his own views about religion, Bhagat Singh first deals with the religiosity of his predecessors. He points out that in the absence of a scientific understanding of their own political activity, they needed irrational religious beliefs and mysticism to sustain them spiritually, to fight against personal temptation, to overcome depression, to be able to sacrifice their physical comforts, and even life. For this a person requires deep sources of inspiration. This requirement was, in the case of early revolutionaries, met by mysticism and religion.9

He made it clear that the revolutionaries now need no religious inspiration as they have an advanced revolutionary ideology, based on reason instead of blind faith. About God, Bhagat Singh writes:


He (God) was to serve as a father, mother, sister and brother, friend and helper…so that when man be in great distress having been betrayed and deserted by all friends, he may find consolation in the idea that an ever true friend was still there to help him, to support him and that He was Almighty and could do anything. Really that was useful to a society in the primitive age. The idea of God is helpful to man in distress.



Bhagat Singh was convinced that religion is a tool in the hands of exploiters who keep the masses in constant fear of God for their own interests.10 The revolutionaries of the HSRA realised that all moral ideals and religions were useless for an empty stomach and for the hungry, the only food was God. Bhagat Singh aptly quoted Horace Greeley in his prison diary saying ‘Morality and religion are but words to him who fishes in gutters for the means of sustaining life, and crouches behind barrels in the street for shelter from the cutting blasts of a winter night.’

This scientific approach of Bhagat Singh and other HSRA leaders matured with the passage of time. The majority of them came close to the ideals of socialism or even communism, which believed in mass action instead of individual acts of terrorism. Bhagat Singh was more explicit about the struggle he had in mind in one of his last messages of 3 March 1931 saying:


…the struggle in India would continue so long as a handful of exploiters go on exploiting the labour of the common people for their own ends. It matters little whether these exploiters are purely British capitalists, or British and Indians in alliance, or even purely Indians.



Bhagat Singh also cannot be conveniently reduced to being just a raw nationalist, with no reference to his ideas and politics so as to somehow fit him into the current right wing politics of nationalism and slogans. Bhagat Singh’s nationalism was deeply rooted in his sharp critique of the caste system, untouchability and communalism; all three remain serious threats even now.11 His collection of writings here will also help us grasp the deeper nuances of his intellectual persona, which has been on the margins all these years. All those millions around the world who venerate Bhagat Singh need to comprehend the revolutionary vision and nationalism he stood for. Even in the midst of a nationalist struggle, he could see the irrelevance of nationalism for those who lived on the margins of Indian society, deprived of rights and dignity.12

This volume may lead us to appreciate more fully his alternative framework of governance, where social and economic justice, and not terrorism or violence, would reign supreme. His commitment to socialism, as it comes out in most of these writings, may not appear very attractive in this changing era of globalisation, yet his concern for the socio-economically deprived sections continues to command attention. Moreover, his passionate desire to rise above narrow caste and religious considerations was never as crucial as it is today.

I thank my friend and publisher Arpita Das for prompting me to compile this collection of Bhagat Singh’s significant writings. I am also grateful to Shri Malvinderjit Singh Waraich, Mr D N Gupta, Satyam and of course the online resources available through shahidbhagatsingh.org for facilitating access to many of the works included here. We also thank our friend Sudhanva Deshpande of LeftWord Books for allowing us to use excerpts from The Jail Notebook published by them. I hope and expect that this collection will further establish Bhagat Singh as an intellectual and a revolutionary thinker.

New Delhi

S Irfan Habib

8 May 2018


Part I

On Diverse Social and Political Issues: Some Incisive Comments
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1. Universal Brotherhood, November 1924

2. Religion and Our Freedom Struggle, May 1928

3. Communal Riots and Their Solution, June 1928

4. The Problem of Untouchability, June 1928

5. Students and Politics, July 1928

Bhagat Singh was a voracious reader and also a prolific writer on most of the political, social and international matters of his time. In his short life spent as a revolutionary activist and thinker, he did not have the comfort of accessing books and writing at ease. He was always on the run, trying to escape the attention of the colonial administration and yet thinking and writing on diverse issues. In this section we have put together most of those articles where Bhagat Singh makes sharp and incisive comments on societal matters including issues like universal brotherhood, communalism, untouchability, religion and politics as well as the role of students in politics. One of the articles here is on universal brotherhood, which is a complex subject even for a mature intellectual but Bhagat Singh had the maturity to reflect upon such a subject in 1924, when he was barely seventeen years old. Other essays were written in 1928 when he had matured as a political thinker and was ready to argue for a change in the revolutionary struggle’s strategies and objectives. It was in September 1928 that he debated with his comrades in the ruins of Ferozshah Kotla in Delhi and convinced them to include socialism as one of their main objectives and even change the name of the group from Hindustan Republican Association to Hindustan Socialist Republican Association. All other essays in this section were written from May to August 1928, preceding the major meeting of September 1928. All of them together form a major critique of the contemporary Indian political and social life, providing close insights into Bhagat Singh’s intellectual development.


Chapter 1

UNIVERSAL BROTHERHOOD*

Vasudeva Kutumbakam! It is beyond human capability to conceive the greatness of the great poet of poets who gave us this beautiful idea.

Visvabandhuta! For me the greatest meaning of this word is equality and nothing else. How lofty is this thought! All of us being one and none is the other. It will really be a comforting time when the world will have no strangers; it will be a great moment in the world when we will be able to reach that pleasant state, which will be the pinnacle of world progress. Once that happens then imagine how the world will look? Just try to imagine that!

Then the world would be so powerful that nothing whatsoever would be able to shatter its peace. None will need to cry for bread when hungry. World trade would flourish spectacularly but France and Germany will not go to war for trade. America and Japan would be there but without any complex of belonging to the East or the West. The blacks and the whites will be there but the latter won’t be able to burn the former or the Red Indians alive. There would be peace without penal codes. There would be Britishers and Indians all right but not as rulers and the ruled. Even without invoking Mahatma Tolstoy’s ‘Resist not the Evil’ we would not see evil anywhere. That would mean complete freedom. Just try and imagine those moments!

Given the present condition who can imagine the time when people will shun evil on their own and not due to someone’s fear. We would reject the fabled heaven and declare that nothing like heaven exists! Can such a time ever come? This is a big problem—a complex problem, which cannot be explained easily. However, I want to raise another question: Are people seriously interested in bringing about that sort of time? Are those people who invoke universal brotherhood or cosmopolitanism all the time really keen to bring that about? Merely saying yes won’t work. It is not a resolution of the Indian National Congress. The question needs serious consideration. Are people ready to make sacrifices for that? We will have to sacrifice the real present for that imagined future. We will have to create chaos to achieve that imagined peace. We will have to sacrifice everything for that fairy tale. We will have to spread utter chaos to achieve that peaceful state. To achieve that persecution-free world, we will have to indulge in persecution. For that happy world, no, no, for the mere hope of that world, we will have to die. Are people ready for that?

We will have to campaign for equality and equity. We will have to punish those who oppose the creation of such a world. We will have to create chaos in place of those states/empires, who, blind with power, are responsible for inflicting pain and suffering on crores of people. Are people ready for that?

We will have to prepare the world to welcome such an ideal. We will have to destroy all other crops to sow this seed in our fields. The thorny bushes will have to be uprooted to douse the fire. The stones and stubs will have to be crushed to bits. We will have to work tirelessly. We will have to uplift those who are in dumps. The wretched need to be shown the way to progress. The spurious power centres will be forced to stand with us. The arrogant will be taught to be humble. The weak will be empowered; the slaves would be set free; the illiterate would be educated; the hopeless will be given hope; the hungry will get food; the homeless will get homes; the atheists will be turned into believers; and all those with blind faith will be given freedom of thought. Will the people do all this? Hey, all those screaming for World Brotherhood! Are you ready for all this? If not, then just give up this hypocrisy today. We will have to sacrifice you at the altar of the goddess of Universal Brotherhood because you are fabulists. If you are ready, then come to the field of action and go through the test. Merely imagining the scary sight of the field of action forces you to hide in the corners of your homes. If you are really interested, then come on. The first task will be to uplift the fallen India. We will have to break the chains of slavery. We will have to eliminate oppression. We will have to destroy subjugation as it lures humanity away, through corrupt means, from the path of justice.

If despite the fact that you accept the above-stated truth, you want to stay away due to fear of prison or death, then give up this hypocrisy today!

If you do not want to join because revolution will lead to anarchy and bloodshed then you are a weakling and coward, just leave this pretence.

If there is chaos, let it be. It will at least bring freedom. The weak will be crushed in this struggle. It will stop their whining forever. The weak will disappear and the strong will unite and be friends. They will love each other, leading to Universal Brotherhood.

Yes, the weak will have to be crushed once and forever. They are the culprits of the world. They have spread utter chaos. Everyone needs to be powerful to survive.

Hey! Who is seriously interested in Universal Brotherhood? Who is there to sacrifice their happiness for the whole world?

No enslaved community can ever imagine to be part of such a lofty ideal. Mere mention of it by a slave will make it irrelevant. A weak, degraded, humble and downtrodden man cannot claim that he does not fight against these evils because of his faith in universal brotherhood. Who will care to heed this cowardly statement? Yes, if you are powerful, capable of humbling the high and mighty, kings, emperors and so forth, and then you say that because you believe in world brotherhood therefore don’t do such things then your statement will carry weight and people will listen to you. Vasudeva Kutumbakam will gain importance then.

Today, you are slaves. Your statement appears to be hypocrisy. It is a farce. Do you want to preach this principle? If yes, you will have to follow that man who said, ‘He who loveth Humanity loveth God… God is love and love is God’, who mounted the gallows for sedition. Are you ready to bravely preach the doctrine of universal brotherhood like him? When you will become a true preacher of this doctrine you will have to jump into the field of action (Karmakshetra) like that true son of the mother, Guru Gobind Singh. Like that great believer in the concept that all are sons of one father you will have to remain unmoved while replying to their mother about the sacrifices of her four sons for their community? Will you be able to keep your cool seeing your most beloved ones, whom you would like to keep before your eyes all the while, being sacrificed and tortured before you? Will you be able to jump into the fire before your loved ones and bid adieu to the world smilingly? If yes, then take the test. But if there is any doubt, for God’s sake, leave the hypocrisy!

As long as the words like black and white
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