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ABSTRACT 

 

The Zafarnama is a famous epistle by Guru Gobind 

Singh to the Mughal ruler Aurangzeb. What makes this 

letter remarkable is that it was written after the Battle 

of Chamkaur in 1705, where Guru Gobind Singh's 

soldiers were vastly outnumbered. The letter describes 

the moment when the Guru was essentially betrayed by 

someone he had trusted. Yet, the Guru's pen is 

anything but violent, as he seeks to use language to his 

advantage. The goal of this research paper is to 

thoroughly examine the linguistic and stylistic devices 

used by Guru Gobind Singh in this influential work. 

The overwhelming power of the text results from the 

rhetorical strategies and persuasive techniques 

embedded within it. Indeed, this is a special work of 

art: it has the appearance and context of a traditional 

religious scripture yet is manifestly a creative, 

innovative, and persuasive project intended to unite a 

community and establish a new identity in the face of 

encroaching material and religious influences. This 

study intends to explore the complex connection 

between language, power, and resistance by examining 

the array of rhetorical strategies employed to serve 

various interests. These strategies are not limited to the 

three classical appeals, though those are powerfully 

effective. They often involve authority that appeals to 

shared customs and traditions—a familiar ethos. 

Additionally, they appeal to the expressive side of 

individuals, invoking pathos. In much the same way, 

power presents itself as necessary. By comparing the 

Zafarnama with other important historical writings, 

this essay investigates the potential impact the 

Zafarnama could have had on later works of literature, 

political activities, and social initiatives. Overall, this 

study enhances our understanding of the aesthetic and 

rhetorical merits of the Zafarnama. It enriches our 

perception of its cultural and historical value and 

substantiates its claim to the status of a text that 

signifies, both in form and content, defiance and moral 

strength when faced with repression. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Guru Gobind Singh, the tenth Guru of the Sikhs, holds a 

significant place in Sikh history due to his remarkable 

contributions. He was born in the year 1666 in Patna, 

Bihar, and his early years were marked by key events 

that influenced his path and the trajectory of the Sikh 

faith. As the son of the ninth Sikh Guru, Guru Tegh 

Bahadur, Guru Gobind Singh was destined to assume a 

role of spiritual and political leadership. 

Demonstrating exceptional intellect, profound 

familiarity with Sikh teachings, and a steadfast 

dedication to principles of justice, equality, and 

safeguarding the vulnerable from a young age, Guru 

Gobind Singh was deeply impacted by the martyrdom 

of his father. Guru Tegh Bahadur's execution in 1675 

bythe Mughal emperor Aurangzeb, due to his refusal 

to convert to Islam and defense of Hindu religious 

freedoms, fueled Guru Gobind Singh's resolve to 

uphold his father's legacy of resistance against 

religious oppression and protection of the Sikh faith. 

During his childhood, Guru Gobind Singh displayed 

exceptional skills in horsemanship, archery, and 

military strategies, which he refined through diligent 

training and discipline. These abilities later proved 

crucial as he organized and trained the Sikh 

community to combat the escalating threats posed by 

the Mughal Empire. In a momentous decision in 1699 

on the occasion of Vaisakhi, Guru Gobind Singh 

summoned his followers to Anandpur Sahib, where he 

conducted a symbolic ceremony establishing the 

Khalsa, a community of initiated Sikhs pledging 

loyalty to the Guru and the faith's principles. This 

event, known as the Khalsa Panth, marked a pivotal 

juncture in Sikh history, defining a distinct Sikh 

identity and a warrior spirit vital in the Sikhs' 

resistance against Mughal oppression. However, Guru 

Gobind Singh advocated use of force only as a last 

resort( Bains 244). 

 

The famous letter known as the Zafarnama, written by 

Guru Gobind Singh to the Mughal emperor 

Aurangzeb, stands as a powerful example of using 

language and persuasive techniques to challenge 

oppression and assert moral authority. Composed after 

the conflict between the Sikhs and the Mughal empire, 

this significant work is praised as a masterpiece that 

transcends its historical context to address universal 

themes of resistance, justice, and spiritual strength. 

The Zafarnama is not only historically important but 

also showcases literary and rhetorical excellence. 

These 111 stirring stanzas, which form the core of the 

Guru’s philosophy, highlight his deep understanding 

of the true nature of God(Sarna xi). Through effective 
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language and persuasion, Guru Gobind Singh crafted a 

document that boldly responds to Aurangzeb's oppressive 

policies while promoting righteousness and human dignity. 

Over time, this letter has inspired literature, activism, and 

social progress by drawing upon its compelling rhetoric 

and unwavering commitment to moral integrity. 

 

The objective of this paper is to thoroughly analyze the 

linguistic and stylistic methods utilized by Guru Gobind 

Singh in the Zafarnama. It aims to delve into the rhetorical 

strategies and persuasive tactics that give the text its lasting 

influence. By studying the deployment of rhetorical 

appeals (ethos, pathos, and logos), persuasive techniques 

like analogies, metaphors, and rhetorical questions, as well 

as the historical and cultural background influencing the 

language and arguments, this investigation aims to uncover 

the complex relationship between language, authority, and 

defiance.The main research inquiries driving this 

investigation are as follows: 

 

1. What rhetorical techniques and persuasive methods 

did Guru Gobind Singh use in the Zafarnama to 

establish his ethical authority and contest 

Aurangzeb's repressive policies? 

2. How did the historical and cultural background 

impact the language, arguments, and rhetorical 

decisions in the letter? 

3. In what ways does the Zafarnama utilize rhetorical 

and persuasive elements in comparison to other 

noteworthy historical texts, and what impact might it 

have had on later literary creations, political 

movements, and societal changes? 

 

This paper will undertake an in-depth examination of the 

linguistic and stylistic tools seen in the Zafarnama, placing 

them within the larger context of the Mughal-Sikh conflicts 

and the religious and political environment of that era. By 

contrasting the Zafarnama with other significant historical 

writings, the paper will further explore the potential 

influence of the Zafarnama on subsequent literary works, 

political movements, and societal changes. 

 

Historical and Cultural Context 

It is vital to thinkabout the historical and cultural backdrop 

against which the language and arguments in Zafarnama 

were shaped, for the text came out of a religious conflict 

that ultimately destroyed the Mughal empire. The long-

standing tension between the Mughals and the followers of 

the Sikh faith, a community advocating for religious 

freedom, peaked in the late 17th century and led to events 

like the battle of Khidrana and the martyrdom of Guru 

Gobind Singh's sons.  

 

After the terrible ordeal, Guru Gobind Singh composed the 

Zafarnama epistle. This happened in a milieu shaped by 

Islamic and Hindu traditions, where religious metaphors 

and references were part of the cultural fabric. The epistle 

spoke in those same metaphoric and referential terms, 

presenting its case to the Mughal emperor and criticizing 

him for having commandeered the state apparatus in the 

cause of Islamic monarchical rule. 

Additionally, choosing the format of a letter itself was 

a clever rhetorical move, reflecting how rulers and 

subjects traditionally communicated. By directly 

speaking to Aurangzeb, Guru Gobind Singh asserted 

his moral authority and stood up against the prevailing 

power structures, presenting himself as an equal and 

fearless voice in the face of oppression. The language 

and tone of Zafarnama were also influenced by the 

cultural norms and expectations related to leadership 

and warfare at that time. Guru Gobind Singh's 

emphasis on his role as a spiritual guide and warrior 

and his reasons for taking a stand against injustice by 

using force resonated with the values of that era, 

giving strength to his arguments and bolstering his 

credibility. Placing Zafarnama in the context of the 

rich historical and cultural background highlights that 

its language and rhetorical strategies were not just a 

result of individual brilliance but also mirrored the 

wider social and power dynamics of the time. 

Understanding these contextual elements is essential 

for appreciating the depth and significance of Guru 

Gobind Singh's persuasive tactics in this important 

piece of work. 

 

Rhetorical Strategies 

Central to the persuasive power of Zafarnama is Guru 

Gobind Singh's masterful employment of rhetorical 

strategies, skilfully blending ethos, pathos, and logos 

to assert his moral authority, evoke emotional 

resonance, and present logical arguments. This 

multifaceted approach imbues the epistle with a depth 

and complexity that transcends mere polemic, 

elevating it to a literary and rhetorical tour de force. 

Throughout Zafarnama, Guru Gobind Singh deftly 

establishes his ethos, or credibility and authority, as 

both a revered spiritual leader and a formidable 

warrior. He draws upon his lineage as the tenth Sikh 

Guru, invoking the sacred traditions and teachings of 

his predecessors to underscore his moral and spiritual 

legitimacy. This appeal to ethos is further reinforced 

by his unwavering commitment tosafeguarding the 

principles of righteousness, justice, and human dignity, 

which resonates deeply with the intended audience. In 

stanza 22, he says: 

 

When all has been tried, yet 

 Justice is not in sight, 

 It is then right to pick up the sword, 

It is then right to fight.(Sarna 21) 

 

Also, Guru Gobind Singh's ethos as a warrior is firmly 

established through his vivid accounts of the battles 

and sacrifices endured by the Sikhs in their resistance 

against oppression. His descriptions of the martyrdom 

of his sons and the valor displayed by his followers 

serve to solidify his credibility as a leader who has 

endured the harsh realities of conflict and surfaced as a 

beacon of courage and resilience. 

 

The Zafarnama intertwines powerful emotional 

appeals that elicit the audience’s pathos. Guru Gobind 
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Singh effectively rouses feelings of sympathy and 

indignation by recounting the myriad of ways his people 

have suffered under the rule of the Mughals. The Guru 

makes sure the audience is aware that these are not 

fictional stories; they are his and his people's lived 

experiences. In the first part of the letter, the Guru deftly 

conjures up a mental image of the way the Mughal forces 

persecuted his people, narrating the incidents in such a way 

that the reader can't help but feel the same level of intensity 

and injustice that the characters in his stories do. He writes 

to Aurangzeb in stanza 78: 

 

You killed my four Sons: 

  

What difference does that make 

When after their deathsthere still 

Remains a coiled Snake? (Sarna 79) 

 

The monumental task that Aurangzeb set for himself (and 

that his successors would also have to fulfil) is to try to 

convert the entire sub-continent to Islam. This task was 

originally a political one; it became a religious one. It 

could, and did, many times, erupt into episodes of extreme 

violence. 

 

At the core of the emotional appeals and claims of moral 

leadership in Zafarnama lies a robust basis of logical 

arguments and rationale. Guru Gobind Singh utilizes logos, 

appealing to reason, to validate his decisions and criticize 

the Mughal Empire's policies. He meticulously dismantles 

the flawed logic and faulty foundations underpinning 

Aurangzeb's oppressive tactics, highlighting the 

inconsistencies and contradictions inherent in such 

strategies. In his letter, he mentions: 

 

In your false oath on the Quran 

Had I not believed, 

My brave army wouldn’t be crippled, 

Nor in such manner deceived.(Sarna 19) 

 

Moreover, Guru Gobind Singh articulates a compelling 

justification for the Sikh resistance, drawing from 

historical examples, religious doctrines, and principles of 

natural justice to support his stance. His arguments are 

enriched by a deep comprehension of the socio-political 

environment and a nuanced understanding of the intricate 

power dynamics at play, enhancing the credibility and 

intellectual weight of his critiques. By deftly combining 

ethos, pathos, and logos, Zafarnama emerges as a 

formidable rhetorical masterpiece, transcending its role as 

a mere letter to become a profound literary and 

philosophical work that has endured through generations. 

Guru Gobind Singh's adept use of these rhetorical tactics 

not only reinforces his moral authority and contests the 

oppressive policies of the Mughal empire but also secures 

Zafarnama's lasting impact as a testament to the potency of 

language, resilience, and steadfast dedication to justice. 

 

Persuasive Techniques 

In addition to the overarching rhetorical strategies 

employed in Zafarnama, Guru Gobind Singh masterfully 

wields a repertoire of persuasive techniques that 

further amplify the epistle's impact and resonance.  

 

Through the judicious use of analogies, metaphors, 

rhetorical questions, cultural and religious references, 

and carefully crafted tone and language choices, Guru 

Gobind Singh imbues his words with a depth and 

potency that transcends mere argumentation.    

 

Guru Gobind Singh's writing is filled with vibrant 

analogies and metaphors that not only enhance its 

literary beauty but also clarify complex ideas and 

emotions. Drawing comparisons from nature, warfare, 

and spiritual teachings, he illuminates the injustices 

and oppression faced by his people. These analogies 

resonate on multiple levels, captivating the reader's 

intellect and imagination while eliciting strong 

emotional responses: 

 

As one protected by the lion 

Is set free from all fear, 

He cannot then be harmed 

By goats, sheep, and deer.( Sarna 19) 

 

Also, the deliberate use of rhetorical questions 

throughout Zafarnama prompts the reader to engage in 

a reflective conversation, urging them to ponder the 

ethical and moral implications of the issues at hand: 

    

Why should I then believe  

In oaths on the Holy Word? 

If I had not been deceived 

Would I go down this road?(Sarna 25) 

 

By challenging the reader's assumptions and 

stimulating critical thinking, these questions guide 

them towards the conclusions and perspectives 

championed by Guru Gobind Singh. 

 

Acknowledging the influence of common beliefs and 

cultural significance, Guru Gobind Singh skillfully 

integrates religious and cultural allusions throughout 

Zafarnama. He utilizes the wealth of Sikh teachings, 

historical tales, and philosophical principles to 

strengthen his points and connect with the collective 

consciousness of his target audience. By evoking these 

shared values and beliefs, Guru Gobind Singh 

establishes a shared platform with the reader, 

cultivating unity and mutual comprehension: 

 

Those who are firm of faith 

And true believers of God, 

Break not their promisesthus 

But stay firm to their word.(Sarna 49) 

 

This deliberate inclusion of religious and cultural 

components not only enhances the validity of his 

arguments but also resonates with the deeply rooted 

sentiments and spiritual perceptions of his audience, 

heightening the persuasive resonance of his message. 
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In Zafarnama, Guru Gobind Singh's tone and language are 

intricately fashioned to convey a strong sense of 

determination, defiance, and moral authority. His words 

are infused with unwavering conviction and a firm resolve, 

reflecting his position as both a spiritual leader and warrior 

who has faced oppression and emerged with unwavering 

strength. This assertive and defiant tone challenges existing 

power structures and places Guru Gobind Singh as an 

equal, if not morally superior, voice engaging with the 

Mughal emperor. The unyielding stance is reiterated by his 

direct and clear language, leaving no room for doubt in the 

face of injustice. Furthermore, the choice of words in the 

epistle consistently emphasizes Guru Gobind Singh's moral 

high ground, presenting him as a proponent of justice and 

human dignity. His critique of oppressive practices is 

expressed with moral certainty, resonating deeply with the 

intended audience. Through his adept use of persuasive 

techniques, Zafarnama transcends its initial form as a 

letter, emerging as a literary and rhetorical masterwork that 

has stood the test of time. Guru Gobind Singh's skilful 

incorporation of analogies, metaphors, rhetorical inquiries, 

cultural and religious allusions, and meticulously chosen 

tone and language imbue his writing with a compelling 

potency and significance that has inspired countless 

readers, solidifying Zafarnama's enduring reputation as a 

poignant expression of resistance, moral bravery, and 

steadfast dedication to justice. 

 

Comparative Analysis 

Understanding the rhetorical and literary importance of 

Zafarnama requires placing it in the wider context of 

significant historical correspondence, speeches, and 

writings that have tackled themes like resistance, 

oppression, and the assertion of moral leadership. By 

comparing and contrasting, we can uncover the unique 

contributions and potential impact of Guru Gobind Singh's 

epistle on subsequent literary creations, political uprisings, 

and societal changes. Zafarnama shares similarities with 

and key differences from other influential works that have 

molded history. Just like Martin Luther King Jr.'s "Letter 

from Birmingham Jail," Zafarnama stands as a bold 

rebuttal to injustice and a plea for ethical enlightenment, 

incorporating religious and philosophical beliefs to uphold 

the innate worth of every individual. While King's letter 

mainly appealed to Christian values and nonviolent protest 

principles, Guru Gobind Singh's missive drew from 

Sikhism's warrior ethos, presenting armed resistance 

against oppression as a final recourse. This nuanced 

strategy towards resistance and the use of spiritual 

doctrines to justify the necessity of force distinguish 

Zafarnama from many contemporaneous writings of its 

time. 

 

Comparisons can also be made with the writings of 

revolutionary figures like Thomas Paine's "Common 

Sense" and Mahatma Gandhi's pieces on nonviolent 

resistance. While these texts shared a common 

commitment to confronting abusive authority and 

advocating for essential human rights, Zafarnama's 

distinctive fusion of spiritual guidance, moral certainty, 

and the justification of armed opposition to tyranny makes 

it a standout work of its era. Influence on Future 

Literary Works, Political Movements, and Social 

Changes: The lasting impact of Zafarnama transcends 

its historical backdrop, leaving lasting impressions on 

a wide array of subsequent literary creations, political 

upheavals, and societal advancements that have drawn 

inspiration from its disobedient spirit and dedication to 

fairness. In literature, Zafarnama's legacy can be seen 

in the writings of later Sikh authors and poets who 

aimed to replicate its eloquence and reflect the 

resilience of the Sikh community in times of hardship. 

Outside the Sikh tradition, the letter's eloquent 

expression and moral urgency have struck a chord with 

writers from diverse backgrounds, spurring them to 

produce works that confront oppression and advocate 

for human rights. 

 

Besides, Zafarnama's enduring impact is evident in 

various political movements and fights for self-

governance, where its language of rebellion and ethical 

authority has been evoked as a call to action against 

injustice. From the struggle for Indian independence to 

present-day movements advocating for religious 

freedom and minority rights, the resonance of Guru 

Gobind Singh's teachings can be heard in the 

impassioned speeches of leaders and advocates 

asserting their rightful position in the face of 

oppressive regimes. Additionally, Zafarnama's 

influence extends to social reform initiatives, where its 

focus on preserving human dignity and challenging 

unjust structures has sparked movements for gender 

equality, labor rights, and the eradication of 

discriminatory practices. The letter's steadfast 

dedication to justice and its denouncement of 

oppression have struck a chord with champions and 

reformers from various sectors of society, providing a 

wellspring of inspiration and moral strength. Through 

this analysis and exploration of its potential impact, 

Zafarnama emerges as a work of literary and rhetorical 

brilliance that surpasses its historical setting to become 

a universal emblem of resilience, moral bravery, and 

humanity's unyielding pursuit of justice and respect. Its 

lasting imprint stands as proof of language and 

rhetoric's ability to mold history and embolden 

generations of writers, advocates, and agents of change 

to question the existing order and strive for a fairer and 

more just world. 

 

Implications 

The rhetorical and persuasive tactics utilized by Guru 

Gobind Singh in Zafarnama go beyond mere literary 

devices, serving as profound declarations of moral 

bravery, resistance against tyranny, and unwavering 

devotion to fairness. Through the skilful interplay of 

ethos, pathos, and logos, Guru Gobind Singh infused 

his words with a power that surpasses time and culture, 

touching generations of readers and sparking 

numerous literary creations, political movements, and 

societal improvements. The significance of these 

persuasive strategies lies in their ability to challenge 

established power structures, claim moral leadership, 
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and ignite a spirit of rebellion against inequity. By 

establishing his authority as a spiritual guide and fighter, 

evoking potent emotional appeals, and presenting logical 

arguments, Guru Gobind Singh crafted a text that not only 

defied the oppressive policies of the Mughal empire but 

also served as a call to arms for the defense of human 

dignity and religious liberty. Furthermore, the persuasive 

methods employed in Zafarnama, including analogies, 

metaphors, rhetorical queries, and cultural and religious 

allusions, added richness and resonance to the message of 

the letter. These techniques enabled Guru Gobind Singh to 

connect with his audience on various levels, appealing to 

their intellect, emotions, and shared cultural and spiritual 

beliefs, fostering a sense of unity and common purpose in 

challenging times. Zafarnama's impact on understanding its 

cultural and historical significance is profound. By placing 

the letter within the broader context of the Mughal-Sikh 

conflicts and the social norms of the era, we gain a deeper 

understanding of the bravery and strength of the Sikh 

community in asserting their right to religious freedom and 

self-rule. Additionally, through comparative examination 

with other substantial historical writings, we can identify 

the distinct contributions and potential influence of 

Zafarnama on subsequent literary works, political 

movements, and social advancements that have taken 

inspiration from its spirit of defiance and dedication to 

justice. 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

This study has explored the rhetorical ingenuity and 

compelling tactics employed by Guru Gobind Singh in 

Zafarnama, uncovering the intricate dynamics between 

language, authority, and resilience. Through a thorough 

examination of the persuasive appeals, rhetorical methods, 

and the historical and cultural backdrop influencing the 

epistle, we have gained a profound insight into the 

complexity and importance of this pivotal masterpiece. 

Key discoveries comprise the adept utilization of ethos, 

pathos, and logos to establish ethical credibility, evoke 

emotional connections, and present reasoned arguments; 

the expert use of analogies, metaphors, rhetorical inquiries, 

and cultural and religious allusions to enhance the 

persuasive impact; and the meticulously chosen tone and 

language selections that conveyed determination, rebellion, 

and ethical ascendancy. 

 

Although this study has illuminated the literary and 

rhetorical excellence of Zafarnama, there are still paths for 

deeper investigation. Subsequent research endeavors 

could dive more profoundly into the distinct cultural 

and religious customs that influenced Guru Gobind 

Singh's rhetorical decisions or examine the impact of 

the epistle on present-day literary and artistic 

representations of dissent and movements for social 

equality. Also, juxtaposing Zafarnama with other 

notable historical writings from various cultural and 

religious backgrounds could offer valuable 

perspectives on the enduring themes of oppression, 

defiance, and the declaration of ethical leadership, 

enhancing our comprehension of the human narrative 

amidst differing scenarios. 

 

Zafarnama stands as a testament to the lasting 

influence of language and rhetoric in confronting 

oppression and asserting the unyielding human pursuit 

of justice and respect. Guru Gobind Singh's adept use 

of rhetorical strategies and persuasive methods has 

firmly established this letter as a work of literary and 

philosophical significance, surpassing its original 

historical setting to resonate with timeless themes that 

continue to motivate and kindle resistance against 

inequities. Through its bold language, steadfast ethical 

stance, and effective application of persuasion, 

Zafarnama has made an enduring impression on the 

fabric of human expression, serving as a symbol of 

hope and fortitude for future generations. Its lasting 

impact serves as a reminder of the transformative 

potential of language and the profound influence that 

one voice, radiating moral bravery and rhetorical 

finesse, can wield in shaping the course of events. In 

the words of Navtej Sarna: “He(Guru Gobind Singh) 

was a true saint-soldier whose martial prowess was 

matched by his spiritual achievement”(Sarna xxxii). 
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