
 

P. KAVITHA           DR. B. VISALAKSHI                  1P a g e  

 

 

SIKH ETHOS IN KHUSHWANT SINGH’S 

HISTORICAL NOVELS 

 

 

 

P. KAVITHA  

Ph.D Research Scholar  

E. R. K. Arts and Science College  

Erumiyampatty 

 (TN) INDIA 

 

DR. B. VISALAKSHI  
M.A., M.Phil., Ph.D  

Assistant Professor 

Post Graduate & Research Dept of English  

E. R. K. Arts and Science College  

Erumiyampatty (TN) INDIA 

 

 

 
 

 

Khushwant Singh portrayed as the prolific novelist of Indian English Literature. As a Sikh, he 

concentrated on Sikh ethos. This article focuses an exploration of varied phases of Sikh ehos 

in the novels Train to Pakistan and I Shall not Here the Nightingale. His Sikh ethos was 

flourished with his glorious Sikh tradition and ironic vision. He portrayed Sikh consciousness 

in an interesting way. These two novels were written with a fictional recreation of an 

intensified experience. Train to Pakistan gives the microscopic picture of the Sikh 

Punjabis.Mano Majra was a village of Sikhs and Muslims. The novelist has given a criticism 

of Indian activities and tendenties through Juggat Singh, Iqbal and Hukum Chand. I Shall not 

Hear the Nightingale centered on the family of Sikh which has two sides of coins. It revolves 

round a Sikh senior Magistrate, Buta Singh’s family and Hindu Magistrate, Wazir Chand’s 

family.  

Keywords: frontier, Sikh Culture, delineator, deity, grandeur, redemptive and Gurudwara. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Khushwant Singh was one of the leading novelists of the contemporary circle of India. He 

has achieved fame by his hard work. He has produced variety of books, especially on Sikhs 

religion, culture and tradition. He worked as a professor of Princeton University, Hawali 

University and had a prestigious position of editor of the illustrated weekly of India., 

Hindustan Times, The National Herald, Yojana and New Delhi. He received many awards 
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like Padma Bhushan and Badma Vibhusan. He began his career by writing short stories. His 

experience in partition made him to write the beautiful novels, Train to Pakistan and I Shall 

Not Hear the Nightingale. Train to Pakistan is an attempt which shows the realities of 

Punjabis, in general Sikhs in Pakistan. He beautifully portrayed the fictional small village 

Mano Majra. It is situated in the frontier of India and Pakistan. It was half a mile away from 

river Sutlej, the Ganges of Sikhs. Mano Majra was center for communal riot. It was filled 

with Sikh culture. It was remarkably represented as Sikh village of Punjab. There were totally 

seventy families, half of them Sikhs and remaining Muslims. Sikhs were owner of land and 

Muslims were tenants. Sikhs were war-hearted and hardworking people. Khushwant Singh 

says,  

The only Hindu family in the village is that of the money-lender, Lala Ram 

Lal. The others are Sikhs and Muslims about equal in number. The Sikhs own 

all the land around the village, the Muslims are tenants who share tilling with 

the owners. There are a few families of sweepers whose religion is uncertain. 

(2) 

  

The Sikhs of Manomajra had faith in Akal Purakh. They celebrate religious rituals. 

Gurudwara is the Guru‟s house which open day and night to give solace for needy. It gives 

spiritual solace and moral strength. The author gives a graphical picture of Gurudwara. He 

says,    

He saw the flag-mat draped in yellow cloth with triangular flag above the 

conglomeration of mud huts. On the flag was the Sikh symbol in black, a quoit 

with a dagger running through two swords crossed beneath…. At the end 

opposite the entrance was a large hall in which the scripture, the Granth, lay 

wrapped in gaudy silks under a velvet awing… beside the well stood a four-

foot brick column supporting the long flag-mast with the yellow cloth covering 

it like a stocking. (30) 

 

Apart from Gurudwara Mano Majra has a common god called Deity. It is worshipped by 

Hindus, Sikhs and Muslims.  

 

Meet Singh was a Sikh priest familiarly known as Bhaiji by the village people. He welcomed 

the social reformer, Iqbal with Sikh greeting “Sat Sri Akal”. He further says, “This is a 

Gurudwara, the Guru‟s house- anyone may stay here. But you must have your head covered 

and you must not bring in any cigarettes or tobacco, nor smoke” (31). He gave the details of 

the Gurudwara in the Sikh village. Singh expressed his Sikh ethos through Meet Singh. His 

characters highlight different facets of Sikh culture. Juggat Singh was the hero of Sikh 

tradition by his sacrifice. The doomed hero became a real hero by his brave fullness. He was 

the Guru‟s true Singh, who prevents the massacre of his beloved Muslim weaver‟s girl and 
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thousands of innocent Muslims. In the end of the novel, Juggat asked Meet Singh to conduct 

a prayer to get Guru‟s blessings for his success. Iqbal, a westernized Sikh stayed in 

Gurudwara reluctant to reveal his religion.  

 

Bhai Meet Singh‟s character was significant here. He was a typical granthi of Gurudwara. He 

was a farmer then he turned to priest. His appearance expressed by Khushwant Singh as  

 

He was short, fat and hairy… And he was untidy. He wore his turban only 

when reading the scripture. Otherwise, he went about with his long hair tied 

in a loose knot held by a little wooden comb, combing his long beard with his 

fingers. Almost half of the hair was scattered on the nape of his neck. He 

seldom wore a shirt and his only garment- a pair of shorts was always greasy 

with dirt. (69) 

 

He was a symbol of the Sikh tradition of deity, purity, religion, tolerance and brotherhood.  

The Sikh gurus‟ followed faith and suffered by Muslim rulers. Gobind Singh, the Sikh had to 

struggle his life to preserve his identity. Mir Mannu, the Governor of Pujab fought against 

Muslims. The militant trait of Sikh ethos was used by Singh through Malli. These hot-

blooded Sikh youth committed wrong thing against individuals and society. The Sikh prayer 

to invoke  the Guru‟s blessings ,” In the name of Nanak, By the hope that faith doth instill, 

By the grace of God, We bear the world nothing but good will” (132).  The holocaust of Sikh 

people was explained by Khushwant Singh. K.K.Sharma and B.K.Johri comment on this 

situation: 

 

 Khushwant Singh’s Train to Pakistan pictures the brutal, realistic  

 story of political hatred and of mass passions during the tragic days that  

 preceded and followed the partition of India… Trains were ruthlessly  

 butchered. Men, women and children were indiscriminate victims of mad  

 communal frenzy: they were molested and killed by armed bands of men.  

 The novel depicts the fateful journey of one such train vividly and   

 powerfully (Sharma and Johri 14). 

 

Khushwant Singh‟s I Shall not Hear the Nightingale is another attempt to explore Sikh ethos. 

Though it has told about Quit India Movement, it exhibits the Sikh tradition. Singh rightly 

said, 

 

It is based on a true incident which happened in my own family in “Quit India Movement”. 

Characters have been somewhat exaggerated or Iampooned. In actual fact, it was my father 
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who was the hero of the episode (he was expecting to be knighted) but I chose to make my 

mother the heroine for Freudian reasons.(8) 

 

Sabhrai was an idealized, traditional, amicable Sikh woman. She always did her prayers with 

the beeds of rosary. She chanted, “ The True, The True, the Great Guru”. She read the Holy 

Granth and prepared Prasad for others during religious occasions. She was a devoted wife 

who concerned  her husband as God. She was spiritually wedded to Guru. This was realized 

by the following words of Sabhrai. “I don‟t need a doctor. Let me go to my Guru with your 

blessings… what is all this noise? You want me to go with the noise of crying in my ears! Sa 

the morning prayer- all together. And do not sleep till it is over” (233). She would like to die 

in the arms of her son, Sher Singh. She is a unique character who is compared with 

Mrs.Moore, a character in E.M.Foerster‟s A Passage to India. She was a redemptive 

character. She was the embodiment of the ancient culture and tradition. Her world was 

different with modular world. Her Daughter-in-law was just opposite to Sabhrai. Mr. Taylor‟s 

wife says, „She has the dignity of an ancient people behind her. Without knowing her I have 

respect for her” (220).  Other members in her family wanted to follow modern culture; they 

referred it as a culture of sophistication. Cultural sophistication can be divided as loyalties, 

self. Centeredness, opportunism, servility and sex-hunger. But Sabhrai‟s demand was prayer 

only. To release her son from the prison, she stayed at Golden Temple throughout the day and 

seeks Guru‟s guidance. She thought Guru is the real guide of her life. She recites the line,  

 

“Eternal God, who art our shield 

  The dagger, knife, the sword we wield 

  To us protector there is given 

  The timeless, deathless Lord of Heaven…(209) 

 

After getting spiritual grandeur from Guru she said to her son that “ no longer to be regarded 

as Sikh” (209). Because Sher Singh‟s father Buta Singh who was favorite of British was 

waiting for his honour‟s list. Mr. Taylor gave one option to Sher Singh that if he revealed the 

truth about other terrorist name, he would release him. As a Sikh, Sher Singh did not disclose 

his friends‟ name. The same way Sabhrai asked him to follow Sikh ethos. If he revealed his 

friends name that time he could commit sin. She indirectly said that he could die instead of 

committing sin to Sikh culture. She was a symbol of feminine principle. She wanted to follow 

Sikh virtues. She got this energy from her grandmother Bibi to Bebey, Mata Guriji.  

 

To sum up, Train to Pakistan and I Shall not Here Nightingale are an attempt of exploration 

of various facets of the Sikh way of life. Sikh characters are integral part of his novels. He 

created illiterate Sikh Meet Singh and literate Sikh Sher Singh. The Sikh elements are a part 

of the larger Indian tradition.  The end of the novels was beautifully designed. The Sikh 
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youths make plans to kill the Muslims going to Pakistan, but Juggat Singh‟s love frustrates 

their plan. He saved his lover. The novel gives the message that the Sikh sacrificed his life for 

Muslims. The dacoit changed to hero. I Shall not Hear the Nightingale expresses the 

countrymen‟s longing for freedom and attempts by some enthusiastic young men preparing 

for their terrorist activities to free the nation from foreigners. The bird Nightingale stands for 

happiness and independence. Through his title Singh describes the love, loyalty, religion and 

culture. 
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