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Abstract:

The Sikh Misls were a network of semi-autonomous confederacies that emerged in Punjab during the
18th century, a time of significant political and social turmoil. These Misls served as the backbone of
Sikh resistance against oppressive regimes and external invasions, ensuring the survival and
autonomy of the Sikh community. Each Misl operated independently under the leadership of a
Misldar, yet they shared a common purpose rooted in Sikh values and traditions. The Misls played a
critical role in uniting scattered Sikh groups and consolidating power in the region. They were
instrumental in safeguarding Sikh territories, promoting justice, and protecting the cultural and
religious identity of their people. Although the Misls eventually faced challenges such as internal
conflicts and external threats, their collective efforts paved the way for the unification of Punjab and
the rise of the Sikh Empire under Maharaja Ranjit Singh. The Sikh Misls remain a testament to
resilience, unity, and the spirit of independence that defines Sikh history.

Key Words: Sikh Misls, Punjab, 18th Century, Sikh Confederacies, Political Instability, Autonomy,
Military Strategy, Cultural Heritage, Unification, Maharaja Ranjit Singh.

Introduction:

The Misls, derived from the Arabic word ks meaning 'equal,’ constituted the twelve sovereign states
of the Sikh Confederacy', emerging during the 18th century in the Punjab region of the northern
Indian subcontinent. This development is considered one of the factors contributing to the decline of
the Mughal Empire preceding Nader Shah's invasion of India in 1738—1740.% To resist the persecution
inflicted by Shah Jahan and subsequent Mughal rulers, several Sikh Gurus established military forces
and engaged in conflicts with the Mughal Empire and Hindu hill chiefs during the early and middle
Mughal-Sikh Wars.? Banda Singh Bahadur notably continued Sikh resistance until his defeat at the

! Herrli, H. (1993). The Coins of the Sikhs. Indian Coin Society. P. 11.

2 Kakshi, S.R., Pathak, R., Bakshi, S.R., & Pathak, R. (2007). Punjab Through the Ages. Sarup and Son. P 73.

3 Gandhi, S. S. (2008, February 1). 13 Khalsa Battles Against Islamic Imperialism and Hindu Conservatism. Atlantic
Publishing. p. 814.

Library Progress International | Vol.44 No.4 | Jul-Dec 2024 975



Battle of Gurdas Nangal. Subsequently, Sikhs sought refuge in jungles and Himalayan foothills before
organizing into military bands known as jathas’. The foundation of the Dal Khalsa army was laid
between 1733 and 1735, drawing upon existing Jatha militia groups and comprising the Taruna Dal
(Youth Brigade) and the Budha Dal (Elder Brigade). At the Sarbat Khalsa® meeting in Amritsar in
1748, a Gurmata® was passed to reorganize the Jathas into the new Misls, with 12 Misls emerging
from various pre-existing groups, forming a unified army known as the Dal Khalsa Ji. Jassa Singh
Ahluwalia was entrusted with ultimate command over the Misls’. Despite differences in strength, each
Misl sought to expand its territory and resources, yet they acted collectively in dealing with other
states. The Misls convened biannual meetings of their legislature, the Sarbat Khalsa, in Amritsar®,
embodying a form of natural "aristocratic republic," as described by Swiss adventurer Antoine Polier.’

Origins of the Sikh Misls: Historical Context

The emergence of the Sikh Misls in Punjab during the 18th century can be attributed to the power
vacuum created by the decline of the Mughal Empire. The once-dominant Mughal administration,
weakened by internal conflicts, succession disputes, and external invasions, lost its grip over vast
territories, including Punjab. This void left the region vulnerable to invasions, particularly by Afghan
rulers like Ahmad Shah Abdali, who launched repeated attacks on Punjab, leaving the local population
in turmoil.

In response to these challenges, the Sikh community, under the influence of its spiritual and martial
traditions, organized itself into armed groups. The legacy of Banda Singh Bahadur, a prominent Sikh
leader and warrior, played a critical role in inspiring this resistance. Banda Singh Bahadur’s efforts to
challenge Mughal authority and establish Sikh rule in Punjab between 1709 and 1716 left a lasting
impact on Sikh political consciousness. His campaigns not only demonstrated the possibility of self-
rule but also instilled a sense of unity and purpose among Sikhs. Following his martyrdom, the Sikh
community continued to resist oppression, leading to the eventual formation of the Misls.

The Sikh Misls, thus, emerged as a response to the socio-political challenges of the time. Their rise
reflected the collective determination of the Sikh community to defend their religious and cultural
identity while asserting their autonomy in a politically fragmented region. Scholars like Grewal note
that the Misls represented the “collective will of the Khalsa to assert their sovereignty” in an era of
upheaval.'”

Formation and Structure

The term "Misl" is derived from the Persian word meaning "alike" or "equal," symbolizing the
egalitarian nature of these confederacies. Unlike traditional feudal or dynastic systems, the Misls were
organized around principles of equality and shared governance, reflecting the democratic ethos of
Sikhism. This structure was inspired by the teachings of the Sikh Gurus, who emphasized collective
decision-making and unity among followers.

Each Misl operated independently under the leadership of a chief, known as a Misldar, who
was elected based on merit and loyalty rather than hereditary succession. The Misldar was responsible
for the administration of the Misl’s territory, the organization of its military forces, and the defense

4 A "jatha" is a military or religious congregation in Sikh tradition, often organized for defense or resistance purposes.

3> The "Sarbat Khalsa" is a traditional Sikh gathering or assembly representing the entire Sikh community, where important
decisions are made through consensus. It serves as a platform for discussing and addressing significant issues
concerning the Sikh Panth (community) and its affairs.

¢ A "gurmata" refers to a collective decision or resolution made by the Sikh community through a consensus-building
process, often during a congregation or assembly known as the Sarbat Khalsa.

7 Singh, H. (200). The Encyclopedia of Sikhism (Vol. 2: E-L). Punjabi University, Patiala. p. 362-363.

8 Kakshi et al. (2007). Punjab Through the Ages p. 73

% Singh, K. (2004). 4 History Of The Sikhs, Vol. 1, 1469-1839. P. 165.

10 Grewal, J. S. (1990). The Sikhs of the Punjab. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. P.85.
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of its people. Despite their independence, the Misls were unified by their adherence to Sikh values,
the authority of the Guru Granth Sahib, and their commitment to the Khalsa ideals of justice and
equality. The Misls collectively functioned as a decentralized network of Sikh governance. They
collaborated during times of crisis, such as invasions or large-scale battles, showcasing a remarkable
ability to unite for a common cause. Cunningham, in his seminal work A History of the Sikhs (1849),
highlights that the Misls were not merely military units but also socio-political institutions that upheld
Sikh traditions and governance principles.'!

The egalitarian structure of the Misls also extended to their internal administration. Land and
resources were distributed fairly, ensuring that wealth and power were not concentrated in the hands
of a few. This approach allowed the Misls to maintain the loyalty of their members and the support
of the local population, further strengthening their position in the region. Over time, the collaboration
and collective strength of the Misls laid the groundwork for the eventual unification of Punjab under
the visionary leadership of Maharaja Ranjit Singh.

Formation of 12 Sikh Misls:
Phulkian Misl

The Phulkian Mis/, known as Phiilk1'an in Punjabi, emerged as a significant force in 18th-century
Punjab under the leadership of Phul Singh, hailing from the Sidhu clan (Jat)!2. Establishing
strongholds in pivotal territories like Patiala, Nabha, Jind, and Faridkot, the Mis/ was guided by
influential leaders such as Ala Singh and Amar Singh. Initially marshaling a force of 5,000 regular
horsemen'?, this number remained constant by 1780. The territorial reach of the Phulkian Mis!
extended across Patiala, Nabha, Jind, Kaithal, Barnala, Bathinda, and Sangrur, consolidating control
over strategic regions in Punjab. With strategic foresight and military prowess, the Mis/'s leadership
played a crucial role in its ascent. Employing a blend of military campaigns and diplomatic alliances,
the Phulkian Mis/ effectively defended its territories against rival Sikh confederacies and external
adversaries.

Despite encountering challenges and occasional internal discord, the Phulkian Mis/
maintained its influence over the region for a significant duration. Its alignment with the British and
subsequent transformation into the princely states of Faridkot, Jind, Nabha, Malaudh, and Patiala
marked pivotal moments in its trajectory. The eventual annexation by the British Raj indicated the
conclusion of its independent governance. However, Phulkian Mis/'s legacy in Punjab's history
remains profound, symbolizing the resilience, determination, and martial ethos of its leaders and
populace. Through military campaigns, diplomatic actions, and enduring contributions, the Mis/ left
an indelible imprint on Punjab's political landscape, enriching the region's historical fabric and
highlighting the enduring spirit of its people within the broader narrative of Indian history.

Ahluwalia Misl

The Ahluwalia Misl, originating from the Ahluwalia (Kalal) clan, emerged as a significant player in
18th-century Punjab, under the leadership of Sadho Singh and Jassa Singh.'* The Misl's origins trace
back to Sadho Singh, who laid the foundation for its rise to prominence. With the strength of 3,000
regular horsemen in 1746, the Mis/ initially held sway over territories in Jalandhar, Kapurthala, and
Nurmahal'>. However, it was under the leadership of Jassa Singh that the Mis/ truly flourished. Jassa

' Cunningham, J. D. (1849). 4 history of the Sikhs. London: John Murray. P.135.

12 Griffin, L. H. (1870). The Rajas of the Punjab: The History of the Principal States in the Punjab and Their Political
Relations with the British Government. Low Price Publications. P.599.

13 Herrli, H. (1993). The Coins of the Sikhs. P. 11.

!4 Dhavan, P. (2011, November 2). When Sparrows Became Hawks: The Making of the Sikh Warrior Tradition, 1699-
1799. Oxford University Press. P. 59-60.

'S Gupta, H. R. (1944). Trans-Satluj Sikh. Lahore: The Minerva Book Shop. P.3.
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Singh, known for his military prowess and diplomatic acumen, expanded the Mis/'s influence,
strengthening its position in the region. By 1780, the Mis/'s strength had increased to 10,000 regular
horsemen, a testament to its formidable military capabilities. One of the key factors contributing to
the Misl's success was its strategic alliances, particularly with the British. This alliance provided the
Misl with crucial support, allowing it to navigate the complex political landscape of the time.
Additionally, the Mis!'s close ties with other Sikh confederacies bolstered its position and enabled it
to withstand external threats. Despite its military strength and political alliances, the Ahluwalia Mis!/
faced numerous challenges. Internal disputes and power struggles occasionally threatened to
destabilize the Mis/, while external pressures from rival Sikh factions and invading forces posed
constant threats. However, despite these challenges, the Mis/ managed to maintain its influence in the
region. Following the second Anglo-Sikh war, the Mis! transitioned into princely states, marking the
end of its independent rule'®. Nevertheless, Ahluwalia Mis!'s legacy endures as a significant chapter
in Punjab's history, highlighting its contributions to the region's political landscape during a period of
turmoil.

Nakai Misl

The Nakai Mis!/, led by Heera Singh and subsequent leaders like Ran Singh and Kahan Singh, emerged
as a significant force in 18th-century Punjab. Originating from the Sandhu and Hundal (Jat) clans'’,
the Mis/ played a crucial role in the power struggles of the time. Heera Singh, the founder of the Mis!/,
established its dominance in the regions of Baherwal, Khem Karan, and Khudian. His strategic
alliances and military campaigns allowed the Mis/ to expand its territories and consolidate its power
base. Under subsequent leadership, particularly Ran Singh and Kahan Singh, the Mis/ faced
challenges from rival Sikh confederacies and external powers. Despite its significant military strength,
the Misl's annexation by the Sikh Empire marked the end of its independent rule. Nevertheless, the
Nakai Mis!'s contributions to Punjab's history remain significant, serving as a testament to the region's
rich and complex heritage. Through its military campaigns and diplomatic maneuvers, the Nakai Mis/
left an indelible mark on Punjab's political landscape. Despite facing formidable adversaries and
internal challenges, the Mis/ managed to maintain its influence in the region for a significant period.
However, its annexation by the Sikh Empire signaled the end of its independent rule. Nevertheless,
the Nakai Misl's legacy endures as a significant chapter in Punjab's history, highlighting its
contributions to the region's political landscape during a period of turmoil.

Ramgarhia Misl

The Ramgarhia Mis/, under the leadership of Jassa Singh and notable figures like Tara Singh and
Mangal Singh, played a crucial role in the political landscape of 18th-century Punjab. Originating
from the Ramgharia (Tarkhan) clan'®, the Mis/ established its stronghold in Sri Hargobindpur and
extended its influence over Batala, Urmar Tanda, Dasuya, and Ghoman. With the strength of 3,000
regular horsemen in 1746, the Mis/ expanded its military capabilities to 5,000 regular horsemen by
1780'°. The Misl's territory encompassed Hoshiarpur district, Gurdaspur district, Jalandhar district,
and north of Amritsar?®. Despite its military prowess, the Mis/ was eventually annexed by the Sikh
Empire, contributing to the consolidation of Sikh power in the region. The Ramgarhia Misl's
contributions to Punjab's history are significant, showcasing the resilience and martial spirit of its
people. Led by visionary leaders like Jassa Singh, the Mis/ made significant strides in expanding its
territory and defending its borders against external threats. However, the Misl's annexation by the
Sikh Empire marked the end of its independent rule. Nevertheless, the Ramgarhia Misl's legacy

16 Teja, C. (15 sep. 2023). Heritage status - Amritsar's Qila Ahluwalia: Original architecture missing, but colonial
structures intact. Tribune News Service.

17 Dhir, K. S. (2022). The Wonder That Is Urdu (1st ed.). Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass. p. 536-537.

18 Dhir, K. S. (2022). The Wonder That Is Urdu. P.536-7.

19 Griffin, L. H. (1911). Ranjit Singh. P.78.

20 Gupta, H. R. (1944). Trans-Satluj Sikh. P.3.
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endures as a testament to Punjab's rich cultural heritage and its role in shaping the region's history
during a period of political upheaval.

Singhpuria Misl!

The Singhpuia Mis/, founded by Khushal Singh and Budh Singh of the Virk (Jat) clan, emerged as a
significant force in the 18th-century political landscape of Punjab. With its origins in Jalandhar, the
Misl gradually expanded its influence over a vast expanse of territory, including Singhupura,
Amritsar, Sheikhupura, Jalandhar, Manauli, Bharatgarh, and several other regions.?' Under the
leadership of Khushal Singh and Budh Singh, the Mis/ solidified its military strength and strategic
alliances, laying the groundwork for its prominence in the region. With a force of 2,500 regular
horsemen in 1746, the Singhpuia Mis!’s military grew steadily, reaching 5,000 regular horsemen by
1780. This increase in military strength was complemented by the Mis/'s adept diplomatic maneuvers,
forging alliances with other Sikh confederacies, and navigating the complex political dynamics of the
time.

The Singhpuia Misl's territorial holdings spanned across vast swathes of land, encompassing
areas above the Sutlej River in present-day Amritsar District and Sheikhupura District, now part of
Pakistan. The Misl's control over these territories positioned it as a formidable player in Punjab's
political arena, exerting influence and power over its rivals. However, despite its military prowess
and territorial expansion, the Singhpuia Mis/ faced numerous challenges and threats. Rivalry with
other Sikh confederacies, conflicts with external powers, and internal strife occasionally tested the
Misl's resilience. The annexation of areas above the Sutlej River by the expanding Sikh Empire and
those below the river by the British marked the culmination of the Singhpuia Mis/'s independent rule.
Despite the end of its sovereignty, the Mis!'s legacy endures as a testament to Punjab's martial heritage
and its pivotal role in shaping the region's history during a tumultuous period. The Singhpuia Mis!'s
contributions, both on the battlefield and in the political arena, left an indelible mark on Punjab's
landscape, highlighting the resilience, determination, and strategic acumen of its leaders and people.
Through its military campaigns, diplomatic alliances, and enduring legacy, the Singhpuia Mis/
remains a symbol of Punjab's vibrant past, reminding us of the region's storied history and its enduring
spirit

Panjgarhia Misl

The Panjgarhia Misl, also known as Panjgariya Mis/*?, was a significant Sikh confederacy that
emerged in 18th-century Punjab under the leadership of Karora Singh, with notable figures like
Baghel Singh, Gur Bakhsh Singh, and Jodh Singh.?® Originating from various clans including Virk,
Dhaliwal, and Sandhu (Jat), the Mis/ established its stronghold in Buria, Hoshiarpur, and Haryana.
Initially, the Mis/ had a force of 12,000 regular horsemen, which decreased to 10,000 by 1780. Despite
this decline in numbers, the Panjgarhia Mis/ remained a formidable force in Punjab, exerting its
influence over key regions. The Misl!'s territorial holding extended across Yamunanagar district and
Hoshiarpur district, solidifying its control over strategic territories in the region. The Mis!'s leadership,
characterized by strategic vision and military prowess, played a crucial role in its rise to prominence.
Through a combination of military campaigns, strategic alliances, and diplomatic maneuvers, the
Panjgarhia Mis/ successfully defended its territories against rival Sikh confederacies and external
threats.

21 Kakshi, S.R., Pathak, R., Bakshi, S.R., & Pathak, R. (2007). Punjab Through the Ages. P. 163-4.

22 The Panchgarhia mis/ underwent further subdivision, resulting in the Sham Singh and Kalsia divisions. Within the
Khalsa, there were two further divisions: the Landpindian and Barapindian. (Kakshi, S.R. (2007). Punjab Through the
Ages. P. 164.

2 Imperial Gazetteer of India. (1908). Jaisalmer to Kara (Vol. XIV). Oxford: Oxford University Press. p. 320.
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However, like other Sikh Misls of the time, the Panjgarhia Mis!/ faced challenges and internal
conflicts that occasionally threatened its stability. Despite these challenges, the Mis/ managed to
maintain its influence in the region for a significant period. The Misl's alliance with the British and
its subsequent transformation into the princely state of Kalsia marked a significant turning point in its
history. The Mis/'s annexation by the British marked the end of its independent rule, but its legacy as
a significant player in Punjab's history endures. The legacy of the Panjgarhia Mis/ endures as a
testament to Punjab's rich and diverse history, showcasing the resilience, determination, and martial
spirit of its leaders and constituents. Through its military endeavors, diplomatic engagements, and
lasting impact, the Mis/ indelibly shaped Punjab's political landscape, illuminating the region's vibrant
historical tapestry. Today, the Panjgarhia Mis/ stands as a symbol of Punjab's storied past, reminding
us of the region's enduring spirit and the invaluable contributions of its people to the broader narrative
of Indian history.

Nishanwalia Misl

The Nishanwalia Mis/, led by Dasaundha Singh and prominent figures like Sangat Singh, Sukha
Singh, and Mehar Singh, emerged as a significant force in 18th-century Punjab. Originating from the
Gill and Shergill (Jat) clans®*, the Mis! established its stronghold in Ambala and Shahbad Markanda.
With a force of 12,000 regular horsemen in 1746, the Nishanwalia Mis/ exerted its influence over
strategic territories including Ropar, Ambala, and Sri Anandpur Sahib.? The Mis/'s military strength,
characterized by disciplined troops and effective leadership, played a crucial role in its rise to
prominence. Under the leadership of Dasaundha Singh and subsequent leaders, the Mis/ successfully
defended its territories against rival Sikh confederacies and external threats. Through a combination
of military campaigns, strategic alliances, and diplomatic maneuvers, the Nishanwalia Mis/
maintained its dominance in the region. However, the Mis/ faced challenges and internal conflicts that
occasionally threatened its stability. Rivalry with other Sikh confederacies, disputes over territorial
claims, and external pressures tested the Mis/'s resilience. Despite these challenges, the Nishanwalia
Misl remained a formidable force in Punjab, contributing significantly to the region's political
landscape.

Its autonomous authority came to an end when the British Raj annexed the Nishanwalia Mis/.
However, the Misl's legacy lives on as a reminder of Punjab's martial past and its significance in
influencing the history of the area at a time of political unrest. The Nishanwalia Mis/ continues to be
a symbol of Punjab's colourful past, reminding us of the region's lasting spirit and the contributions
of its people to the greater tale of Indian history via its military campaigns, diplomatic relationships,
and long legacy.

Dallewalia Misl

The Dallewalia Misl, under the leadership of Gulab Singh and notable figures like Tara Singh,*¢
emerged as a formidable force within the intricate tapestry of 18th-century Punjab. Originating from
the Khatri*” and Rahon clans?®, the Mis/ fortified its stronghold across a myriad of strategic regions,
including Rahon, Nawashahr, Garshankar, Mahilpur, Banga, Phillaur, Nakodar, Shahkot, Dharamkot,
Ropar-Sialba, Khanna, and more. Initially marshaling a force of 7,500 regular horsemen, the Mis/
exhibited remarkable military prowess and strategic sagacity as it expanded its territorial sway into
the Ludhiana and Jalandhar districts. The Dallewalia Mis!/'s ascendancy was characterized by a blend
of astute military campaigns, strategic alliances, and diplomatic negotiations, effectively safeguarding

24 Griffin, Lepel H.(1890) History of the Panjab Chiefs. p. 352.

25 Gupta, H. R. (1944). Trans-Satluj Sikh. P.3.

26 Guru Nanak Dev University. Department of History. (1981). Journal of Regional History, Volume 2. Department of
History, Guru Nanak Dev University. P.25.

7 Singh, K. (1970). History of the Sikh Religion, Volume I. Department of Languages, Punjab. p. 280.

28 Guru Nanak Dev University. Department of History. (1981). Journal of Regional History, Volume 2.p.25.
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its domains from encroaching rival Sikh confederacies and external threats. However, the Mis/'s
trajectory was not devoid of challenges and internal strife, as it grappled with rivalries, territorial
disputes, and external pressures that intermittently tested its resilience and stability. Despite these
tribulations, the Mis! persisted in maintaining its influence and territorial control, leaving an indelible
mark on Punjab's political landscape.

The pivotal annexation of the Dallewalia Mis/ by the Sikh Empire* heralded a significant
juncture, signaling the cessation of its autonomous governance. Nevertheless, the Misl's legacy
endures as a poignant testament to Punjab's martial heritage and the enduring contributions of its
leaders and constituents. Through its gallant military exploits, shrewd diplomatic engagements, and
lasting impact, the Dallewalia Mis/ etched an enduring imprint on Punjab's historical narrative,
epitomizing the resilience, determination, and valor of its people amidst the tumultuous backdrop of
18th-century Punjab. Today, the Mis/ serves as a venerable symbol of Punjab's rich historical tapestry,
serving as a poignant reminder of the region's indomitable spirit and enduring legacy within the
broader mosaic of Indian history.

Bhangi Misl

The Bhangi Mis/, distinguished by its unwavering resolve and martial prowess, occupies a prominent
place in Punjab's vibrant history. Led by Chhajja Singh and including notable figures like Bhuma
Singh, Hari Singh, Jhanda Singh, and Ganda Singh, this Mis/ emerged as a formidable force in 18th-
century Punjab. Stemming from the Dhillon clan (Jat), the Mis/ established its stronghold in the
historic city of Amritsar, symbolizing Sikh resilience and sovereignty. With an initial force of 10,000
regular horsemen in 1746, swelling to an impressive 30,000 by 1780, the Bhangi Mis! exerted its
dominance over territories encompassing Tarn Taran and Lahore. Its influence extended across the
Tarn Taran district and Lahore, cementing its position as a significant player in the region's political
landscape. Under the leadership of Chhajja Singh, coupled with the valor of its warriors, the Mis/
emerged as a formidable entity, projecting Sikh strength and unity.

Despite internal conflicts and external pressures, including clashes with rival Sikh
confederacies and external powers, the Bhangi Mis/ stood resilient, defending its territories with
unparalleled courage and determination. Its steadfast commitment to safeguarding Sikh principles of
sovereignty and self-rule resonated deeply within its ranks, inspiring unwavering loyalty and devotion
among its constituents. The annexation of the Bhangi Mis! by the Sukerchakia Mis/>! marked a
significant shift in its trajectory, signaling the end of its independent governance. However, the Mis!'s
legacy endures as a poignant testament to Punjab's martial heritage and the valor of its people.
Through military campaigns, strategic alliances, and an enduring legacy, the Bhangi Mis/ left an
indelible mark on Punjab's political landscape, enriching the region's historical narrative and inspiring
future generations to uphold the principles of courage, resilience, and unity.

Kanhaiya Misl

The Kanhaiya Mis/, led by Jai Singh and supported by notable figures from the Sandhu and Sohian
clans, emerged as a significant force in 18th-century Punjab, extending its influence over territories
including Gurdaspur, Dera Baba Nanak, Kalanaur, Pathankot, Sujanpur, and Mukerian. With an initial
force of 8,000 regular horsemen, maintaining its strength at 8,000 by 1780, the Mis!/ solidified its
position as a formidable player in the region's political landscape. Under the leadership of Jai Singh
and Sada Kaur,*? the Mis/ employed military campaigns, strategic alliances, and diplomatic
negotiations to defend its territories against rival Sikh confederacies and external threats. Despite

2 Guru Nanak Dev University. Department of History. (1981). Journal of Regional History, Volume 2. P. 26.
30 Herrli, H. (1993). The Coins of the Sikhs. P. 11.

31 Nalwa, Vanit. (2021). Hari Singh Nalwa. p. 10.

32 Singha, H. S. (2000). The Encyclopedia of Sikhism. Hemkunt Publishers.p. 119.
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challenges and internal conflicts, the Mis/'s alliance with the Sikh Empire under Maharaja Ranjit
Singh marked a significant milestone, leading to its annexation after the second Anglo-Sikh war,
signaling the end of its independent rule. Nonetheless, the Kanhaiya Mis/'s contributions endure,
symbolizing the resilience, determination, and martial spirit of its leaders and constituents, leaving an
indelible mark on Punjab's political landscape and enriching the region's historical narrative.

Shaheedan Misl

The Shaheedan Mis!, led by Baba Deep Singh*® and comprising prominent figures from the Sandhu
and Benipal clans®*, holds a revered place in Punjab's history. Originating from Shahzadpur, the Mis!'s
territorial influence extended over areas such as Talwandi Sabo and Shahzadpur®. With a force of
2,000 regular horsemen in 1746, expanding to 5,000 by 1780, the Mis/ demonstrated formidable
military strength and unwavering commitment to its cause. The Shaheedan Mis/’s territorial domain
included Bathinda district and Panchkula district, underscoring its strategic significance in Punjab's
political landscape. Led by Baba Deep Singh and supported by leaders like Karam Singh, Sadhu
Singh, and Phula Singh, the Mis! fiercely defended its territories against rival Sikh confederacies and
external threats through a combination of military prowess and strategic alliances. Despite facing
internal challenges and external pressures, including conflicts with rival Misls and the encroachment
of external powers, the Shaheedan Mis/ stood steadfast in its defense of Sikh principles and
sovereignty. The Misl's commitment to its cause and the valor of its leaders and warriors left an
indelible mark on Punjab's history.

The Shaheedan Mis!'s eventual annexation by the Sikh Empire marked a significant transition
in its trajectory, signaling the end of its independent rule. However, its legacy endures as a poignant
reminder of Punjab's martial heritage and the sacrifices made by its people. Through its military
campaigns, strategic engagements, and lasting legacy, the Shaheedan Mis/ enriched Punjab's historical
narrative and continues to inspire reverence and admiration for its enduring spirit and contributions
to the region's rich tapestry of history.

Sukerchakia Misl

The Sukerchakia Mis/, under the visionary leadership of Charat Singh and supported by prominent
figures from the Sandhawalia and Hayer clans, emerged as a formidable force in 18th-century Punjab.
Originating from Gujranwala, the Mis/ expanded its influence over strategically vital territories,
including Mughal Chak?%, Qila Didar Singh, Qila Mihan Singh, Ladhe Wala Waraich, Ferozewala,
Butala Sham Singh, Marali Wala, Eminabad, and Kalaske. Initially mustering a force of 2,500 regular
horsemen in 1746, the Misl's military might burgeoned significantly to an impressive 75,000 by
1780%7, exemplifying its remarkable strength and strategic prowess. The territorial dominion of the
Sukerchakia Mis/ spanned vast regions strategically positioned across Punjab. Guided by Charat
Singh, and later by influential leaders such as Maha Singh and Ranjit Singh, the Mis/ defended its
territories with unwavering resolve and tactical acumen. Employing a potent blend of military
campaigns and diplomatic alliances, the Mis/ effectively countered rival Sikh confederacies and
external adversaries, solidifying its position as a formidable player in the region's political landscape.

Despite grappling with internal discord and external pressures, including conflicts with rival
Misls and encroachments from external powers, the Sukerchakia Mis/ remained resolute in its
commitment to Sikh principles and sovereignty. The Misl's resilience, coupled with the valor of its
leaders and warriors, left an indelible mark on Punjab's history, symbolizing the unwavering spirit of

33 Baba Deep Singh , devut Sikh belonging to the Mazhabi community, and a resident of Pohuwind village in the Amritsar
region.

34 Bhagata, S. (1993). 4 History of the Sikh Misals. Publication Bureau, Punjabi University. p. 241.

35 Kakshi, S.R., Pathak, R., Bakshi, S.R., & Pathak, R. (2007). Punjab Through the Ages. P. 163-4.

36 Dhir, K. S. (2022). The Wonder That Is Urdu. P.537.

37 Griffin, L. H. (1911). Ranjit Singh. P.78.

Library Progress International | Vol.44 No.4 | Jul-Dec 2024 982



its people. The Sukerchakia Mis/ played a pivotal role in shaping the course of Punjab's history by
laying the groundwork for the Sikh Empire. This significant achievement, culminating in the
formation of the Sikh Empire, marked a transformative chapter in the Mis/’s trajectory, heralding a
new era of Sikh rule in Punjab. However, beyond this monumental accomplishment, the Mis/'s legacy
endures as a poignant reminder of Punjab's martial heritage and the sacrifices made by its people.
Through its military campaigns, strategic alliances, and lasting legacy, the Sukerchakia Mis!/ enriched
Punjab's historical narrative, leaving an indelible imprint on the region's political landscape and
inspiring future generations with its steadfast determination and contributions to the region's rich
tapestry of history.

Sukerchakia Misl: Founders of Sikh Empire

By the end of the 18th century, the Sukerchakia Mis/ had successfully incorporated many Misls and
their leaders under its banner. Before the founding of this Mis/, the first prominent figure was known
as Desu, who later adopted the name Budh Singh after taking the Amrit (Sikh initiation ceremony)?®,
and he led the Sukerchakia Mis/. The son of Budh Singh, whose name was Naudh Singh, allied with
the Dal Khalsa in the early 18th century. Budh Singh's grandson, Charat Singh, was among the leaders
of the Taruna Dal. He later allied with the Bhangi Sardars. Soon after, he asserted his independence
and was supported by Mahan Singh, who was born into his household. Together, these leaders
captured Lahore and established their authority over the region. During Charat Singh's time, upon his
death, many areas of the Rachna Doab and Sindh Sagar Doab were left to Mahan Singh. Mahan Singh
integrated the Chaj Doab into his territory. After Mahan Singh's demise, his son Ranjit Singh (1780-
1839) inherited not only his father's dominion but also the newly acquired territories.

In 1799, Ranjit Singh established the first Khalsa Empire of the Sikhs, becoming the first
Sikh Maharaja. His reign of 40 years became a significant chapter in history, showcasing exemplary
governance. Maharaja Ranjit Singh was revered as a benevolent ruler who considered his empire a
blessing from the Guru. Despite being illiterate himself*°, he ensured meticulous administration within
his empire, comparable to other major empires of the time. In the 18th century, the army of the Khalsa
Empire emerged from the Dal Khalsa.*' The Dal Khalsa was initially formed to safeguard the Sikh
community, uphold their religious principles, and protect the oppressed. However, as conflicts
escalated and the need for organized military action arose, it evolved into a fighting force that engaged
in battles and warfare.*?

Significance of the Sikh Misls and Military Organization

The Sikh Misls had a unique and effective military system that relied on independent but coordinated
efforts. Each Misl had its own army, led by its leader, and operated without a centralized command.
This decentralized approach allowed each Misl to act quickly and adapt to threats, making them very
effective in a region with constant invasions and conflicts. Guerrilla warfare was a key strategy used
by the Misls. They relied on surprise attacks, quick cavalry raids, and knowledge of the local terrain
to defeat larger and better-equipped armies. These tactics helped them protect their territories and
challenge powerful enemies like the Mughals and Afghans. Their soldiers were motivated by shared
values and a deep commitment to Sikh principles, which gave them strength and unity during battles.
This strong military organization allowed the Misls to maintain control over Punjab even in difficult
times.*’

38 Nalwa, Vanit. (2021). Hari Singh Nalwa. p. 8.

3 Grewal, 1.S. (1999). The Sikhs of The Punjab.p. 100.

40 General Report upon the Administration of Punjab Proper, for the year 1854: 8.
41 Nalwa, Vanit. (2021). Hari Singh Nalwa. p. 13.

42 Kohli Sita Ram. (1919). Catalogue of Khalsa Darbar Records.vol. 1.p.104.

43 (Cunningham, 1849, p. 145).
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Political Resilience

The Misls showed great political strength and determination during a period of instability. Punjab was
a contested region, with the Mughals, Afghans, and Marathas all trying to dominate it. Despite these
challenges, the Misls managed to maintain their independence and defend Sikh territories. Although
each Misl operated independently, they came together during times of crisis to resist common
enemies. This cooperation was essential in preserving their sovereignty and protecting the Sikh
community. The decentralized structure allowed the Misldars to govern their areas effectively while
still being part of the larger Sikh confederacy. This combination of independence and collaboration
helped the Misls survive and thrive in a politically unstable environment.**

Religious and Social Unity

The Sikh Misls were deeply rooted in the teachings of Sikhism, which emphasized equality, justice,
and unity. These principles helped the Misls stay united despite being separate entities. They
frequently held assemblies called the Sarbat Khalsa, where decisions affecting the entire Sikh
community were made collectively. This practice strengthened their unity and ensured that all major
decisions were based on shared values and mutual agreement. The Misls also extended their support
to oppressed and marginalized communities in Punjab, gaining their loyalty and trust. Their focus on
justice and fairness made them popular among people from different backgrounds. This inclusivity
not only strengthened the Misls but also helped them maintain social harmony in the regions they
controlled. These efforts laid the foundation for a united Punjab under Sikh leadership in the future.*’
The Sikh Misls’ ability to stay united through shared religious and social values played a critical role
in their success. Their emphasis on collective decision-making, equality, and justice continues to be
remembered as an important part of Sikh history.

The Decline of the Sikh Misls

The decline of the Sikh Misls was significantly influenced by internal rivalries among the various
Misldars. Although united by their shared Sikh identity and principles, the leaders of the Misls often
clashed over territorial control and resources. These conflicts weakened their collective strength and
diverted attention away from common external threats. The autonomous nature of the Misls, which
was initially an advantage in resisting larger powers, eventually became a liability. Frequent
skirmishes between Misls created divisions and eroded the unity required to maintain their dominance
in Punjab. This lack of cohesion made it increasingly difficult for the Sikh confederacy to sustain its
political and military influence over time.*

Rise of Ranjit Singh

The fragmentation caused by internal rivalries set the stage for the rise of Ranjit Singh, a visionary
leader who aimed to unite the Sikh territories under a single authority. Born into the Sukerchakia Misl,
Ranjit Singh used a combination of diplomacy, alliances, and military strength to consolidate power.
Ranjit Singh’s leadership brought an end to the era of independent Misls. By incorporating their
territories into a centralized Sikh state, he transformed the fragmented confederacies into a unified
empire. His vision of a united Punjab provided the stability that the region had lacked for decades.
This centralization enabled the establishment of efficient governance, a strong army, and a flourishing
economy. Ranjit Singh's ability to integrate the Misls into his administration without completely
alienating their leaders was a key factor in his success.*’ The decline of the Sikh Misls was thus a
gradual process, marked by internal disputes and the emergence of a stronger central authority under
Ranjit Singh. While the Misls played a crucial role in preserving Sikh autonomy during their time,

4 (Grewal, 1990, p. 85).

45 (Singh, 1994, p. 152).

46 Singh, Harbans. (1994). The Heritage of the Sikhs. New Delhi: Manohar Publishers, p. 146.

47 Dhillon, Gurtej Singh. (1996). Impact of Guru Gobind Singh on Indian Society. Patiala: Punjabi University, p. 128.
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their integration into the Sikh Empire marked the beginning of a more unified and prosperous era for
Punjab.

Conclusion

The Sikh Misls, which consisted of twelve distinct confederacies, were central to the history of Punjab
in the 18th century. These Misls were formed as a response to external threats and played a crucial
role in preserving Sikh identity, autonomy, and land during a time of political chaos. Each Misl was
independent, led by its own leader (Misldar), but they shared common values rooted in Sikhism,
making them a formidable force against larger enemies like the Mughals and Afghans. Despite their
individual strengths, the frequent internal rivalries between the twelve Misls eventually weakened
their collective power. As the Misls competed for control over territories, their unity began to crumble.
However, their legacy was not lost, as the consolidation of these twelve Misls under the leadership of
Ranjit Singh helped to form the Sikh Empire. Ranjit Singh's unification efforts transformed the
fragmented Misls into a single, centralized state, allowing the Sikh community to thrive and gain
political stability. Finally, the twelve Misls were instrumental in shaping the early history of the Sikh
state. Their military tactics, resilience, and shared values laid the foundation for the eventual rise of
the Sikh Empire under Ranjit Singh, marking a pivotal chapter in the history of Punjab
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