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THE ORAL TRADITION OF GATKA 

Saloni* 

When questioned randomly on Gatka, very few people were encountered who knew 

about it. One of them, named Amrutha Sarayu said, “Vo kya hai?” (What is it?). Another 

one, named Shilpa Rathi said she remembers how contestants from Punjab had 

performed Gatka on a reality show and assumed it to be a costume performance. 

Another respondent named Nimisha Arora had seen it being performed at Nanak 

Jayanti but didn’t know it was called Gatka. She said, “It was fierce”. Meanwhile, there 

were others who were equally clueless.1 They had to look up the internet to get 

informed. But one wonders, are the aforesaid first impressions true?  And what about 

others who are in the dark? This paper attempts to explore Gatka and bring it under 

spotlight.  

One would begin by tracing it on the etymological lines. The Gurushabad Ratnakar 

Mahan Kosh (translated as Encyclopedia of The Sikh Literature) originally written in 

1930 and edited by Bhai Kahn Singh Nabha2 provides a definition of Gatka:  

                                                             
1     The respondents referred to are all students studying in different varsities. They are in the age 
group of 20-25. Informal conversations were held with them through emails and telephonic 
exchanges. 

 
2      Bhai Kahn Singh Nabha (1861-1968) was a scholar and lexicographer. He has complied three 
volumes of Gurushabad Ratankar Mahan Kosh in 1930. It was translated by the Publication 
Bureau of the Punjabi University, Patiala as Encyclopedia of the Sikh Literature. The three 
digital volumes came out in 2006, 2008 and 2011 respectively. The second volume has been 
quoted in the paper. 



Ad Litteram: An English Journal of International Literati                               ISSN: 2456 6624 
 December 2018: Volume 3 
 

 The Oral Tradition of Gatka | Saloni 160 

…three cubit long wooden stick used for giving preliminary training in 

mace fight. Its handle is covered with leather. Two players fight with such 

sticks in their right hands and small shields in their left hands. (376)  

  
Here, Gatka has been described as a tool which is kept in a leather covering. It has also 

been referred to as “Khutka” which is a Persian word. Thus, he believes that both 

“Khutka” and “Gatka” hold the same meaning. On the other hand, it also shows how 

languages (here, Punjabi and Persian) absorb from each other as evidenced by the 

derivation of “Gatka” from “Khutka”. 

Harjeet Singh Grewal, the General Secretary of Gatka Federation of India, has 

elaborately explained in his essay “Ancient Martial Art Gatka- History and Revival”. 

He mentions how Nabha’s dictionary brought out by the Language Department in 

Patiala has also used “Khutka/Kutka” interchangeably with “Gatka”.  There are 

variations in the spellings as well like “Gadka” or “Gadaa”. It has been translated into 

“short cudgel” in English. Grewal claims that the Punjabi English Dictionary describes 

the word “Gatka” as “leather covered club used in fencing” (2). Further, Grewal 

mentions R. C Pathak’s Standard Illustrated Dictionary of the Hindi Language3 where 

“Gatka” as “leather covered club used in fencing, a truncheon, a mace, a club” (2). They 
                                                                                                                                                                                                    
 

 
3      The Dictionary first came out in 1946. It was published by P. N Bhargava of Bhargava Book 
Depot. The Dictionary was not read personally. However, claims made by Grewal about the 
Dictionary have been included in the paper.  
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are called as Chhota ate mota Sota/Danda in Punjabi. Grewal talks about other weapons 

which are as follows: 

1. Kirpan (Small dagger) 

2. Talvar (Curved sword), 

3.  Barcha (Spear),  

4. Chakar (Wagon wheel),  

5. Chakram (Flat steel ring),  

6. Dhal (Shield) 

7. Gurj (Mace) 

8. Lathi (Stick or Quarterstaff) 

9. Marhati (Bamboo stick with wooden balls or blades) 

10. Soti (Stick made of hardened wood) 

11. Tapar (Battle Axe) 

12. Tir Kaman (Bow and Arrow) 

 

  Since the focus here is on “Gatka”, therefore, other arms will not be explained in the 

paper. In addition, since it is made clear that “Gatka” is part of weaponry; therefore it is 

not difficult to guess that it is a form of martial arts. If the weapon is called “Gatka”, the 

martial art is addressed as Gatkabaazi or Gatkebaazi.  However, over the years, it has been 

abbreviated as simply Gatka.  
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Moving further, Gatka falls under the tradition of Shastar Vidiya (Science of Weapons). 

This knowledge was imparted in ancient times to soldiers participating in wars. Grewal 

claims this form to have existed since over a thousand years.  Scholar Kamalroop Singh 

however argues that Gatka was first referred to in the Dasam Granth (Scriptures of the 

Tenth King). The text is a compendium of compositions penned at the time of the 10th 

Sikh Guru Gobind Singh during the late seventeenth century. Scholar Kamalroop 

Singh4 manifests this by giving various incantations from the Dasam Granth well 

explicated in his 2014 essay “Sikh Martial Art (Gatka)”. He asserts that these recitations 

were spoken at the time of Shastar Puja (Prayer of Weapons) when the respective 

weapons were put in a certain formation (Shastar Prakash) and revered. It was 

accompanied by several physical exercises and foot movements or Paintra used to 

combat an opponent. This process was like a warm up practice. Grewal writes: 

Though the origin of Gatka is not definitely known, yet some evidences 

shows that it existed in India in ancient times in the form of stick fighting. 

Although through its long history, there have been many great masters of 

martial art but there is no author or acknowledged teacher who has 

originally developed this natural art in the ancient times. (4) 

                                                             
4      Dr. Kamalroop Singh is a scholar. According to his blog, he calls himself as “a member of 
the Khalsa and belong to the Nihang Sikh order”. Hi notable works are Sri Dasam Granth Sahib: 
Questions and Answers (2012) co-authored by two other writers. Currently he teaches School of 
Philosophy, Theology and Religions in the University of Birmingham in U.K.  
 http://kamalroopsingh.blogspot.in/ 
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Thus, one draws inference that Gatka certainly lies in the oral tradition. Firstly, it has 

passed down over generations and hence become a ritual. However, the starting point 

cannot be pinpointed. It can be chronologically traced only till the time it entered the 

written records. For instance, the Dasam Granth as adverted above is an authentic 

certification. In addition, nobody can claim to be the originator of the art form. 

Therefore, it belongs to the community as a whole. This also alludes to the fact that 

since it has been inherited by so many generations, all of them might have contributed 

to the art in some or the other way. Thus, they are equal participants in the 

development of this martial art. Moreover, a tradition becomes a tradition when it has a 

function to perform. But what is the function it serves? One would try to find out 

below.  

Since, a respondent referred to above had already associated the art form with Punjab; 

therefore, there is no need to prove it belonged to the said region.  It had developed in 

the undivided Punjab. But how did it become a Sikh symbol?  

The area comprised predominantly of Hindus till the mid fifteenth century. Sikhism 

sprung out of Hinduism and spread under the aegis of the first Sikh Guru Nanak Dev. 

Slowly, Punjab witnessed the influence of Islam under the Mughal Era. It was followed 

by Christianity and Jainism. Thus, Punjab has encountered various demographic 

changes over the centuries. Today, Sikhs are considered a majority in Punjab while 

other religions comparatively have a minor status. Then, how come Gatka was 

embraced only by Sikhs and rejected by others? The answer lies in the fact that it gained 
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importance in the 19th century during the reign of Maharaja Ranjit Singh (1780-1839) 

who established the Sikh Empire. Maharaja’s hold was over modern the day Pakistan, 

parts of Afghanistan and Tibet, Kashmir, Himachal Pradesh, and Jammu. His reign was 

modeled on the Khalsa Raj propounded by the 10th Sikh Guru Gobind Singh where 

“truth, justice and recognition can be attained” (8, Behl). This Khalsa Raj (translated as 

“where the pure shall rule”) was significant as explicated in the essay “Uniformities and 

Differences of a Sikh National Identity: Opinions and Practices of Ordinary Sikhs”: 

During Maharaja Ranjit Singh’s time we had a connection with Europe. 

We had established links with Europe. For example, the French people 

travelled here to give (military) training, and therefore our identity was 

known in foreign lands (…Ranjit Singh hired European officers, several of 

whom served under Napoleon Bonaparte, to train the Khalsa Army…)…a 

Sikh identity was recognized around the world. (10, Behl) 

Thus, Sikhism burgeoned under his domination. Since, the Maharaja was very 

impressed with Gatka, he wanted to incorporate and utilize these military skills in 

strengthening his army. There are various sects in Sikhism, but the Nihangs (also called 

as Akalis) embraced the martial art with open arms. Followers of Guru Hargobind, the 

sixth Sikh Guru, they willingly sought recruitment in the army which also offered them 

a source of employment. The Nihangs even today are referred to as the warrior clan and 

are always connected with valour and strength. Since they are followers of Lord Shiva, 

they adopted blue colored attire. 



Ad Litteram: An English Journal of International Literati                               ISSN: 2456 6624 
 December 2018: Volume 3 
 

 Theme: “Telling the Tale across Mediums: The Teleology of Multiple Lives of a Work” 
 165 

At this point, one would like to differ from the respondent cited in the beginning who 

had perceived the Gatka as a Punjabi symbol. One observes that for her, Gatka is an art 

form representing all the Punjabis. However, this notion is completely rejected. As 

formulated above, Gatka was adopted by the Sikhs, and not by the other minorities like 

Hindus, Muslims, Jains, Jats or Christians. Since they are residents of the present day 

Punjab, they speak Punjabi and hence are called Punjabis which is their unified identity. 

However, to assume that Gatka is a Punjabi art form is debatable. It would have been 

better had she called it a Sikh symbol. The reason for this is already illustrated in the 

previous section. But is it apt to call it a Sikh symbol?  This contradiction is analyzed 

below to throw more light on the confusion created. 

Sikhism also has several diversifications. This can be explained below. For instance, if 

religion is a river, then let’s call Sikhism as one of its tributaries. This tributary further is 

divided into various distributaries called sects. Thus, Sikhism also has manifold sects. 

Some of them are: Nihangs (as explained above), Amritdhari (bearers of Amrit or nectar), 

Keshdhari (bearers of long Kes or hair) and Sahijdhari (bearers of slowness) et cetera (13, 

Behl). This demolishes the imagery of Sikhism being a homogenous religion. All these 

sects differ from each other on some grounds and also have their share of ambiguities. 

Gatka cannot be identified with the Amritdharis or the Kesdharis. There is no rigidity 

behind this idea, that is, anybody is free to learn Gatka individually but it is not the 

identity of all the sects of the Sikh religion. Therefore, it cannot be viewed as a collective 

Sikh identity. The perception of Gatka as a Sikh symbol is thereby dismantled.  
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Gatka was imparted to women as well. However, one observes that since the training 

followed by its practice required vigorous physical hardships, therefore, women did not 

take this up and subsequently it became a man’s zone. Also, there is no evidence of 

women coming out on the battle field; therefore, one deduces that this was also the 

reason for women getting alienated from the skill. Nonetheless, today women are seen 

as taking up Gatka as a way of performance art at cultural festivals.  

Moving further, one would like to contemplate over the reasons it deteriorated. What 

happened when Gatka travelled from the 19th century to the succeeding one? Did it 

evolve under the colonial era? This is expounded in the essay “The Sikh Martial Art 

(Gatka)”: 

During the Anglo Sikh wars… British suffered many casualties at the 

hands of well trained Sikh swordsmen. English regulation swords were 

too straight and blunt, while the Sikh curved blade was far more effective 

as a cutting weapon.  

After the defeat of the Khalsa army, it seems that Shastar Vidiya went 

underground. The Khalsa army disbanded and the British Sikh regiments 

were subsequently formed. Lieutenant Lewin (1859) narrates how he 

watched the Sikhs hit trees with quoits, from two hundred yards, 

followed by a war dance (Paintra) timed to rhythm from drums and 

music, while the Sikhs sang verses and clashed their swords. Gatka had 
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become a ritualized aspect of the new Sikh regiments. It had moved away 

from a killing art to a defense or display art… (467, Kamalroop Singh) 

Even Grewal notes that Sikhs were not allowed to keep Gatka weapons to: 

…prevent rebellion and anti-colonial sentiments. During this time, many 

Indian martial arts had to be practiced in secret and were often confined to 

rural areas (1, “Gatka All Set to Become an International Game”) 

In the twentieth century, Gatka entered the curriculum in schools and universities. It 

was now regarded as a sport aimed to inculcate in the daily lives of students. Now 

publications on the sport came out. For instance, K.S Akali5 of R. S. D College in Lahore 

published a guide to learn Gatka in 1936. Post independence, it is observed, Gatka 

vanished from the academic institutions completely until it re- emerged in 1985 in 

Punjabi University, Patiala. It was here where the Nabha’s dictionary got translated.  

At the turn of the millennium, the varsities saw welcoming changes. Now it survives in 

two forms: Khel (Sports) and Rasmi (Ritualistic). Talking about the former, now various 

Gatka competitions were organized and tournaments were held. Many initiatives are 

taken to preserve the art form. This is exemplified by Harjeet Singh Grewal who heads 

the Gatka Federation of India. Grewal has collaborated with the Punjab Gatka 

                                                             
5      Kartar Singh Akali was the Physical Director in R. S. D. College, Ferozepur City in Lahore 
in 1936 when the book was published. The digital format of the book in the form of PDF File 
was accessed. The electronic book is claimed to be developed by Kirk Lawson.  
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Association and provided contemporary costumes like shoes, track pants et cetera to 

students. This is a way of encouragement to ensure student participation. Also, Punjabi 

University in Patiala is offering one year diploma course in Gatka. Grewal mentions in 

his essay “Gatka All Set To Become An International Game” how contests called “Virsa 

Sambhal” are now held where students wear traditional costumes (1).  

Coming back to how is it still a tradition. It is kept alive by small efforts of people in the 

form of various websites and blogs completely dedicated to the cause. Also, Grewal 

talks in his essay “Gatka To Thrill Cyber World” how the technology is employed in 

promoting the art. Whatsapp groups and exclusive Gatka applications are made to 

advertise the sport. Through these endeavours, one observes it is still functional part of 

society. Another instance is British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) which made a short 

documentary film “The Last Sikh Warrior” (2011) on Nidar Singh6 living in the U. K. He 

is the only living master of the tradition and till 2011 was in search of a disciple to hand 

over his teachings.  

                                                             
6      Nidar Singh Nihang is “a former factory worker from the British Midlands may be the last 
living master of the centuries-old Sikh battlefield art of shastar vidiya”. According to his website, 
http://nidarsingh.com/#quote, he now teaches in USA and Canada. His pictures were shown in 
the presentation. The quote has been lifted from: 

  http://www.bbc.com/news/magazine-15480741 
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Another aspect as mentioned above is the ritualistic form. Gatka is performed on the 

festival of Hola Mohalla which occurs one day after Holi in Punjab. It is even grandly 

celebrated in Amritsar as the festivities are celebrated over a period of three days. “Hola 

Mohalla” translates as the “military procession of army”. Thus, even here, it again 

performs the function of making people remember their rich heritage and 

commemorate the Golden Period during the Sikh Empire. It is a marker of the 

celebration of the olden times.  They rejoice in their Punjabi solidarity which protected 

them from invasions in the past.  

Also, since now various Gatka performances are seen on reality shows, it has 

gained popularity abroad. Though the foreigners learn it as a form of self defense 

training, but it still holds importance for some sections of the Sikh community who are 

teaching the art. It performs the function of keeping their cultural roots intact and also 

gives them a sense of belonging. It is their form of paying homage to the Sikh Gurus. 

Thus, it shows Gatka is a dying tradition as the number of people learning Gatka is 

diminishing, but still it is not entirely dead. The sport is flickering but still surviving.   

Thus, the paper tried to deconstruct the oral tradition of Gatka and attempted to look at 

the nuances. As a student of Comparative Literature, the study was a learning 

experience. It gave me an insight into various complexities and ambiguities of the 

tradition. It removed most of the conjectures that were formed due to sheer ignorance 

and misinformation. Moreover, it can be viewed under the big umbrella of Martial Arts. 

There are other forms of martial arts practiced in different parts of the country having 



Ad Litteram: An English Journal of International Literati                               ISSN: 2456 6624 
 December 2018: Volume 3 
 

 The Oral Tradition of Gatka | Saloni 170 

their own story to tell. Thence, this gives further scope of exploring its counterparts in 

other indigenous cultures. However, in order to accomplish it, one has to go beyond the 

boundaries set by this paper.            
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