


ABSTRACT 

Practicing Minority Religion: Interrogating the Role of Race, National 

Belonging, and Gender Among Sikhs in the US and England 

by 

Simranjit Khalsa 

Defying the expectations of scholarship predicting that religion will continue to decline, 

religion remains an influential force that shapes the lives of everyday people. Religious beliefs 

and communities provide people with cultural tools to understand the world around them, shape 

their views and beliefs about other aspects of the social world, and provide community members 

access to resources. We have little understanding, however, of how status as a religious minority 

shapes the lives of practitioners and their interactions with people outside of their faith tradition. 

I turn my attention to this subject by asking how having a minority religious identity is linked to 

race, national belonging, and constructions of gender. I examine these questions through the Sikh 

case in the US and England. Sikhs are a religious minority in every nation in which they are 

present, making them an excellent case to examine these questions. Further, in the US and 

England they are a particularly visible and distinctive religious minority, and both countries have 

distinct state relationships to religion, distinct relationships to India, and shared but unique 

experiences with radical terrorism claiming affiliation with Islam. I draw on 11 months of 

participant observation with two communities in two national contexts, analyzing data from 79 

qualitative interviews to better understand the experience of practicing a minority religion. I find 

that boundary work is central to the experience of practicing Sikhism for my respondents, 

shaping their religious practice, the way they go about their lives, and their interactions with non-

Sikhs. Further, I find that race, national belonging, and constructions of gender are tightly bound 

up with the way Sikhs understand their own identity, how they situate themselves in relation to 

other groups, and how they are perceived by non-Sikhs. Taken together, this research contributes 

necessary information to understand the experiences of practitioners of minority religions in 

contexts that are becoming increasingly religiously diverse. 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction: Practicing Minority Religion 

It is the height of summer and I am driving through the hills of northern New Mexico. 

The AC is on full blast as I head to a familiar site: Guru Ram Das Puri. This is what members of 

3HO/Sikh Dharma,1 a largely white Sikh group, have named the land they purchased near 

Española, and it is the place where their summer solstice celebration takes place. The event is 

two weeks long and always held around the summer solstice, the longest day of the year. 

Practitioners come from across the US and around the globe to engage in prayer, practice yoga 

and meditation, and build community. It is a familiar space for me because I was raised in this 

community. In fact, in my lifetime, I have never missed a solstice celebration. And yet, it feels 

new somehow, because this is only the second time I have attended the summer solstice as a 

researcher. As I drive through the juniper scrubland, I am thinking through how to balance my 

identity as an insider with that of a researcher at her research site. I am mulling this over as I 

drive up the unpaved, bumpy dirt road, passing colorfully painted wooden signs welcoming 

                                                             
1 3HO is short for the Happy, Healthy, Holy Organization. 
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people and exhorting them to drive slowly around the sharp turns up the narrow mountain road. 

Entering the solstice site, I pass a police car and speak with volunteer security guards before 

being let in. Once there, I park in one of the dirt fields separated by rope fences to organize 

attendee’s cars and walk to the main event of the day: the gurdwara (Sikh place of worship). 

There are throngs of people milling about and chatting. The vast majority of them 

wearing white or mostly white, and some have their heads covered with the characteristic white 

turban while others wear scarves. The crowds move slowly between large, white tents and 

temporary constructs. Most of the people I see are white, although there are some Latinx and 

Asian attendees, and a there are smattering of African Americans as well. Many attendees are 

wearing the standard hippie chic, yoga pants and shirts with their heads wrapped in scarves. 

Others wear bana, traditional Sikh attire, and have turbans on their heads. This different attire 

reflects a difference in attendees, separating those who practice Sikhism as well as yoga, and 

those who only practice kundalini yoga (a type of yoga). I head to the open-air shelter, a large 

concrete rectangle on a hill with pillars holding up a metal roof meant to shelter community 

members from the elements as they pray. This is where the service is being held. As I enter, my 

ears are greeted by the sound of people playing guitars as they sing Gurbani, Sikh hymns from 

the Adi Granth (sacred Sikh text, revered as the 11th Guru). Once this group finishes playing, 

there is a bit of silence while another group sets up their harmoniums and tablas (traditional 

Indian instruments) to continue singing Gurbani. After a little while the music ends, and we all 

hear the voice of Yogi Bhajan over the loudspeakers as organizers play a recording of one of his 

old lectures (he died in 2004). The service ends with ardas (a Sikh prayer) and a hukam (literally 

means command or divine order, refers to the practice of opening up a page in the Adi Granth at 

random) read in three different languages: Punjabi, English, and Spanish. Following the service 
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in the gurdwara, I mill about, looking for folks to speak with. When I begin interviews with 

members of Sikh Dharma, I hear from community members about their experiences practicing 

Sikhism across the US in a diversity of regional contexts, but all sharing the experience of 

practicing a minority faith.  

 A few months later, I have just arrived in London and am heading to my new research 

site. I have been there once before to get approval from members of the gurdwara’s leadership 

committee (elected to oversee its day-to-day running) to conduct my research there, but this is 

the first time I am attending a service. It is a cool fall day, a little overcast, and I am walking to 

the gurdwara from the room I am renting for the next several months. I walk down a quiet 

neighborhood street of Victorian rowhouses on the outskirts of London, take a shortcut through a 

narrow cobblestone alleyway for pedestrians and cyclists, and enter onto the sidewalk of a major 

throughway. This busy street takes me to a small park I walk through to get to my research site 

and emerge on the other side of the park to see the gurdwara in the distance. It is a tall building 

surrounded by a short wall painted white. The building itself gives clues to the transitions the 

local community has undergone. There is a cross at the pinnacle of one of the buildings’ pointed 

roofs, and next to it on the neighboring highpoint is a fluted bronze dome, some variation of 

which is typically seen on gurdwaras. Erected in the paving stones in front of the building is a 

tall flagpole wrapped in yellow silk flying the Sikh flag, a yellow silk triangle with a navy blue 

Khanda (a Sikh emblem depicting a two-edged sword with its blade surrounded by a circle and 

hilt intersecting with two crossed swords outside of the circle).  

I see a few community members milling about outside, identifiable by the turbans the 

men wear and the colorful salwar kameez (traditional attire for women in south Asia, a long 

dress with split sides starting at the waist and wide loose pants that narrow to a cuffed bottom) 
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worn by the women. I am feeling a little nervous, as I often do when going to a research site for 

the first time, but I smooth down my own kameez, adjust my dupatta (a shawl-like scarf worn by 

in India), and enter. People eye me curiously as I am the only white person in attendance and 

wearing traditional Punjabi attire no less, but no one stops to speak to me yet. I bring my hands 

together and say sat siri akal in greeting before taking off shoes, which is customary. I leave 

them by the growing pile of shoes already there, entering the diwan hall (a room where the Adi 

Granth is present). Musicians are there playing kirtan on the harmonium and tabla, and I go to 

bow in front of the Guru before sitting on the left side of the room, where all of the women in the 

service are seated. Once the service ends, I enter the langar hall to eat and speak with members 

of the community. Some approach me at this point, curious to learn more about such an atypical 

attendee, and soon I have made contact with those who would be my first respondents in the 

Indian Sikh community in London. I learn about the history of this community, how it was 

formed and what members think it is important for me to know about their experience of 

practicing Sikhism. All the while I field questions about my Indian sounding name, my 

connection to Sikhism, and why I was doing this research.  

 These are two dramatically different religious communities that are nonetheless linked by 

a shared historical tradition and the experience of practicing a minority religion. In fact, Sikhism 

is a minority religious tradition in every country it is practiced.1 It is this experience that I have 

set out to understand, unpacking how religion intersects with race, gender, and national identity 

to shape the lives of Sikh practitioners. This study is the first to compare Indian Sikhs with 

members of Sikh Dharma in these two national contexts, and as such, it is poised to make a 

number of contributions to our understanding of the social world. 
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For many decades scholars have claimed that religion is declining in global significance,2 

and yet it remains an influential force that shapes the lives of everyday people.3 Scholars 

continue to study religion and its influence in the social world, examining how religious beliefs 

and religious communities provide people with cultural tools to understand the world around 

them, shape their views and beliefs about other aspects of the social world, and provide access to 

resources.4 Much of this scholarship, however, has and continues to focus on Christians. As the 

faith with the most practitioners worldwide, this is understandable. But this focus on Christianity 

has left us with an incomplete understanding of the experiences of those who practice other 

faiths. Further, studies of Christians are often studying people practicing the faith of the majority 

within their national context. This means that as well as having little knowledge of the lived 

experience of practicing non-Christian faiths, we have little knowledge of the experience of 

practicing a minority faith. What research has been done suggests that being a religious minority 

can shape both your religious practice and your life outside of your religious community.5  

Further, a fundamental feature of being a minority entails—from a scholarly standpoint—

experiencing ascribed boundaries and engaging in boundary work yourself.6 Boundary work 

occurs within communities and between communities, and boundaries can be ascribed or 

constructed by individuals themselves. Such boundaries have very real consequences in the day 

to day lives of individuals.7 Minorities often come across boundaries that are constructed and 

reinforced by other groups. I understand this as a form of othering. Dynamics of othering have 

long held the attention of sociologists and emerge across subfields.8 I align with Michael 

Schwalbe and his coauthors9 in understanding othering as a process whereby one group defines 

itself through a contrast with another group. The process of othering is central to the operation of 

inequality. Further, it can take the form of oppressive othering, implicit othering, and defensive 
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othering. Turning to religious minorities, we have little understanding of the boundaries religious 

minorities encounter, and the boundary work they engage in as they manage ties across society. 

For these reasons, I turn my attention to studying the experiences of practicing a minority faith, 

paying special attention to the ways this experience is linked to, and shaped by, other aspects of 

identity and social structures, namely race, gender, and nationality.  

1.1 Shifting Focus to Religious Minorities 

Through studying the intersection of race, gender, and national belonging for religious 

minorities I contribute to broader debates about the minority religious experience. In recent 

years, scholars have critiqued sociology of religion for its persistent focus on Christian religious 

traditions,10 suggesting that this over-focus on Christianity has shaped the way scholars 

understand religion and its role in society. This gap in our knowledge of non-Christian traditions 

is particularly glaring in the modern world, characterized by increased flows of immigration and 

knowledge, which have facilitated exposure to different world religions. Further, the globe 

continues to be marked by religious tension on both the national and international scene, tensions 

that oft involve or are directed against non-western religions.11 Thus, the limited study of non-

Christian religious traditions within sociology of religion represents an important gap in our 

knowledge of religion more broadly. A number of scholars have both pointed out this void in our 

sociological knowledge, and taken steps to address it.12 With this research, I join their ranks.  

1.2 Migration and Belonging 

Sikhism is a faith rooted in India and it has spread to the western world almost entirely 

through immigration. Migration patterns to the western world have been shaped by events in 

India, such as the Partition of India in 1947, when British-controlled India was split into two 

states of Pakistan and India and triggered one of the largest mass migrations in known history, 
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with Muslims moving to Pakistan and Hindus and Sikhs moving to India.13 Similarly, migration 

patterns have been shaped by events in host countries, such as loosening immigration laws in the 

60s in the US through the Hart-Cellar Act. Today, there are many second- and third-generation 

Indian Sikhs in the West. Also among practicing Sikhism in the West are members of 3HO/Sikh 

Dharma, who in the US are largely native born, but many of whom are immigrants from the US, 

Russia, and England. Turning to the academic literature on immigration, we know immigration is 

an important site to study shifting processes of identity construction. Through migration, both 

immigrants and the places they migrate to have changed. Although early migration scholars 

focused primarily on the way immigrants change with migration,14 these assumptions have been 

heavily critiqued.15 There is now an extensive and growing literature that aims to understand 

how immigrants change in the migration process, what elements of immigrants’ home culture 

and practice persist, how ties to their home country are maintained, and how migrants are similar 

or different from non-migrants.16  

Research on immigration has also shown that religious organizations are an important site 

for immigrants. Scholars find that religious organizations provide immigrants with material 

resources, encourage civic engagement, and social capital—social relationships that matter for 

other things beyond the relationship itself, like providing a network that leads to a job.17 All of 

this can ease integration into the host country. Religion and religious rituals may also serve as 

bonds that link immigrants to their host community through remembered ties and interactions 

facilitated in religious contexts,18 shaping their sense of community identity. A comparative 

perspective can reveal the ways in which national context matters.19 For example, research has 

highlighted the impact of a shift from religious majority to religious minority status on 

immigrants' religious practices, religious beliefs, and religious organizations themselves.20 There 



8 
 

has been little discussion of how religion may become a barrier to developing a sense of national 

belonging in immigrants’ newly adopted host country. With this research, I contribute to the 

study of immigration through a comparison of migrants and non-migrants across national 

contexts. I examine variations in construction of Sikh identity and Sikh practice and the way a 

Sikh identity is linked to practitioners’ sense of national belonging.  

1.3 Minority Religion at the Intersections  

Understanding the experience of practicing a minority religion requires an intersectional 

lens. We all occupy multiple social locations that shape our lived experiences21 and it is essential 

to understand how intersecting identities shape the experience of practicing Sikhism. Members 

of minority groups often face external definitions of their group and work to construct their own 

group identities, often an internally contested process.22 Turning to Sikhism, one significant 

feature of the Sikh religion is their highly visible religious symbols, and this has important 

implications for their experience of practicing their faith as a religious minority in the western 

world. Further, who wears Sikh symbols is linked to gender and race in important ways. When it 

comes to race, the symbols of Sikhism can take on racial meaning, described as a process of 

racialization and commonly discussed with relationship to Islam.23 The stigma facing Arab 

Americans is shared by those who appear to be Arab or Muslim, including Sikhs. This form of 

racialization of religion has been a persistent struggle faced by the Sikh community,24 and 

scholars have examined the ways identity is imposed on both religious and racial minorities by 

outside groups. The ways in which religious minorities may be racialized are often ignored or 

trivialized.25 Research on the racialization of religion has not addressed the experiences of white 

practitioners of these religions. By conducting a comparative study of Indian and white Sikhs, I 

investigate the intersection of religion and race, and the ways religion takes on racial meaning 
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when practiced by a racially diverse group. This research reveals how race shapes religion, going 

beyond the association of religion with ethnicity. Further, it goes beyond research that highlights 

the benefits and flexibility of ethnic identity for whites26 to examine both the benefits and 

constraints of practicing a minority religion linked to an ethnic identity for people with different 

racial backgrounds.  

Gender is also an important factor that shapes the experience of practicing Sikhism. 

When it comes to gender, there are important ways that constructions of masculinity and 

femininity are linked to the Sikh experience. The practice of gender and gender norms within 

different national contexts may shape the way individual practitioners understand their identity 

as Sikhs. I investigate these processes in the case of the Sikh community. Research on the 

intersection of gender and religion is often concerned with the ways religion shapes the 

construction of gender identities, focusing on constructions of masculinity and femininity in 

conservative religious communities as well as the ways conservative religious theology shapes 

the construction of gender identity.27 For example, this literature reveals that women actively 

construct their own gender identity by drawing on conservative religious ideology to interpret 

their own gender identity and categorize others.28 However, little research has addressed the 

ways practitioners understand and justify the day-to-day practice of gender traditionalism within 

religious traditions that take a stated egalitarian theological approach to gender, such as 

Sikhism.29 Sikh religious theology holds that all people are created equal, regardless of caste or 

gender, although when it comes to day-to-day practice there are many divisions found between 

men and women. For example, Indian Sikh men wear turbans, while Indian Sikh women rarely 

do so. Such differences in practice shape how members of the “mainstream” respond to Sikhs 

and may have important implications for the role Sikhism plays in their lives. Existing research 
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on gender and religion does not tell us how male and female religious practitioners interpret 

these differences in practice considering their religious beliefs.  

Examining differences in the operation and construction of gender in two different 

national contexts, and between two different Sikh communities, sheds light on how different 

norms of masculinity and femininity shape Sikh practice and the way practitioners construct their 

masculinity and femininity in turn. Further, the comparison of Sikh Dharma with Indian Sikhs 

makes visible how different constructions of masculinity and femininity are tied to Sikh practices 

and beliefs. I also examine the experiences of both Indian and white Sikhs to reveal how they are 

shaped by race. Given the relationship between Sikhism and ethnicity, and the racialization of 

Sikh symbols, I draw on research on race and ethnicity to understand the Sikh experience30, and 

the experience of wearing these racialized symbols for Indian and white Sikhs. For these reasons, 

studying Sikhism can bring much to our understanding of religion and its intersection with race, 

gender, and national identity, and therefore my work here contributes to the sociological 

scholarship in each of these areas. This fills an important gap because Sikhism is understudied 

among academics in general, and sociologists in particular. In the next section, I give some 

background about Sikhism and the academic contributions gained from its study.  

1.4 Understanding Sikhism 

Sikhism is a relatively young religious tradition that originated in the fourteenth century 

in Punjab, a region now encompassed by India and Pakistan. It is a monotheistic religion that 

emphasizes equality and service. Sikhs had 10 Gurus (spiritual teachers) who were leaders of the 

faith and after the 10th Guru, the Adi Granth (Sikh holy book) was proclaimed to be the 11th and 

final Guru. The primary goal of Sikhism is to achieve union with God by remembering God's 

name through constant prayer. Central to the faith is the belief that the divine is one (ik ongkar), 
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but the pathways to God are many. In a famous story commonly told about Guru Nanak when he 

emerged from enlightenment, the first thing he said was “there is no Hindu, there is no Muslim.” 

From its inception, and in the consciousness of Sikhs today, this rejection of religious divisions 

is central to the faith. The Adi Granth is itself a compilation of devotional songs written by 

spiritual figures spanning religious boundaries, incorporating the writings of figures affiliated 

with Hinduism, Islam, and Sikhism.  

Practice is oriented around three “golden rules”: to work hard, serve others, and speak the 

truth. Living these values is meant to bring the practitioner closer to God. Also important are a 

set of religious practices, including wearing a turban, waking up early in the morning to pray, 

and reciting five prayers daily. The emphasis on equality and service is particularly evident in the 

public presentations of the Sikh faith. 31 Defining Sikh identity, however, has been an ongoing 

project.32 Since the 1900s, the Sikh community in India has been divided over the relationship 

between Sikhism and Hinduism, debating whether or not they are truly separate religions or if 

Sikhism is a subset of Hinduism and what specific practices are authentically Sikh. 

A study of Sikhism can reveal much about the intersection of multiple social identities. 

As mentioned above, it is a religious tradition that—although Sikh practitioners have spread 

across the world—is a minority religion everywhere in the world that it is practiced, including 

India. This unique space of Sikhism then can shed light on what it means to be a minority 

religion in the home country as well as the host country. Further, Sikhism is a religious tradition 

tied to an ethnic identity, with almost all Sikhs originating from Punjab in India. In recent 

decades, however, Sikh Dharma was established. Thus, a study of Sikhism and these two 

communities offers a prime opportunity to examine the relationship of religion, race, and 

ethnicity. Further, Sikhism provides an important site to address the intersection of religion and 
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gender. Sikhism is characterized by gendered religious practice, creating the opportunity to study 

the role of Sikhism in the construction of masculinity and femininity. Further, it is a religious 

tradition that advocates for equality of the sexes. This makes Sikhism an ideal case to study the 

role of religion in the construction of masculine and feminine identity and the ways religious 

practitioners legitimate gender differences within a religious community that advocates for 

gender equality. Finally, it is a diasporic religious community, allowing for the investigation of 

these dynamics within Sikh communities across national contexts. 

1.5 The Cases 

I turn now to describe the cases I studied in this comparative research project. I study two 

Sikh communities in two national contexts, examining their practices, beliefs, and identities and 

how these are shaped by their national context. The two communities I study are Indian Sikhs 

and members of Sikh Dharma (both discussed in brief above). Although there is certainly a vast 

diversity among Indian Sikhs, with a number of sects and diverse forms of practice, there is a 

“mainstream” that largely views the Shiromani Gurdwara Parbandhak Committee (SGPC, an 

elected body who oversee major Sikh gurdwaras and affairs in three states in India), as key 

authority figures within Sikhism. In the 1940s the SGPC published a code of conduct called the 

Rehat Maryada, to clearly outline the beliefs and practices of Sikhs and most mainstream Sikhs 

subscribe to this code. Among Indian Sikhs, religion is closely tied to an ethnic identity as 

Punjabi.33 In fact, in both the US and England, Sikh advocacy organizations have long been 

petitioning the government to include Sikh as an ethnic category in the census each nation 

conducts.34  

As immigration to the western world, so has conversion of white Americans to non-

western religions.35 This has led to a growing number of religious communities that do not share 
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the ethnic background in which these non-western religious traditions are rooted,36 and it is a 

reflection of the way immigrants change members of the “mainstream.” Sikh Dharma is one such 

community, started in the 1960s by a Punjabi man known as Yogi Bhajan or Siri Singh Sahib.37 

Since the 1960s, Sikh Dharma has grown modestly in size and spread across the globe, although 

it remains small. There is a large concentration of members in Los Angeles, where the 

community first began, and in New Mexico, where the headquarters of the organization are now 

located. Until Sikh Dharma, Sikhs were almost exclusively Indian, and most had roots in Punjab, 

a region of India. With Sikh Dharma, there was an unprecedented increase in people who 

claimed a Sikh identity without a Punjabi identity. Further, Sikh Dharma became an international 

community with members across the globe, including the UK.  

Comparison across national context is important because each national context has 

different laws, social norms, and local national culture that shape the way people within those 

contexts construct their religious identity and practices. I first turn to the US. Sikhs have always 

been a minority in the US, but they have a long history of migration there, first arriving in the 

early 1900s. Most early Indian Sikh migrants to the US were male laborers, unable to bring their 

families with them when they immigrated.38 Early in US history, treatment of Indian immigrants 

in the US was shaped by the relationship of the United States with Britain, where Indian 

immigrants were stigmatized as “the docile servants of Britain” and widely discriminated 

against.39 The passage of the Hart-Cellar Act of 1965, which removed immigration quotas from 

countries in Asia and South America, opened the gates to the first large influx of Indian and 

Pakistani immigrants to the US.40 Immigrants from Asia and South America brought with them 

ethnic cultures and religious traditions (such as Sikhism) that were relatively unknown in the US. 

Since then, the number of Sikhs in the US has continued to grow. We lack an accurate count of 
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Sikhs in the US, but estimates range from 200,000 to 500,000.41 Sikhs are scattered across the 

country, with particularly large populations along the coasts and in large US cities, such as San 

Francisco, Houston, and New York. Yet, most Americans have never heard of Sikhism.42 

England is also an important nation in which to study Sikh experience and identity. Sikh 

history and identity are indelibly marked by the experience of colonization at the hands of the 

British. The formation of the Khalsa,2 a community embodying practices of orthodox Sikhism, 

occurred over 300 years ago. Just 150 years later, the British formally annexed Punjab, and they 

had a hand in influencing the identity, practice, and position of Sikhs from that point on.43 For 

over half of the existence of the faith, Sikhs have been shaped by the policies and practices of 

empire. When the British annexed Punjab, Sikhs were held up as a militaristic and loyal group 

distinct from others.44 They were overrepresented in the British military forces in India, given 

privileged positions within the army, and migrated throughout the British empire in search of 

better opportunity, often gaining information and access through their positions in the military. 

This emphasis on the warlike nature of the faith drew on the martial history of the Sikhs and 

accentuated it.45 As colonial rulers, British policies attempting to distinguish between people 

groups created and solidified boundaries between religious groups.46 They even played an active 

role, in conjunction with the Tat Khalsa,3 in efforts to ‘protect’ Sikhism from Hinduism and 

maintain sharp distinctions between them.47  

Several factors make England an important and revealing case for the study of Sikh 

immigrants. First, the UK’s history as a colonizer shaped Sikh experience in the UK as well as in 

                                                             
2 literally translated as ‘pure’ and refers to Sikhs who have undergone the Amrit ceremony 

3 A Sikh organization in the 18th and 19th century seeking to differentiate Sikhs from Hindus 
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India. As an empire builder, Britain's borders were relatively open. All subjects of the British 

nation were qualified to enter the UK and often were encouraged to do so. Following the decline 

of the empire, Britain's borders became increasingly closed and immigration policy increasingly 

restrictive, while the country simultaneously attempted to integrate those already in Britain.48 

This represents an important shift in the relationship of the British government to immigrants, 

particularly those from their previous colonies, such as India, which has important implications 

for the construction of identity and the experiences of different groups.  

 Britain also shifted their laws regarding the treatment of minorities. Immigrants from 

commonwealth countries were facing great discrimination and the Race Relations Act of 1965, 

the first legislation in the UK to prohibit racial discrimination, was passed to protect these 

groups. This act was extended in 1968, 1976, and 2000,49 and legal cases against discrimination 

are often made based on this act. In this way, the laws of the UK attempt to address 

discrimination while also reaffirming boundaries around race and national belonging. Britain is 

also characterized by a growing emphasis on multiculturalism, one that may have given religious 

leaders, and the perspectives of various religious groups, greater authority within Britain.50 

Multiculturalism itself, however, is the product of historical and ongoing power struggles over 

racial and ethnic differences.51 Racism remains a persistent force in British society, rooted in 

Britain's history as a colonizer of racial minority communities.52  Center for Contemporary 

Cultural Studies (CCCS) scholars argue that the form of racism in Britain is in large part a 

reaction to social and political movements of oppressed racial groups. Further, these scholars 

suggest when members of nations that have been colonized by Britain immigrate to Britain, they 

bring with them their experiences of struggle with the British. Despite this, there continues to be 

limited interest among British sociologists in questions about the links between race and 
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immigration.53 Sikhs in the UK, along with many other minority groups, have experienced 

discrimination in multiple arenas of life and have taken many such cases to court. For example, 

in 1982 a UK judge ruled that Sikhism was more than a religion; that Sikhs represented a race 

and a nation and should qualify for the protections offered by the Race Relations Act. This 

represents a sharp divergence from the US context, in which the government rarely addresses 

Sikh concerns in an explicit fashion, and classifies Sikhs solely as a religious group. 

In addition, England provides a valuable comparison case for the study of Sikh 

immigrants because of its religious climate. Despite the existence of a state-sponsored church, 

England is characterized by the declining salience of religion.54 This marks a sharp contrast with 

the US, which is a highly religious contexts without a state-sponsored church, factors that might 

have an impact on how Sikhism is received and constructed within each national context.55 In 

general, scholars have identified religion as a source of support for immigrants in the host 

country,56 and the different levels of religiosity in these national contexts raise the question of 

whether this function of religion remains salient for Sikh immigrants in the UK and how Sikhs in 

each national context are shaped by different levels of religiosity among those around them. 

Research has suggested that this is indeed meaningful, and that the salience of religion within 

nations has an impact on the functions religious organizations provide for immigrants.57 

As I have already mentioned, this study comparing two contexts and two Sikh groups 

allows me to examine the role of nationality, race, religion and gender in shaping Sikh practice 

and the processes of identity construction. This is a qualitative project drawing on rich data to 

examine Sikhs and their narratives of the minority experience. I draw on 11 months of 

participant observation and 79 in-depth interviews to examine how Sikhs experience practicing a 

minority religion, how other dimensions of the social world shape this experience, and how it is 
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linked to national context. In the next section, I give an overview of my dissertation and its 

contributions to the field.  

1.6 Overview 

 In the second chapter, I examine the way race is connected to religion for Sikh 

practitioners. I discuss how my respondents believe non-Sikhs perceive them, linking race to the 

religious symbols of Sikhism, and how my respondents shape their behavior as a result. Further, 

I discuss the regular experiences of othering my respondents encounter in their interactions with 

non-Sikhs in both England and the US, and what these experiences reveal about the connection 

of race to religion in the Sikh case. In Chapter 3, I unpack narratives of national belonging for 

my Sikh respondents in the US and England. In both contexts, my respondents believe that their 

Sikh identity marks them as foreign. Thus, Sikh symbols are not merely read by others as 

symbols of minority racial identity, they are ascribed with meaning that marks them as external 

to American or English identity. My respondents react to this in a range of ways. This includes 

emphasizing historical contributions to nation in England, alignment of Sikh values with 

American values in the US, and across national contexts aim to create awareness about Sikhism. 

In so doing, my respondents engage in boundary work between themselves and Muslims, 

particularly in England. Finally, in Chapter 4 I turn to the role of gender in the Sikh experience. 

My respondents emphasize the egalitarian nature of Sikhism, and in so doing position Sikhism as 

more “advanced” than other faiths, while also distinguishing between religion and culture in day-

to-day practice. Members of both communities identify cultural influences as the source of 

gender disparities in Sikhism, but Indian Sikhs point to Hinduism and Islam as the root of these 

disparities. Meanwhile, members of Sikh Dharma point to Punjabi or Indian culture. Members of 

both communities in both national context use gender to engage in boundary work that positions 
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them as belonging. Further, gender shapes the way non-Sikhs perceive and interact with Sikhs 

because of the gendered nature and appearance of Sikh practice.  

 Taken together, I show in the conclusion (Chapter 5) that this research reveals the 

intersectional nature of the Sikh experience, where race, gender, and national identity are closely 

linked to the experience of practicing Sikhism. Practicing a minority religious tradition comes 

with burdens as well as benefits, and Sikhs in the US and England respond to and seek to 

mitigate these burdens through boundary work. I find that race is linked to religious identity such 

that both Indian and white Sikhs are seen as racially other because of the religious symbols they 

wear, although white Sikhs describe benefits to being seen as other as well. This suggests that 

race can be read through religious symbols, and that understanding the connection between race 

and religion helps us interpret current dynamics of racialization. I show that the connection 

between race and religion for Sikhs simultaneously labels them as foreign in both England and 

the US. Thus, the content of racial identity attached to Sikh symbols is not understood by others 

to be “native,” but always associated with the “foreign.” My respondents draw on history, Sikh 

values, and boundary work to give context to this association. The solutions they outline 

highlight creating more education and awareness rather than addressing systemic issues that 

produce particular notions of national belonging. Finally, I find that gender is a key tool my 

respondents use to both position themselves as belonging and to mark others as outsiders. 

Narratives of gender beliefs elevate the position of Sikhism in relation to other faiths. Further, 

narratives of gendered religious practice serve to distinguish between in groups and less 

enlightened others. I now turn to an examination of race and religion in my respondents’ 

narratives. 
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Chapter 2 

Seeing Race: Racialization, Religion, and 

Experiences of Othering 

The Sikh experience in the US and England has been marked by exclusion and 

marginalization from the very earliest Sikh arrivals in the two countries,58 and the present day is 

no exception. In August of 2019, a prominent Sikh aid worker, Ravi Singh, was returning to the 

UK from a humanitarian trip to Iraq to help Yazidi women enslaved by ISIS.59 As he was going 

through security during a layover in Vienna, an airport worker made a jibe saying she had found 

explosives in Ravi Singh’s turban. He challenged the airport worker’s statement, at which point 

she refused to apologize. Ravi Singh asked for her and another staff members’ names to make a 

complaint and they refused to give their names. He had to leave the gate area in order to make a 

formal complaint and only managed to catch his flight because it had been delayed. Meanwhile, 

in the same month, a Sikh man named Parmjit Singh went for a walk,60 as he regularly did, 

around his neighborhood park in the evening in Tracy, California. As he walked around his 

neighborhood, Parmjit Singh was attacked and stabbed, ultimately dying from his wounds. 

Police have since arrested a young white man, Anthony Kreiter-Rhodes, and the case has gone to 

trial. This event is only one in a long line of tragedies for US Sikhs. 
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These two incidents show what Sikhs in the West face, from discrimination to even hate 

crimes and murder. They are set apart as they walk the streets, go grocery shopping, and travel. 

The form this most often takes is verbal harassment or microaggressions, such as the first 

incident I described above, but these experiences sometimes veer into violent interactions, as in 

the second. These two instances represent poles of differential treatment Sikhs regularly 

experience and indicate the enforcement of sharp boundaries between Sikhs and non-Sikhs. In 

the most extreme cases, Sikhs lose their lives in these encounters. The death of Parmjit Singh is a 

recent example of a long running trend. For example, in the hours following the September 11 

attacks, a Sikh man named Balbir Singh Sodhi was the first person to be killed in retaliation,61 

the first of a number of murders targeting Muslims and those who appeared to be Muslim. This 

attack is often referred to by scholars and Sikhs working to expose the struggles Sikhs face.62 It 

has come to represent a two-step conflation in which Sikhs are conflated with Muslims, and 

Muslims are conflated with terrorists. This process has violent consequences that no one, Sikhs 

nor Muslims, should be faced with. Despite the prevalence of such occurrences for Sikhs, there is 

limited study of the subject generally, and little examination of how race shapes these 

experiences. 

In this chapter, I examine Sikhs’ experiences of discrimination and hate crimes. I see 

these experiences of discrimination and hate crimes as boundary work in action, and in 

examining these experiences, I pay particular attention to the interconnected role of race and 

religion. I find that the symbols of Sikhism are racialized, meaning that turbans and long hair 

commonly kept by Sikhs can be ascribed with racial meaning. The racialization of Sikh symbols 

has a deep impact on Sikhs as they go about their lives and interact with non-Sikhs in their 

countries and it is essential we understand these experiences. I begin the chapter by setting the 
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academic stage and I provide an overview of scholarly literature on religious discrimination, 

racialization, and Islamophobia. I then turn to discussing how Sikhs believe members of the 

“mainstream” perceive them. My respondents think there is a general lack of knowledge about 

Sikhism among non-Sikhs, and that in this context, the symbols of Sikhism are attached to racial 

and ethnic meaning. In the next section, I discuss how this perceived lack of knowledge about 

Sikhism affects how Sikhs go about their daily lives. In particular, I highlight the burden many of 

my respondents feel to represent Sikhism as positively as they can. In the third section, I discuss 

Sikhs encounters with non-Sikhs and the ways Sikhs are “othered” in these encounters, paying 

special attention to the ways racial identity affects such encounters. 

2.1 Setting the Stage 

Experiences of marginalization separate my respondents from non-Sikhs as they go about 

their daily lives. Religious minorities in the west, and those perceived to be religious minorities, 

are often marginalized and are targets of hate speech and hate crimes.63 This is certainly not a 

new phenomenon,64 and yet it is often understudied among sociologists of religion. When 

sociologists of religion have studied religion and discrimination, the literature largely takes two 

different approaches. Some sociologists of religion study how engagement with and participation 

in religious communities can buffer the effects of experiences of discrimination.65 This 

scholarship highlights the emotional and social resources that participation in religious 

communities affords people who have experienced discrimination. Other researchers have 

examined the ways that religion can either ameliorate or inflame religious discrimination.66 For 

example, some scholars consider whether having a particular religious affiliation is related to 

prejudice against the non-religious or people of different religions. 
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A big gap in this existing literature is understanding religion as a basis of discrimination. 

In addition, we need to understand what causes people to be religiously discriminated against, 

and how religious discrimination overlaps with other social categories of difference, for example 

race.  Just as there is little examination of religion as a basis of discrimination among 

sociologists of religion, there is little examination of how race and religion intersect to shape 

experiences of othering. This is particularly important given that as western nations such as the 

US and England become more religiously diverse,67 experiences of marginalization are linked to 

racial ascriptions.68 What limited research has examined the connection between religion and 

race in experiences of marginalization typically examines Muslims in the west, who are faced 

with Islamophobia and the racialization of religion.69 That said, we know little about the link 

between race and religion for other religious groups.  

A very new but growing body of scholarship that bucks these trends in sociology of 

religion is scholarship on Islam. Since the events of 9/11, there has been an incredible growth of 

sociologists studying Muslims.70 This body of literature concerns itself with a broad array of 

topics related to the Muslim experience such as shifting trends in public attitudes towards 

Muslims, Islamophobia, and gender. More recently, there has been a growing number of scholars 

seeking to understand the role of race in the Muslim experience, both before and after the events 

of 9/11.71 Some, such as Fernando Bravo Lopez,72 have questioned whether the hate crimes and 

discriminatory treatment faced by Muslims can be understood solely in terms of race or religion. 

Others, however, argue that race is central to the experience of Muslims in the modern world,73 

saying that Muslims are undergoing a process of racialization. Here racialization is understood as 

a process through which ascribed characteristics are presented as inherent and based on physical 

and cultural characteristics such as religion and religious symbols. Given that Sikhs in the west 
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are often conflated with Muslims, this raises the question of how Sikhs experience this 

racialization by way of religion as well. 

The well-known work of sociologists Michael Omi and Howard Winant that deals with 

racial formation takes center stage in the theoretical underpinnings of research on racialization of 

religion.74 Omi and Winant describe a “racial project” as a phenomenon that is occurring when 

social structures and everyday life become organized along racial lines.75 In their conception of 

race, the basis on which racial lines are drawn is primarily phenotype. Scholars studying the 

Muslim experience of racialization argue that a new process of racialization is underway that 

requires a shift in our understanding of race. This process of racialization is occurring within the 

racial project of the modern day “war on terror,” in which the power of states, policies of 

“empire,” and everyday interactions cast Muslim men as violent and dangerous terrorists and 

Muslim women as oppressed.76 Centrally, this literature pushes back on understandings of race 

that cast the operation of racism and racialization as centrally and solely about phenotype.77 

Scholars such as Louise Cainkar and Saher Selod78 point to the centrality of culture and religion 

in present day processes of racialization and push towards an integration of these components in 

our modern-day understandings of race, racism, and racialization to examine how religion works 

in conjunction with phenotype.  

My interviews with Sikhs affirm this finding and push towards an understanding of race 

and racialization that includes but is not limited to phenotype. I reveal how this process of 

racialization operates beyond Muslims specifically. Further, by including a comparison between 

Indian and white Sikhs, I show racial meaning has become embedded in religious signifiers, such 

that—in some circumstances—white Sikhs are interpreted as racially “other” despite their 

phenotypic characteristics as white. The process of racialization my interviews uncover has three 
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components. The first of these is the limited knowledge Sikhs believe the general public has 

about their faith and the related conflation of Sikhism with Islam and radical terror. Analysis of 

their responses suggest that it is this context of limited knowledge that enables these processes of 

racialization to occur for members of the Sikh community. Second, in this context of limited 

knowledge, where this lack of knowledge is seen as the cause of experiences of marginalization, 

Sikhs feel great responsibility to both represent their faith and spread knowledge about it. 

Finally, as they go about their lives, Sikhs describe ways racial meaning is ascribed to them by 

non-Sikhs in regular experiences of marginalization. By studying this phenomenon, I shed light 

on how race is linked to religion in Sikhs experiences of being set apart as other, and the 

implications of this for how race is perceived by members of the “mainstream” in England and 

the US. 

This comparative study of Sikhs in two national contexts across two different racial and 

ethnic groups (one Indian and one white) reveals how race and religion intersect to shape the 

lives of religious minorities, how this varies across national context in the western world, and 

how whiteness shapes the experience of the intersection of religion and race. 

2.2 Conceptions of the Perceptions of Others 

An important component of boundary work involves how different groups perceive each 

other,79 and as such, understanding how Sikhs believe non-Sikhs perceive them is a crucial 

indicator of what boundaries they perceive between themselves and non-Sikhs. As my 

respondents discussed these perceptions, Sikh symbols figured prominently in their narratives. 

Sikhs have a highly visual religious identity because of their religious symbols such as the turban 

or the kirpan (a curved blade Sikhs carry to represent their commitment to protecting those who 

cannot protect themselves).80 Academics and Sikh advocates alike commonly point to the 
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symbols of Sikhism like these as the markers that drive these experiences of othering.81 

Practitioners of Sikhism live in contexts that often have very limited knowledge of Sikhism. In 

the US, the National Sikh Campaign commissioned a survey of Americans examining their 

knowledge of and associations with Sikhism and found a widespread lack of knowledge about 

Sikhism among non-Sikhs.82 

As my respondents recalled their interactions with members of the American 

“mainstream,” the most prevalent narrative among them was the struggle to present their identity 

as Sikh. Since Sikhs have been migrating to the west, they have faced a persistent lack of 

knowledge of the Sikh tradition.83 Early Sikhs were not given full rights, accepted as citizens, 

and assumed to be Hindu (then a term understood as an ethnic as well as religious identity). 

Today, Sikhs are consistently assumed to be Muslims, and labeled as “bad” because of this. In 

the interviews I conducted, my respondents affirm that there is a general lack of knowledge 

about Sikhism and Sikh symbols among the broader pubic they interact with. My respondents 

across communities and national context consistently say that Sikhism is often conflated with 

Islam. One of my respondents84 illustrates this saying “some people don’t have knowledge. They 

think we’re all Muslim. [A] few Sikhs … get killed because, you know, some white people or 

another people, you know, they think like they are like Muslims, bad, you know since 9/11”. For 

this respondent, the general public does not have any knowledge of Sikhism, and Sikhs are 

associated with Muslims. In this framing, Muslims are cast as “bad,” and thus other. This quote 

reveals that this process of othering operates along racial lines, with “white people” doing the 

othering and the symbols of Sikhism essentialized as “bad.” Similarly, another respondent85 

reveals his perception that non-Sikhs associate Sikh symbols with essentialized notions of 

otherness, saying, “we have [the] turban and that comes out as strange for them. It’s something 
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that they have not seen. But I don’t think that, you know, it’s that different compared to their 

interaction with a Chinese or a practicing Muslim, you know. It’s basically, we are in that 

group.” When the respondent begins by discussing religious symbols, they describe members of 

the American “mainstream” not understanding these symbols. This lack of knowledge of these 

symbols shapes their knowledge of Sikhism and shapes their interaction with Sikhs. For this 

respondent, the way members of the American “mainstream” interact with Sikhs is similar to 

both the way they interact with Chinese and Muslim people. In his narrative, the respondent links 

the treatment of Sikhs to Muslims, a religious group, and Chinese, an ethnic and national group. 

The symbols of Sikhism are linked to both Islam and to ethnic identity in participants’ 

interactions with the general public of the context they are living in. Despite this lack of 

knowledge and incorrect association of other identities with Sikh symbols, these symbols are a 

central feature of my respondents’ religious practice. The lack of knowledge about Sikhism that 

they regularly encounter creates a need to manage the perception of Sikhs in all their interactions 

and to create a positive representation of Sikhs as they go about their lives.   

It is important to note that the unique history and policies of different national contexts 

can influence the amount of knowledge the general public has about others and this is an 

important component in understanding how interactions with the general public play out for 

Sikhs across the globe. Sikhs have a longer history in England compared to their history in the 

US, one of complex ties to the colonizing nation. Punjab was annexed by the East India 

Company in 1849 and this marked the first notable migration of Sikhs to England with the 

migration of Maharaja Duleep Singh.86 During colonization, Sikhs were often seen as ideal 

subjects by the British.87 
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 My interviews in England revealed a different overall pattern regarding the knowledge 

Sikhs perceive the broader society to have about Sikhism. In particular, respondents in England 

pointed to the English education system and the historical role Sikhs played in major wars that 

both spread knowledge about the Sikh faith and engendered goodwill towards Sikhs. For 

example, one respondent88 said “through education, they know that Sikhs are different. The ones 

who can be bothered to learn know the difference... um, know the difference between Sikhs, 

Hindus, and Muslims. Um and their overall opinion of Sikhs is very good.” In England’s public 

education system, students are taught about many major world religions89, often including 

Sikhism, and my respondents in this context feel strongly that it is this that has shaped the way 

they are viewed in English society broadly. In speaking about the goodwill towards Sikhs, my 

respondents often highlight Sikh involvement in English wars, particularly Sikhs who enlisted in 

British armies during the two World Wars. One of my respondents90 spoke about this, saying: 

I think they were valued, the Sikhs. Because they gave up a lot and they’re – they 

fought in World War I and World War II. Um, so I think they are – more from my 

reading is that they were – they – their practices were valued. When they went to 

war, they could take a babaji with them, they could do their ardas. Um, some of it’s 

propaganda, though, you know, some of the pictures I’ve seen at [name of city], you 

know, trying to encourage other Sikhs to come and, you know, “They’re treated very 

well here.” You know, um, so I do feel, yeah. But then again, I don’t know enough, 

really, about the history, about their time in the UK – India. 

For this respondent, Sikh support of the English in international conflicts is a reason for positive 

recognition from English society. Further, by bringing up this involvement, the respondent 

highlights Sikh commitment to English society and positions them as full members of English 
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society. Even so, she acknowledges that some of this support is driven by the desire of the army 

to garner more recruits. She also feels that she herself doesn’t know very much about the English 

colonization of India. Many of my respondents in England pointed out that recent English history 

dealing with their colonization of peoples across the world is not taught in school. Despite this, 

many respondents I spoke with suggested that the English have a general knowledge of Sikhs 

and a positive impression of them. 

This is not to say that none of my respondents in England ever came across people who 

lacked knowledge about Sikhism. For example, one of my Sikh Dharma respondents91 in 

England said “I think people are ready embrace and to accept it, but they don’t really understand 

what it is, and there is this um this element of you know ‘is it like the Muslim faith.’ I’ve been in 

the high street before I’ve been called [a] Muslim, but you know it’s just lack of education 

really.” This illustrates that both in England and the US, there is at least some experience of the 

conflation of Sikhism with Islam. However, this was not the norm among my respondents in 

England. Further, when respondents did discuss the general public’s lack of knowledge about 

Sikhism, the expectations regarding what the general public would know about Sikhism were 

higher. In this context, ‘lack of knowledge’ about Sikhism would often mean limited 

understanding of Sikh practices and rituals rather than no knowledge that Sikhism is a religious 

tradition to begin with. 

 Overall, respondents in both England and the US struggle with lack of knowledge about 

Sikhism among the general public, although it was of greater concern to Sikhs living in the US. 

My respondents see this lack of knowledge as driving their experiences of othering and 

marginalization, and recognize that this lack of knowledge is essential to the context in which 

Sikh symbols are racialized. Given this broad lack of knowledge about Sikhism that Sikhs are 
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facing, I turn now to discussing how my respondents describe their approach to interactions with 

non-Sikhs in their day-to-day lives. 

2.3 Representing Sikhism 

Thus far, I have shown that my respondents believe non-Sikhs have limited knowledge of 

Sikhism and attach racial and ethnic meaning to Sikh symbols. In this context, my respondents 

feel that they are taken as representatives of Sikhism. People in stigmatized groups are often 

expected to “account” for themselves in certain social situations and feel pressure to model the 

best image of their group.92 Positioning individuals as representatives of a larger collective they 

are a part of is a central feature of minority identity, for both racial minorities as well as minority 

groups in other aspects of identity. As such, understanding whether and how Sikhs experience 

this role of representative is crucial in understanding both their experience as a religious 

minority, and the role race plays in this experience. Once again, the distinctiveness of Sikh 

religious symbols figures prominently in their role as representative. Sikhs wearing these 

symbols stand out from the mainstream. Further, they may be the first Sikh that many non-Sikhs 

have encountered, and a source to which non-Sikhs look for knowledge about Sikhs and 

Sikhism. Given this, my respondents’ interactions with non-Sikhs take on a particular 

importance, both as an opportunity for them to shape others’ knowledge of Sikhism and a burden 

on how they are able to go about their lives. In this section, I outline my respondents’ 

experiences interacting with non-Sikhs and how these interactions are colored by lack of 

knowledge about Sikhism. This ignorance is seen by many as the basis for their experiences of 

marginalization.  

The theme of lack of knowledge about Sikhism is clear among my respondents across 

communities and between countries. For example, one of my Indian Sikh respondents93 in 
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London said: “when they see a Sikh walking on the road with his beard, like my husband you 

know, they think ‘oh god’ [laughs]. So I mean, maybe it’s natural. You know. But it’s, it’s not 

uh, we don’t see it as a problem. We have to be confident enough. You know, what we are, what 

we wear, is right for us. It doesn’t matter what do they think of it.” In this case, the respondent’s 

narrative takes on a defiant tone. She knows others are looking at them and both attaching 

meaning to their symbols as well as watching how they behave, and she believes that they need 

to be strong in their beliefs in spite of this pressure. As they go about their lives, my respondents 

are identified as other and feel compelled to present themselves as strong and confident despite 

being set apart in this way. Further, this position as representatives of Sikhism often means that 

respondents feel they must be exemplary in every interaction in order to not negatively impact 

other people who wear turbans, whether or not they are Sikh. 

In some cases, respondents expressed concern about how other Sikhs behaved and the 

impression such behavior might give of Sikhs. An Indian Sikh in England94 told me: 

[T]here’s this one guy that I would say is poison. You know? I mean in every sense 

of the [term], and the fact that I’m a Sikh and he’s a Sikh irritates me. You know, 

because he doesn’t exude any value of a Sikh at all. … that particular guy, because 

he is a Sikh and he is what he is, I feel that, I feel embarrassed about it. 

Here this respondent is describing a colleague of his who is also Sikh and who wears a turban. 

He feels a strong dislike for this colleague and believes that his behavior is antithetical to 

Sikhism and misrepresents Sikhism to others more broadly. The pressure to represent a positive 

image of Sikhism in every aspect of their life affects how Sikhs view each other and is a burden 

on individual Sikhs as they go about their lives. 
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This role as being a “Sikh representative” came up among members of Sikh Dharma as 

well, although for members of Sikh Dharma, many of them describe it as a joy and an 

opportunity rather than a burden, as many of my Indian Sikh respondents do. One of my 

respondents95 illustrates this well, saying: 

You don’t just represent the symbolism, you represent the whole history of Sikhism, 

and when they see you that’s maybe the first time they’ve met a Sikh. So you get to 

be the person, you represent something much larger than yourself. You’re not just 

yourself, you represent something much larger, much more grand, and to be able to 

do that, that’s amazing and, that’s very inspiring to me. It makes me want to be a 

better person every day and strive to feel like I can maybe represent some of that, so, 

and the symbolism behind that as well. 

This quote reveals that respondents such as this one recognize that many people do not know any 

Sikhs, but he is happy to have the opportunity to represent Sikhism. He sees being an 

embodiment of Sikhism as a chance to become a better Sikh himself, and to go about his life 

according to Sikh tenants. Similarly, one of my Sikh Dharma respondents in England96 said: 

I’m always aware that I don’t just represent myself anymore and, you know, you 

represent, like it or not, like a whole body of people. Whether you relate to them or 

not, like just cause of how you look and so you sometimes, you know, there have 

been times when I’ve checked my, you know, I’ve checked my behavior, where I’ve 

not done things that I might have done otherwise. … I was aware of the reputation to 

the next person who walks in who has nothing to do with me who looks like a Sikh. 

Like other respondents, this respondent too highlights the way his behavior might shape not only 

how others view Sikhs, but how others view people who appear similar to Sikhs. Another 
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member of Sikh Dharma97 went further, saying that this responsibility to represent Sikhism was 

something that pushed them further in their practice of Sikhism. They said “when your 

sadhana’s (daily spiritual practice) good and you’re feeling really good, people are going to – 

and there’s an excitement there. Turban really does represent something special and uh if you got 

your radiance on then there’s a real big chance you might change someone’s thinking of what a 

turban is. Yeah, you know, so that make me – makes me – wanna do my practice deeper. That 

responsibility.” In this way, feeling that you are a representative of Sikhism leads respondents to 

a stronger commitment to Sikh practice. 

 From these respondents, there is an evident trend that the narratives among my Sikh 

Dharma respondents take on a much more positive tone as they discuss representing Sikhism. 

Members of Sikh Dharma take satisfaction in the opportunity to represent Sikhism and shape 

knowledge about it, whereas most Indian Sikhs I spoke with describe pressures of representing 

the faith at every moment in their lives. This distinction in tone between Indian Sikhs and 

members of Sikh Dharma narratives of representing the faith reveals an important difference 

along racial lines, where the burden of representation is not felt by white Sikhs. 

One place where they are similar, however, is that respondents’ narratives in both 

contexts reveal that they feel they are representing Sikhism in their interactions with non-Sikhs 

more broadly. However, my interviews with members of Sikh Dharma suggest that they relish 

this experience, rather than emphasizing the weight of its responsibility. They feel that this role 

of being an emblem of Sikhism is both inspiring and a goal to aspire to, ultimately bringing them 

closer to living Sikh values. 

Thus far, I have discussed the way my Sikh respondents perceive the general public’s 

knowledge and understanding of Sikhism, and the implications of that for their day-to-day 
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behavior and interactions. However, another important facet of the experience of standing out in 

general, and interactions with non-Sikhs in the general public, is how non-Sikhs respond to 

Sikhs. 

2.4 Experiences of Othering: Racializing Religious Symbols 

Given that, in general, my respondents describe the broader public as having little 

understanding of Sikh symbols, in the following section I further probe what their interactions 

with members of the mainstream look like. Being Sikh in the western world is marked by 

experiences in which Sikhs are set apart by non-Sikhs. Although these experiences take on a 

variety of forms, they are by and large negative. For instance, as mentioned earlier, particularly 

since 9/11, Sikhs have been the subject of numerous acts of marginalization and hate crimes, 

ranging from having epithets yelled at them on the street to being targets of extreme violence. 

My interviews with Sikhs in England and the US reveal that these experiences of being treated as 

“other” are shared regardless of national context (like the above shared experience of 

representing their faith) and across phenotypical boundaries. This othering ranges widely in type 

and setting, and so do my respondents’ perceptions of these experiences. A recurring theme, 

unsurprisingly, is the way 9/11 shaped Sikhs experiences interacting with non-Sikhs. An Indian 

Sikh98 in the US told me: 

Before I didn’t think about that but after 9/11 I feel like, you know, they don’t view 

us as like good people. When 9/11 happened, right, I cried. Oh my god, I cried … 

like ‘oh my god, no, why would you do that?’ you know? Why would you just, just 

do that and kill innocent people, right? But after 9/11 it’s like I’m that color. You 

know? And I was looked down [on], you know. My feelings were hurt. People, like 
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non-, you know, non-Sikhs, they treated me like I was like a terrorist, you know? Um 

and I was even told that I’m a terrorist. 

This reveals the salience of the 9/11 terrorist attack in shaping Sikhs’ lives. The respondent went 

on to recount the incident when she was called a terrorist. She was at work shortly after the 

attacks and getting ready to leave at the end of her shift. As she was doing so, a manager began 

yelling at her for leaving, and while yelling at her, called her a terrorist. The events of 9/11 left 

such a strong impression in America and across the globe that they influenced every aspect of 

my respondents’ lives, including their work life. Themes revolving around the events of 9/11 

were particularly common among my respondents in the US context, but it was not isolated to 

the US. The terrorist attack did come up in my interviews with Sikhs in England as well, if not as 

consistently. This suggests that the backlash from such attacks has been global, where Sikhs on 

another continent feel the effects of terrorism on their lives as they go about interacting with non-

Sikhs. In addition to the salience of 9/11, this quote reveals the how race shapes the way non-

Sikhs treat Sikhs. The respondent felt that the way non-Sikhs perceived her after 9/11 meant she 

was perceived as a different color, saying “I’m that color.” In this way, the respondent brings 

racial terms into a discussion of differential treatment based on fears and stereotypes surrounding 

a religious tradition she is not a part of. This is an illustration of the racialization of religion 

described by scholars studying Muslims and illustrates how this form of racialization operates 

for practitioners of other religious traditions. 

This kind of differential treatment from non-Sikhs is not isolated to Indian Sikhs. A 

member of Sikh Dharma99 told me of an experience she had walking in her hometown just a year 

after she began practicing Sikhism. She said: 
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I was walking down the street and this woman yells at me she goes, ‘Really?’ and I 

just kept on walking and thought maybe she was yelling at somebody else, because 

in some areas it’s kind of like, ehhh at night and stuff. She was like, ‘Really? Take 

your fucking turban off!’ She was like, ‘Take it off you fucking terrorist!’ I like look 

around and I was like, ‘Oh god bless you, sat nam,’ you know and she was 

screaming at me and my friend, she’s like, ‘What do we do? Is she gonna hurt us?’ I 

was like, ‘just keep walking, you know, it’s fine, and if she’s gonna attack us, I’ll 

make sure to protect you.’ 

In this instance, a young, white Sikh woman was targeted by another woman, set apart from the 

other people around her, and verbally harassed because of her religious symbols. This was a 

potentially dangerous situation for this Sikh woman and the friend she was with and such 

experiences were not uncommon among my respondents. Once this respondent put on a turban, 

her racial identity as white was not enough to buffer her from the racialized label of “terrorist.” 

2.4.1 The Settings of Othering 

 In each national context, particular settings emerged as key sites of othering, although in 

most cases they were centered around various forms of public transportation. In the US, a 

consistent site that emerged in my respondents’ narratives was airports. The importance of this 

theme is connected to, again, the continued salience of 9/11 in my respondents’ narratives. In our 

interviews, respondents spoke of regularly undergoing additional screening at airports, being 

held for many hours by the Transportation Security Administration (TSA), and, in the most 

extreme cases, being arrested. In order to manage this, my respondents described being sure to 

arrive to the airport several hours early to make time for possible delay or detainment while still 
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making their flights. One example of this was recounted by an Indian Sikh respondent100 in the 

US, who recalled: 

I had just landed and that time I was not a green card holder, I was there on a tourist 

visa, and they just put me into a room for two hours searching my everything, 

everything. [At] that time I was on three month leave and there’s this one customs 

officer [who said] “how can someone, how can a doctor get a three month leave” and 

I said “I have a government job and I have leave from [my] government job” and he 

was like “no, why, why” and it was just creating a scene … there was some other 

office who was telling them “just let her go” and he was just not letting me go … 

finally when they just couldn’t find anything, [they started] calling my relatives, 

[asking] “why she is coming here, why she wants to come here?” … they didn’t take 

my permission … they just, they tried finding whichever the numbers are US 

numbers. … ultimately when I was left there was another officer who said … that 

“he is that kind of a person, they just treat all immigrants like that, he’s a racist.” … 

So yeah, … [I think they] don’t have anything to do with my religion, I think that 

was basically just skin color. 

This respondent was held and questioned by TSA for hours when she first arrived at the US. This 

was her first experience in the US, and it revealed much about how she would be perceived and 

received by the general public. She attributed this experience to her race, and yet, such 

experiences are common for Sikhs regardless of their racial identity. A member of Sikh 

Dharma101 recounts one such experience, saying: 

I think that the cops were very excited to successfully arrest a potential terrorist 

because they didn’t know what I was. Because I was in an airport and I had my 
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kirpan on. It was actually at the Dulles airport in 2003, post-9/11. In my mind, 

rationally, it made perfect sense to be able to do this because you can have a gun, and 

amo, and a full-length sword, and a spear, and whatever kind of weapon in your 

suitcase, where I was. I didn’t try to go through security or anything like that. … 

I was at baggage claim. But I was there for 45 minutes and then they arrested me … 

they had their weapons out and told me to get my hand away from the sword, and it’s 

not, to me it’s a kirpan. And a sword, I practice with swords, swords are different 

than a dagger. And uh, and so then they arrested me and they did a really, really 

thorough uh pat down [laughs] on the curb with lots of traffic watching and I thought 

that was intentional. And then when they threw me in the back of the police car they 

high fived and, you know, it was this whole—they were like really happy about it. 

This quote depicts the recollection of a white Sikh respondent who was singled out and arrested 

at an airport for carrying a kirpan, what law enforcement perceived as a dagger. This is an 

incident in which a Sikh was apprehended because of his religious symbols and given negative 

and punitive treatment that culminated in him being arrested. Although this was among the more 

extreme instances of othering described by my respondents, and this respondent was not charged 

with anything and later given an apology by the police chief, such incidences of othering are 

common among Sikhs. It is clear from the many such occurrences that Sikhs are set apart 

because of their religious symbols across racial groups. The respondent goes on to express his 

reaction to this experience and his feelings about the officers’ treatment of him, and his narrative 

reveals some tension about how he thinks people should react to and address such experiences. 

He said: 
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They’ve gotta do their job. They didn’t know anything about me, they don’t know 

anything about my culture, my tradition, they thought I was a Muslim, they thought I 

was gonna go around, and especially since everybody believed that the 9/11 

hijackers had box cutters and that’s how they did it, a knife and a blade is such a like 

a villainized thing. And gives a terrorist so much power in the minds of these guys. 

So they thought they were doing the right thing. I don’t fault them for that. Um but 

for sure they, they thought that they, you know, there was, they maybe went further 

than they might have if some redneck walked in carrying, wearing his firearm on the 

outside, because that’s how he walks around all the time, and if they, they may not 

even have arrested the guy. Who knows. But I don’t, I don’t know. They were, 

having lived in India, there are realities to your community that you live in, whether 

you like it or not they are realities. And you don’t make change by making big 

emotional statements about civil rights and things like that, I don’t believe. You 

make change by being a good neighbor and working with people and being visible, 

and volunteering. So to me it’s not a civil rights issue. Or discrimination. They had, 

they were doing their job. 

The respondent made clear that he thought those officers were doing their job and he didn’t fault 

them for it, regardless his thinking that the situation that should change. He was dismissive of 

making a civil rights claim, and instead advocated for creating change through individual level 

behavior and interactions. These quotes reveal how religion sets Sikhs apart. However, I argue 

that it is not simply religion driving these experiences of othering, but a racialized understanding 

of religion that marks Sikhs as other, regardless of the racial group that any particular Sikh might 

identify as. 
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 Transportation was also an important site in England, although respondents’ narratives 

highlighted public underground railways (known colloquially as “the Tube”) and trains rather 

than air travel. This site is particularly meaningful in this context because public transportation 

has been the target of several attacks from Muslim terrorist organizations.102 My respondents 

describe being avoided while on public transportation, being stared at, and being verbally 

harassed. For example one member of Sikh Dharma103 said: “I remember I was with some other 

Sikhs on a train one time and there was [a] guy, like two young guys, who were definitely drunk, 

and one of them just started saying ‘do you know you have a rag on your head’ and kind of like 

wouldn’t let that go.” From responses like this one, the Tube emerged as a key site of othering. 

In interactions such as these, when members of Sikh Dharma are recognized as white, they are 

seen as hating their race because of their religious practices. For example, one of my Sikh 

Dharma respondents104 recounted an incident in which he was called a “paki”, a racial slur used 

in the UK. He said: “sometimes it’s happened that people see me as obviously subscribing to that 

culture … nothing through the religion necessarily but ‘oh, he’s like, he wants to be a 'paki or 

something, what’s wrong with him’ you know?” This respondent goes on to say he was called a 

“wannabe paki”. Thus, even when racial identity is recognized, Sikh Dharma respondents I 

spoke with are sometimes seen by others as rejecting their race because of their religious 

practices. 

For respondents who have experienced these forms of othering themselves or who know 

family members who have, it becomes a concern that shapes how they go about their lives. One 

Indian Sikh respondent105 describes taking precautions with her father’s travel patterns since 

terrorist attacks have become more common in England. She said: 
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When I’m with my father you can tell people slightly are dubious, um, especially 

because he sometimes gets on the tube late at night and I’ve gotten paranoid now. 

Especially on Saturday night and Friday night. I once had to come home with him 

because he’s had a few drunk people say unkind things. Um, so I make a point of – if 

someone will pick him up from the station if we can’t physically come into town to 

come and get him. So I see it more towards my – him because he’s quite apparent 

physically. You can tell he’s different. 

This illustrates once again the pivotal role particular contexts play for these practices of othering, 

as well as the steps people take to minimize the possibility of danger in these settings. After her 

father had several negative encounters with people in this setting, she became concerned enough 

that she didn’t want him traveling alone any longer and arranged that someone would always be 

there to pick him up, either from the station or from the city center itself. Her concern for her 

father in particular stems from common practice regarding Sikh religious symbols in the Indian 

Sikh community. It is most common to see men wearing turbans, and typically it is these 

symbols that set Sikhs apart from the mainstream, the perception of which can serve as a trigger 

to these experiences of othering. 

In England another theme that emerged in my respondents’ experiences was childhood 

bullying. Respondents describe their children being set apart from others because of both their 

religious and racial identity, and in some cases these experiences changed the way respondents 

decided to practice their faith. For example, one Indian Sikh respondent106 said: “my younger son 

grew his hair after[sic] being to India and wanted to wear a turban and as his hair grew longer 

and he wore the patka, he was called Osama Bin Laden by kids and it was very traumatizing for 

him and in the end he did cut his hair again. So I think people that are racist are racist. They 
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don’t care whether you’re Sikh or not, they just see you as a foreigner.” This quote suggests a 

complex nexus of identity shaping the social meaning of being Sikh. The respondent sees this 

bullying as racist behavior in which people are cast as foreign, conflating racism with 

xenophobia. Further, although religious symbols were the basis for these experiences of bullying, 

the respondent felt that identity as Sikh was not the cause of these incidents. This narrative 

suggests that, at least in my respondents’ perceptions, Sikhism has been infused with racial 

meaning in the eyes of many non-Sikhs. These experiences of othering triggered by the 

interpretation of religious symbols are explained by the racist beliefs of those doing the 

interpreting. Further, this quote reveals how children are marked as separate early on, and this 

can become a barrier to religious practice for the rest of these children’s lives. For example, 

when I asked one respondent107 what religious symbols he wore in his day-to-day life, he said: “I 

never have worn a turban. … And I don’t really have any intention to, currently. And I mean 

that’s mainly because it’s, growing up in school it was not easy. You know. There, there is a lot 

of, you know, racial name calling and things like that. That’s pretty standard and it’s fine, but it’s 

not. Because it makes people question their identity.” In this way, concern about mistreatment in 

racial terms is linked to religious symbols, such as the turban, and becomes a barrier to feeling 

secure as Sikhs practice their religion.   

2.4.2 Locating Race and Religion  

My respondents in England stood out from the US in the way they viewed their experiences 

of othering. When respondents in England spoke of being treated differently, they often 

emphasized that these experiences were not to do with Sikhism but with racial identity or 

identity as immigrants. For example, an Indian Sikh108 told me “I’ve been treated differently 

because I have dark skin. Not necessarily because I’m Sikh.” In this way, respondents recognize 
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they are being treated differently, and that this treatment has racial meaning, but resist any 

connection with Sikhism. However, this respondent is the same one who discussed avoiding 

wearing a turban because he was concerned about being treated differently and that wearing a 

turban would worsen this treatment. Similarly, some of my Sikh Dharma respondents describe 

being perceived in racial, and non-white terms, or being seen as aspiring to a non-white identity 

(wannabe paki). In this way, there is some disjunction between the way my respondents perceive 

their experiences of othering, and what their narratives reveal about the connection between 

religion and race. These data suggest that in some cases, Sikhs symbols are being interpreted 

with racial meaning, regardless of the phenotype or racial self-identity of the person wearing 

them. 

2.5 The Benefits of Othering: Sikh Dharma 

For members of both communities I interviewed in both national contexts, narratives of 

othering were a common feature of their lives. However, while members of both communities 

did experience othering in different forms, some of my respondents felt that their identity as Sikh 

was a benefit in their interactions with non-Sikhs, and the majority of those who described this 

experience were non-Indian Sikhs. For these respondents, the symbols of Sikhism set them apart 

from the mainstream and support their individuality. For example, one of my Sikh Dharma 

respondents109 said: “it’s a little bit of an icebreaker, strangely … I never expected that but 

surprisingly when people see you boldly uh representing who you are the ice is already broken. 

Then they feel comfortable, like ‘hey you’re about something, what is that something, I want to 

know about it.’” So that’s the biggest, for me just to be kind of real, just to be real with people, 

there’s somehow already an opening.” In this way, he feels his religious symbols are a way of 
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making connections with non-Sikhs, and in doing so they help present him as unique and 

possessing more depth than other people they may come across. 

Other respondents feel that the symbols of Sikhism are a benefit to them in the 

workplace. For example, another Sikh Dharma respondent110 described wearing the religious 

symbols of Sikhism at work by saying: “it gives me a like a different look, definitely, then 

everyone and people are like, they recognize you, they know you, you set your reputation much 

quicker. Like ‘oh that guy, great, remember that guy was smart’ or something like that, and I 

think that I just enjoy having that kind of perception about me that separate like uniqueness, you 

know?” Because of the turban and traditional Sikh clothing, this respondent feels that he stands 

out from other employees. The symbols of Sikhism not only make him more memorable, but 

also more unique.   

This narrative of the positive benefits of standing out are linked to the way respondents 

believe they are representing Sikhism to the broader public. One of my Sikh Dharma respondents 

in the US111 said “you’re standing in the five Ks, you are representing a particular aspect of 

spirituality that even if a person has never seen a Sikh before, they will immediately see that and 

go ‘there’s something going on here’.” They are both representing a broader tradition while 

setting themselves apart from the broader society and an assumed normative image of the 

mainstream, and thus unique. In this way, my data suggests that although members of Sikh 

Dharma do describe experiences of othering, in some cases quite extreme experiences, they also 

articulate benefits they gain from their identity as white Sikhs. 

Although this narrative was uncommon among the vast majority of Indian Sikhs I 

interviewed, one Indian Sikh respondent112 in England spoke about being treated differently in a 

positive way. He said: 
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What I have learned over the years is that normal English people, people from 

villages, people not so well educated, over the years have got to know Sikhs a lot 

better than they used to know. The reason behind that is that we are here in their face 

all the time, and we are part of their life. They are part of our life, we are part of their 

life. If anything, me personally, being a Sikh, wearing a turban, having uh my facial 

hair, … in most cases, I have earned more respect than … I’m due, to be very honest. 

I think people tend to think that because you …. dress like this, they have a certain, 

they have a certain respect for you. … I have been in business all my life, and … I 

have got a lot more respect over the years, from all walks of life, than if I, then if I 

wasn’t a Sikh.” 

This respondent feels strongly that his identity as Sikh has set him apart from others in England 

and that he awarded greater recognition because of it. It was common for my respondents to say 

that people in England have a positive view of Sikhs, even while describing instances in which 

they were set apart from those around them. The respondent feels that Sikhs have a good 

reputation in England and this reputation has afforded him with respect. 

2.6 Explaining Experiences of Othering 

Although some respondents describe gaining benefits from their Sikh identity and 

religious symbols, I find that experiences of othering are common among my respondents, and 

negative experiences often overshadow the positive ones. This is especially the case for my Sikh 

respondents of Indian descent. Given this, it is important to understand how Sikhs explain these 

experiences; what they see as the root cause, and relatedly, what they see as the solution. As my 

respondents wrestled with this issue, the central theme in their narratives presented the 

perpetrators of these experiences of othering as ignorant. Their narratives highlighted ignorance 
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as an explanation for these experiences of othering in contrast to principally describing them as 

discrimination qua discrimination. A member of Sikh Dharma in England113 illustrated this when 

talking about being called a “wanna be paki.” When asked if she thought of such experiences as 

discrimination, she responded by saying: “Uh no just ignorance. It’s just ignorance. Um, um, in 

terms of discrimination the only probably thing is the airports. That’s the – that’s the thing that 

really winds me up.” 

 This research reveals several key findings. First, most Sikhs feel that the general public 

has little knowledge or understanding of Sikhism. Respondents across national context also 

describe feeling a shared responsibility to represent their faith to the broader public. The weight 

of this responsibility is increased because of the racialization of Sikh symbols, where in their 

daily lives Sikhs feel the need to spread a positive image of Sikhism in contrast to a negative one 

associated with race, terrorism, and a stereotypical view of another religion.  Every interaction is 

seen as an opportunity to change the way others view Sikhism, and respondents feel pressure to 

behave in an exemplary fashion in each instance. 

 Second, I find that members of both communities, Indian Sikhs and Sikh Dharma, 

experience othering in some form. These experiences are tied to particularly salient historical 

moments, such as 9/11, and particular contexts, such as the Tube. This can take the form of being 

yelled at on the street, being separated, searched, and sometimes arrested. Nonetheless, white 

Sikhs experience positive benefits to their religious identity that most Indian Sikhs do not 

describe. Some of my Sikh Dharma respondents discussed ways that they had gained benefits 

from wearing their religious symbols and the way they believe they are perceived, in addition to 

these experiences of othering. For them, their religious symbols made them unique from the 

broader public. 
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 Overall, I show here that Sikh religious symbols can be associated with racial meaning. 

Even for white Sikhs, the symbols of Sikhism take on racial meaning and come with experiences 

of othering, revealing boundaries operating around Sikhs of both phenotypical groups, and these 

are religious boundaries given racial meaning. This has implications for how race is perceived in 

the day to day world, suggesting that it can be perceived through religious symbols in certain 

contexts. In some instances, the racial meaning attached to Sikh symbols, in some circumstances, 

takes precedence over phenotype in shaping interactions, even while phenotype moderates racial 

signaling. However, white Sikhs also find value in their difference and status as a religious 

minority. There is a persistent benefit from whiteness, where my Sikh Dharma respondents 

believe their religious symbols can be positively received, even while there are negative 

repercussions from their religious identity. 
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Chapter 3 

Contested Belonging: Religion, 

Assimilation, and Nationalism 

In the previous chapter, I argued that Sikhs, both Indian and white, experience a 

racialization of Sikh symbols. In this chapter, I unpack the racialized notions of national 

belonging that underlie Sikhs’ experiences of othering in their interactions with non-Sikhs. As 

discussed in Chapter 2, my respondents consistently describe experiences of othering in their 

interactions with non-Sikhs. Recent headlines reveal that Sikhs are consistently othered in the 

US. Sikh gurdwaras are vandalized, 114 Sikhs are attacked,115 and in some instances, Sikhs are 

murdered.116 What data we have suggests that hate crimes against religious minorities in general, 

and Sikhs in particular, are on the rise, and the data available are likely severely underreporting 

the prevalence of these hate crimes. That is because only 13 percent of US counties report that 

data to FBI. Four states in the US do not even have laws regarding hate crimes.117 Turning to 

England, a similar cursory glance suggests an even more complex story. There are stories of 

othering,118 but these occur alongside frequent stories that reveal the strong historical role and 

political presence of Sikhs in England and in the UK more generally.119 a presence that has often 

supported and upheld British ideals and historical quests for expansion and power. 
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We have already discussed the racialization of religious symbols in such experiences. 

However, another important factor that underlies such experiences of othering is the notion of 

what it means to “belong” in the US and England. In both national contexts ideas about who 

belongs are linked to racial identity. Although cries of multiculturalism calling for the 

downplaying of distinctions among ethnic and racial groups ring out in academic, government, 

and lay circles,120 the degree to which the US or England is or has ever been truly multicultural 

(and whether they should be) is debated.121 As we have seen, Sikhs are and have been regularly 

set apart and marginalized, and they are one minority group among many who regularly have 

those experiences. People can be marginalized in wide range of ways and along several aspects 

of identity. One of these is national identity,122 where one group labels another as “foreign” and 

argues that such other groups do not belong. Boundaries drawn around nationality are influenced 

by other aspects of identity, particularly race and religion. In fact, scholars stress the co-

constitutive nature of race, religion, and nation.123 In this chapter I examine how religion is 

linked to conceptions of national belonging. Along the way, I unpack the notion of “foreigner” 

from the perspective of my respondents, examining how Sikhs confront ideas about being 

“foreign” in their day-to-day lives. I examine their narratives of belonging that often respond, 

explicitly or implicitly, to the ascribed label of foreign. In so doing, I situate myself among 

scholars who examine race, religion, and national belonging, showing how race and religion 

shape narratives of who “belongs” in the US and England. Specifically, I ask how Sikhs 

experience interactions with non-Sikhs and how this is linked to their understandings of their 

identity as “American” and “English” respectively. I situate this question within scholarly 

literature examining “assimilation” or adaptation processes, the changing demographics of the 
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US and England, and the rise of nationalism globally as well as in the specific countries my 

research sites are located in. 

3.1 Sikhs as Foreign 

My Indian Sikh respondents, and many of my English Sikh Dharma respondents, are 

first- or second-generation immigrants and navigating the process of claiming their national 

identity while undergoing some form of integration or “assimilation” 124 (as it is often described 

in sociological literature). Whether assimilation is happening, how it happens for different 

groups, and what exactly it entails for both immigrants and non-immigrants, is hotly debated. 

Assimilation has long been a subject studied by sociologists.125 This research reflects an 

important concern with how immigrants change with migration, and how they change the 

countries they migrate to. This rich and longstanding scholarship, however, has faced many 

criticisms. Early to mid-twentieth century scholars treated assimilation processes as 

unidirectional and one-sided, where immigrants change to adopt the lifestyle and life chances of 

the mainstream, without any change in the character of the mainstream beyond its demographic 

makeup.126 These early scholars argued, or more often assumed, that once immigrants arrived in 

their new country, they would shed ties to their old country and merge with the mainstream. To 

the extent that immigrants maintained any tie to their home country, it would be a largely 

symbolic tie without salience in immigrants' day-to-day lives.127 Immigrants’ merge into the 

mainstream was framed as a unidirectional process in which immigrants adapted the culture and 

lifestyles of their host nation; such earlier American scholarly understandings of assimilation are 

now recognized as code for adopting “white and Protestant” ways of life.128 

Today, this assumption has been thoroughly questioned. More recently, Alba and Nee 

have engaged with the notion of assimilation, raising critiques of assimilation theory, but argue 
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that the concept of assimilation still explains the incorporation of recent immigrants.129 They 

understand assimilation to refer to the decline of ethnic and social distinctions for immigrants 

over time. They differ from early perspectives on straight-line immigration by arguing that 

immigrants change through assimilation but that the mainstream changes as well. Further, they 

recognize that assimilation may be different for different immigrant groups, but nonetheless they 

emphasize that they are all moving toward that end. Although they recognize that there may be 

some differences for different racial groups, they argue that this is less important since the legal 

changes brought about by the Civil Rights Acts. 

In contrast to Alba and Nee, others have emphasized the different pathways of 

assimilation, described as segmented assimilation.130 Portes and Rumbaut argue that assimilation 

looks different for different immigrant groups in that both the process itself and what it means to 

assimilate is different.131 They argue that the assimilation process is shaped by factors such as 

immigrant characteristics (i.e. parent socioeconomic status or SES), context of reception, racial 

identity, etc. They describe three pathways of assimilation. The first is one in which immigrants 

and their children assimilate at a similar rate over time, shedding their ethnic distinctiveness and 

gaining in SES over time. The second pathway is downward assimilation, in which children 

assimilate faster than the parents and are assimilated into an ‘oppositional culture’ where 

immigrant children see themselves as disadvantaged and have limited incentive to work hard, 

they are exposed to drugs, violence, etc. Scholars arguing in support of this view argue that this 

is due to factors including racial identity, parent’s SES, etc. Finally, the third pathway they 

suggest is selective assimilation in which immigrants remain in an ethnic community and 

maintain ethnic ties and values, only assimilating in certain respects.132 They argue that this helps 

immigrants to succeed in education and employment. Thus, this perspective suggests that race 
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does have an impact on immigrant experiences, while also drawing a sharp distinction between 

race and ethnicity. 

One key site in which scholars engage these questions is with regard to identity. Alba and 

Nee would suggest that ethnic identity is not as consequential for individuals’ life chances today 

as it was historically, and that they are increasingly being incorporated into the national 

mainstream. Other scholars, however, argue that ethnic identity shapes people’s life chances and 

is often a basis of discrimination.133 For example, Golash-Boza134 uses survey data to study 

Latinx identification patterns and how they are linked to discrimination and finds that some form 

of Latinx identification persists across generations (i.e. Latinx respondents do not solely identify 

as American) although there is variation in terms of identifying solely with the home country 

nationality (i.e. Mexican), having a hyphenated identity, identifying as just American, etc. 

Further, she finds that Latinx people who have experienced discrimination are less likely to 

identify solely as American. She describes this as a process of racialized assimilation, and 

critiques perspectives of assimilation outlined above for understating the racial dynamics of the 

immigrant experience. It is important to note that identification patterns of immigrants, and 

whether or not those patterns are the basis of discrimination, is linked to phenotype.135 Turning 

to the Sikh case, many of my respondents are phenotypically non-white. For those who are 

white, the religious symbols set them apart in other ways. The distinctiveness of my respondents 

may have implications for their sense of belonging in their respective countries. 

Scholarship on assimilation and the development of “belonging” as a racialized process, 

and as such, it has different effects on groups who occupy a different position in racial hierarchy 

of their nation.136 Sikhs navigate the “assimilation process” in a context marked by 

Islamophobia. A growing body of research on Islam has argued that Muslims undergo a process 
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of racialization linking religious symbols to race and marking Muslims as foreign and other137 

and in the western world, including the US and England, Sikhism is often conflated with 

Islam.138 We have seen how the ongoing racial project affecting Muslims has affected Sikhs. 

Turning back to my respondents’ narratives, we see how the label of “foreign” is attached to 

them. 

As my respondents spoke to me about being set apart from others, both in the US and in 

England, they talked about being identified by non-Sikhs as foreign and rooted in a place 

elsewhere. This “elsewhere” place is rarely named, but it is emphatically not here, not the US or 

England. This is clearly illustrated by a respondent who described being told she does not 

belong, saying: “‘you don’t belong here, go back to your country.’ Yeah, I’ve been told that. I’m 

still being told that. [laughs] I’m like what country? [laughs] I’m, I’m an American citizen, you 

know, do I need to have a passport with me all the time?139” For such respondents these 

experiences are so absurd that they speak about them with laughter, and yet this laughter—and 

my respondents’ narratives—also show that this is commonplace. As I described in Chapter 2, 

my respondents’ narratives suggest it is Sikh symbols that mark them as other, and this persists 

along the lines of both race and nationality. Further, the label of foreignness is intimately 

connected with the racial meaning attached to Sikh symbols discussed in the last chapter. The 

racialized project Sikhs routinely encounter does not position them as a lower racial caste in their 

countries, as it does for black Americans for example,140 but rather as someone not part of 

America at all. 

Some of my respondents believe race and country of birth are irrelevant to the experience 

of being labeled foreign, saying it is really Sikh symbols that drive these experiences. One such 

Indian Sikh respondent141 of mine reflected on just this, saying: 
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I think people don’t differentiate whether you are an Indian. I think those kinds of 

instances could happen to you even if you’re an American Sikh. Right? Those have 

happened to American Sikhs who’ve been born and raised in America. … they’re 

still, you know, holding on to their faith and are still having that same look uh, 

having the beard, and have the hair and wearing the turban and wearing a kirpan. … 

It can still happen … People they just look at you and they – they try to associate you 

with – with bad folks like Osama Bin Laden. They don’t know, you know, that you 

are American and you were born here. And you’re as much patriotic to the US as 

they are, right? So they don’t realize that. … what strikes them first is that major 

difference ... And that kind of triggers that hatred in them, and they would be willing 

to unleash that hatred on you irrespective of whether you are – are Sikh [from India] 

or a born Sikh in the US. I think it doesn’t make a difference. 

First, it is important to note that this respondent, like many in the Indian Sikh community, is 

speaking about white Sikhs when he says “American Sikhs,” evident through my interview with 

him. This in and of itself represents an internalization of the association of race with nationality 

that shapes the way he describes members of his own religious community. Second, in 

discussing these “American” Sikhs, the respondent suggests that this is irrelevant to whether 

non-Sikhs view them as foreign. It reflects my respondents’ belief that being viewed as “foreign” 

is shared by both Indian and white Sikhs. The symbols of Sikhism signal something about 

nationality and “trigger hate” and othering for non-Sikhs, regardless of your citizenship or 

patriotism. 
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3.1.1 Sikh Dharma Members Become Foreign 

My interviews with members of Sikh Dharma confirmed that they do encounter this 

disassociation of national identity with markers of certain religious traditions, however, the 

experiences they have reflect greater variation in form. Although many members of Sikh Dharma 

that I spoke with are US-born and have long family histories in the US, many of them shared 

similar experiences of being cast as foreign, including being yelled at on the street and told to 

“go back to your country.” They also, however, describe encountering this association of nation 

with particular religious identities in less aggressive forms. Further, when recounting these 

experiences, Sikh Dharma respondents’ narratives often reveal differences in their reaction to 

these experiences. For example, one respondent said142: 

They just wanna know like, “Oh, what, like, where are you from?” People are like, 

“Are you from America?” Like, “Yes, I’m from America.” “Are you, when did you 

get here?” I was like, “What is going-?” and uh, I was [at] like J.C. Penney’s or 

something one time. Somebody comes up to me like, “When did you get here?” and I 

was like, “What do you mean?” “To America?” Like, I started laughing. I didn’t 

mean to be rude, it’s just like really funny, it’s like, “I’ve always been here.” [They 

were] like, “Wow that’s interesting.” So I think a lot of people, um, how non-Sikhs 

see us … I think they wanna know, like what we’re about.   

Here, the respondent describes an interaction with a non-Sikh who was baffled by the idea that 

she could be from America, where they asked the respondent question after question to make 

sense of information they did not see as compatible, that this Sikh could also be American. As 

Sikh symbols take on racial meaning, the particular content of this meaning is that Sikhs are not 

white and are not American. That said, this Sikh Dharma respondent’s narrative once again 
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shows a key difference between members of Sikh Dharma and Indian Sikhs—differences in the 

tone of their descriptions of non-Sikhs casting them as foreign. This Sikh Dharma respondent is 

incredulous at having her “Americanness” questioned. She had not been born Sikh and recently 

started wearing a turban, and once she did, she began to wrestle with the differential treatment 

she began to experience. When members of Sikh Dharma do have such experiences, they often 

take the form of surprised questioning, as well as being yelled at and called a terrorist. By 

comparing Sikh Dharma members to Indian Sikhs, we see both how the label of foreignness is 

shared, and how it is experienced differently. 

3.1.2 Being Foreign in England 

This sense of being cast as foreign is shared by my Sikh respondents in England. It can 

happen explicitly, where my respondents are told to “go back to your country,” or in less blunt 

terms, where the respondent is seen as different from and better than others like her by members 

of the mainstream. One of my Indian Sikh respondents143 recounted such an interaction, saying: 

When people say “go back to your country,” I have experienced but that's 

commenting, this is not saying to you, it's saying to - like, it is not you, like people 

normally wouldn't say that to me. But they will say to me, "Look, you were the -" 

like the people say usually the thing is – “I like you very much, but I don't like the 

other Indians." And I usually say - I usually will say that, "I can't understand, I'm not 

very fond of English, but you are - you are so lovely." 

This respondent has been told to go back to her country and thus been a recipient of direct and 

explicit boundaries being drawn. Ideas about who belongs in the nation state are shaped by both 

religion and race and these experiences reflect that. Beyond such direct and hateful encounters, 

my respondents also describe encountering a sort of backhanded compliment that affirms the 
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separateness of one axis of her identity, “Indianness.” In the interaction this respondent recounts, 

she is both identified by the person she was speaking with as Indian and distinguished from 

“other Indians.” Such comments align with common tropes, like that of a white person being 

pleasantly surprised by how eloquently a racial minority talks.144 Such statements reflect the 

underlying assumptions made about minority groups, where even if you are identified as an 

exception, there is a rule that applies to others like you. 

 In addition to the range of ways my respondents describe being marked as foreign, the 

various aspects of their identity are often deeply intertwined, even described as synonymous. 

Such a phenomenon is well-characterized by the respondent who spoke to me about the 

difficulties one of her children faced when he began to wear Sikh symbols. She said of these 

experiences “So I think people that are racist are racist. They don’t care whether you’re Sikh or 

not, they just see you as a foreigner.” Both in her own experiences and that of her children, this 

respondent recalls being labeled as not belonging. This is true for many of my Sikh respondents 

in England. Further, these respondents cast these experiences in a complex web involving race, 

nation, and religion. In the instances where this respondent or her children are labeled as foreign, 

she suggests these experiences are driven by racist beliefs. Further, as discussed in Chapter 2, 

these racist beliefs are linked to and triggered by religious symbols, specifically the symbols of 

Sikhism. 

Second generation respondents I spoke with in England describe an additional layer to 

experiences of being perceived as foreign. Like first-generation Sikhs I spoke with, they are 

labeled as foreign; there is an added layer, however, of feeling like they have never having 

“belonged” anywhere else. These respondents have spent all or most of their lives in England 

and have little ties to another country. When going to India, to their parents’ homeland, they 
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describe feeling a sense of foreignness there, with people in India clearly identifying them as 

British, and not Indian enough. For example, one respondent145 said “[Indian] is the way I would 

describe myself, except when I go to India, then I feel a foreigner.” It is while in India that these 

respondents feel most foreign, and yet it is likely one of the countries white non-Sikhs are 

thinking of when they tell them to “go back home.” Overall, my Sikh respondents across 

communities and national contexts are labeled as foreign. Further, this label of foreign rests on 

both race and religion.   

3.2 When Religion Aligns with Patriotism 

In this context where both religion and race are associated with who can be a member of 

particular national groups, my respondents seek to claim that national identity. In both the US 

and England, religion is linked to national identity,146 however the form this takes is different in 

each national context. Globally, religion and nations often work together as allies in the present 

day, which represents a shift from clash and competition between religion and nation in recent 

history.147 The form of the relationship between religion and the state, however, can be very 

different across the globe. The US and England share much with each other historically and 

culturally, but this is an important difference between them. 

England has a state church, The Church of England. In England the state has been closely 

intertwined with religion for centuries.148 The general public in England, however, is largely 

supportive of keeping religion separate from the public sphere and reports low levels of religious 

belief.149 At the same time, trends in migration have meant that there are a growing number of 

non-Christians and there is growing tension and conflict in the public and political sphere about 

religion generally, as well as the role of particular religions in politics with special interests 

making stronger articulations of England as a Christian Nation.150 
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In contrast to England, the United States does not have a state-sponsored religion, and it 

never has.151  The US constitution requires the separation of church and state, and government 

action concerning religion is typically found unconstitutional.152 In contrast to England, and most 

other western democracies, the US doesn’t collect data about religion in the Census or provide 

funds to religious education institutions.153 The view of US government as secular is regularly 

both lauded and decried, sometimes by the same groups of people in different contexts.154 There 

is some cultural support for prayer in US public schools and government protection of the 

religious heritage of the US,155 typically understood to be Christian. 

When religion is linked to nationalism, such as the notion that the US or England is a 

Christian nation, this is associated with more exclusionary attitudes towards both religious and 

racial minorities,156 although this relationship does not operate in the same way among non-

whites, where among black Americans for example, connecting religion and nation is associated 

with stronger support for ideals of racial justice.157 Moments of upheaval can mark shifts in ideas 

about who is a true member of the nation.158 Further, in both settled and unsettled times, ideas 

about what exactly constitutes good national character, and the related forms nationalist talk, 

discourse, and practices are contested.159 The character of, and boundaries around, national 

groups are shaped by interactional, institutional, and political processes.160 The content of 

national identity, historically and in the present day, is often tied to religion and/or ethnicity.161 

Research on national identity often privileges the views and positions articulated by the elites.162 

Studying the narratives of individuals faced with exclusion from “the nation” in two different 

national contexts is an important corrective. 

In a context where religion is associated with nationality and the state, formally as it is in 

England or informally as it is in the US, those who fall outside of the “mainstream” respond to 
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this experience by either rejecting the identity or by emphasizing their belonging. My interviews 

with Indian Sikhs in England revealed that many do the latter, stressing the positive image of 

Sikhs in England, their contributions to efforts of the British government, and the elevated 

position of Sikhs in relation to others in India while the British colonized it.163 This is well 

encapsulated by one of my respondents164 who said: “I think they were valued, the Sikhs. 

Because they gave up a lot and they’re – they fought in World War I and World War II. Um, so I 

think they are – more from my reading is that they were – they – their practices were valued. 

When they went to war, they could take a babaji (Sikh holy book) with them, they could do their 

ardas (Sikh prayer).” This respondent focuses on the recognition Sikhs have received from 

England at certain moments in history. Sikh involvement in the world wars came up for many of 

my respondents. Bringing this up serves two purposes. First, it shows that the British “valued” 

Sikhs and shaped rules and regulations to support them, allowing them to practice say ardas (a 

Sikh prayer) before going to battle.  Second, it demonstrates Sikh commitment to England and 

Great Britain more broadly by focusing on the sacrifices Sikhs made in their name. This sacrifice 

legitimates their claims to belonging. 

Some members of the Sikh community in England spoke quite reflexively about Sikh 

efforts to spread a sense of their belonging to the mainstream. It was common for respondents in 

England, both Indian Sikhs and members of Sikh Dharma, to speak enthusiastically of the efforts 

of the Sikh community to create a positive Sikh “brand.” For example, a member of Sikh 

Dharma told me: 

I think Sikhism as brand, amongst those who know it, has got a really great brand 

reputation [laughs] excuse my kind of way of speaking here but uh, because like 

culturally they’re hard working, they’re prosperous, they’re not proselytizing, um 
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they don’t push, but they also receive openly. Um they feed everybody. You know. 

Um, I only say they because this is a cultural history that long predates me. 

Sikhs in England believe Sikhism has a positive reputation in England and root this positive 

reputation in “cultural” traits of Sikhs, whereby others view them as hardworking, successful, 

and non-evangelizing. Such a view implicitly frames Sikhs as a kind of “model minority”165 who 

is part of English society. Such narratives focus on how Sikhs belong in England. Further, these 

respondents describe Sikhs efforts and narratives relating to belonging in marketing terminology, 

as branding. This suggests a concerted effort to give a specific and positive presentation of Sikhs 

to non-Sikhs. In fact, since then a major national Sikh organization in the US began a campaign 

whose goal is to spread knowledge about Sikhism and highlights aspects of Sikhism such as 

equality or service and langar (food served to anyone regardless of background at gurdwaras). 

Like my Sikh respondents in England, my US Sikh respondents also make clear and 

concerted efforts to claim and communicate their belonging and “Americanness”. This was 

particularly true for my Indian Sikh respondents, who articulate a heightened emphasis on their 

Americanness, both in their narratives of their own attachments and in how they present 

themselves to non-Sikhs. One respondent166 talks of interacting with his colleagues, saying: 

“whenever we have any discussion in the office or outside, um I portray myself as an American. 

So, where I say like ‘our president is doing this’ or ‘our policy should be like that for refugees or 

our foreign policy’ I’m talking more as an American.” Firstly, this reveals the importance this 

respondent places on communicating his Americanness to his coworkers. It is important enough 

that he is always conscious of how he positions himself in relation to them as they discuss 

current events. Second, this quote reflects the contextual nature of belonging,167 where in some 
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circumstances people highlight one aspect of their identity (American) and in other 

circumstances they highlight another aspect of their identity (Indian). 

Other respondents gave impassioned narratives about their commitment to the US. In 

describing a commitment to the US, they often do so by contrasting it with their country of 

origin. One such respondent168 shared an experience she had early on in her time in the US, 

describing how her children were born premature and saved because they had access to medical 

care in the US, questioning whether her children would have been saved had they been born in 

India. She said: 

I have become [an] American citizen since ’92 you know? I love this country, 

especially my daughters who were born like premature, you know? And I feel like 

this country helped me at that time, you know? I was young and didn’t even have 

health insurance but this country gave me everything I needed to, to save my 

daughter’s life, right, and in, in India maybe Indian government won’t even help me 

…  You got money, you’ve got treatment. You don’t have money, “you can go die, I 

don’t care.” In this country, it’s not like that. And I, I love this country. I mean, 

people think I’m brown and I probably don’t like America, I’m just here for the 

money and this; I’m not. I love this country because this country has done something 

for me I think my own country might have not. 

This narrative reflects a strong and passionate commitment to the US. She is insistent throughout 

that she loves America. Further, she emphasizes this love for America in a context where she 

believes others assume she hates America or is using it. My respondents are actively working 

against these ideas in their day-to-day lives, trying to show others their commitment to the 

nation. They emphasize their commitment by contrasting what America has to offer with that of 
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their host country. For this respondent, that means the medical care she is able to get access to, 

believing it to be more equitable and caring in the US. The impassioned patriotism this 

respondent and others articulate is shared in conjunction with a sense that her commitment and 

belonging is doubted and criticized by white Americans. These narratives support the view that 

race is closely linked to ideas about national identity, as well as shows the deep commitment that 

some respondents describe towards the US despite that connection. 

3.3 Creating Awareness and Claiming Belonging 

In both the US and England, Sikhs I spoke with respond to the experience of being marked 

as foreign by trying to create more awareness about Sikhism or calling on others to do so. In 

highlighting the importance of awareness in shaping the way others respond to them, my 

respondents locate the problem driving these experiences in ignorance. One of my respondents169 

said: 

Sometimes we feel terrorized … the awareness has to be created because – the good 

thing is our identity for which we're picked [out] easily is also the one for which we 

can be respected. It’s the same identity which can be positive for us as well, if some 

awareness can be created. It's very easy for them to realize that ‘oh this is a safe 

person,’ because our religion tells [us] if somebody is in trouble, I have to save him 

or her. That is my religion, my faith, that’s the reason I carry [a] kirpan with me. So 

they have to understand that if they are in trouble, they have to come to me, and not 

they have to be scared of me. So its very easy to change that opinion, but somebody 

has to do something, research on how to do it. Somebody has to really do some work 

with the government of America, to kind of create that awareness. 
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This respondent begins by calling for creating awareness, in the same vein that many other 

respondents in England described the way Sikhs have effectively created a positive “brand” for 

themselves. In framing the issue, this respondent highlights the visibility of Sikh symbols, but 

suggests that this could be a strength, a sign of trustworthiness, if enough awareness is created in 

the general public. Instead of highlighting historic Sikh involvement in major national efforts 

such as world wars, this respondent highlights elements of Sikh beliefs, for example the kirpan 

and the commitment to protecting others that it represents. This respondent believes that if there 

was more widespread understanding of Sikhism that the visibility of Sikh symbols would be a 

benefit. He recognizes, however, that this is not the case, and calls for people and institutions, 

namely the American government, to take steps to create awareness about Sikhism. It is implied 

that greater awareness of the beliefs of Sikhism and what Sikh symbols represent is all that is 

needed to address these kinds of experiences. 

This emphasis on awareness about Sikhism was common among my respondents, with 

people I spoke with describing steps they took to create more awareness in their day-to-day 

interactions. These respondents actively try to spread knowledge, understanding, or awareness of 

Sikhism, all in an effort to combat “ignorance.” What my respondents describe here goes beyond 

simply acting kindly towards others in an effort to represent the faith, to proactively creating 

circumstances where they could tell others about Sikhism and Sikh beliefs. One of my 

respondents170 illustrates this saying:   

My husband always tries to volunteer in the junior achievements, lead classes, and 

whenever he goes, he wears his turban. So he builds awareness and he tries to - 

wherever he can he tries to spread what is the values of Sikhs in the western 

community. … Even after 9/11 my husband did a write-up on Sikhi and he went 
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door to door and give everyone a pamphlet so they could actually understand about 

it. 

Thus, not only do my respondents see Sikh symbols as marking you as a representative of the 

faith, as discussed in Chapter 2, my respondents often went beyond this in order to create greater 

awareness about Sikhism. In order to create awareness, my respondents would go so far as to 

create and distribute pamphlets about Sikhism. It is important to emphasize here, that my 

respondents often engaged in these efforts in the face of specific incidences in which they, or 

people they know, are labeled as foreign or my respondents perceived such a thing to be 

particularly likely, as it was in the days immediately following the attacks of 9/11. 

Similarly, respondents sometimes aligned Sikh values with American values and 

positioned Sikhism as being more “advanced” than western religions. This was particularly 

common with regard to gender. For example, one of my respondents171 remarked: “my biggest 

thing is we are the first people to give women the right to be equal as men. We don’t divorce our 

women, and we get one wife. … So that’s my, my take to these um American, my American 

friends.” While such a narrative presents a particular view of gender relations, one which can be 

critiqued (i.e. we “gave” women the right to be equal, focusing on marriage customs), it 

nonetheless demonstrates how respondents seek to position Sikhism in relation to American 

values when communicating with American non-Sikhs. They present an image of Sikhism as in 

line with, and in fact setting the stage for, western ideals of gender equality. I further unpack 

narratives surrounding gender in Chapter 3. Such efforts illustrated by this respondent once again 

entail spreading knowledge about Sikh beliefs, similar to sharing the symbolism behind the 

kirpan with non-Sikhs. 
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3.4 Creating Boundaries and Claiming Belonging 

In claiming a sense of national belonging, my respondents didn’t always do so by 

informing non-Sikhs about Sikhism or highlight historical contributions Sikhs have made to 

national efforts. Some of my respondents instead positioned themselves as belonging by 

contrasting themselves with others who they believe do not belong. This was particularly 

common among my respondents in England. In addition to describing the contributions of Sikhs 

to the British military, my respondents in England also stressed the importance of integration. In 

discussing integration and what it looks like for them, my respondents contrast themselves with 

an “other” who does not, according to them, integrate. This “other” is a Muslim, in ways that are 

sometimes spoken and sometimes unspoken. For example, when discussing how non-Sikhs in 

England view Sikhs, one respondent172 said: 

I think in London I think it’s generally very- … if someone realizes someone’s a 

Sikh, then I think it’s generally favorable. I think we’re very lucky in the UK to be 

given a very favorable outlook. Like even if you’re like bored and you go into let’s 

say … like the YouTube comments of someone or something, everyone will be like 

“oh yeah, really respect Sikhs, really respect Sikhs” such that some people even who 

are outwardly Islamophobic will, will venerate the Sikh community whist 

denigrating the Islamic community. Um but that’s interesting because that might be 

an online phenomenon where people are like “yeah, yeah, yeah” they’ll pay lip-

service to that, like “oh yeah, Sikhs died in the war and yeah, Sikhs are very 

integrated community, they don’t, they’re not trying to obviously like actively 

convert people, and, and yeah, they do integrate” 
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Speaking about the positive view they think non-Sikhs hold of Sikhs, this respondent pointed to 

comments made online as an example. Often a place for some of the most vitriolic comments, 

this respondent emphasized the positivity people articulate about Sikhs even while they articulate 

Islamophobic attitudes, to the point of directly contrasting Sikhism with Islam. Here, he believes 

non-Sikhs in England view Sikhs as a “model minority” and actively contrast them with other 

minorities, similar to what scholars have described regarding the valorization of Asian 

Americans and simultaneous demonization of black Americans for not achieving the same 

SES.173 This respondent believes that non-Sikhs recognize the contributions Sikhs have made to 

England and Great Britain historically, and they also highlight Sikhs’ willingness to conform to 

British norms and ideology by “integrating,” in contrast to a regularly vilified minority group, 

Muslims. Another respondent describe such narratives coming from relatively well known 

political figures in England, saying: “Tommy Robinson … he’s a bit more educated and seems to 

understand—to have grown up with Sikhs and then he’ll go out of his way to differentiate the 

Sikhs from uh other communities … in particular Muslims. And he seems to be very uh 

Islamophobic. So uh … he’ll exploit the differences and sort of uh try and expand it.” Tommy 

Robinson was the founder of the English Defense League, a strong supporter of Brexit, and anti-

Islamic figure who has come out vocally in support of Sikhs while simultaneously contrasting 

them with Muslims and casting Muslims as dangerous. In this context, valorization of Sikhs 

buffers such figures from claims of racism as they engage in anti-Islamic rhetoric. 

Sikhs themselves engage in this form of boundary work by articulating similar criticisms 

of Muslims and directly contrasting themselves with that group. One Indian Sikh respondent174 

of mine illustrated this well saying: 
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They put the bombs in the trains and they’re killing people like that, I don’t think it’s 

a healthy religion. If, if they say “well we are Muslims and Allah said that, Allah 

said that,” God doesn’t say that, for God’s sake. … So to me, …  I’m proud to be a 

Sikh. … Islamic practices are different and Islamic thoughts are different. If they say 

that their religion says that … what I understand is they say that uh anybody that is 

not Muslim should be killed. Should be killed, Islam is the only religion that should, 

should live. Right? And uh it happened in India, [that is] why the 10th Guru had to 

take up arms. It happened in India and when they tried to wipe out all other religions, 

the Hindus were too weak to fight, so Sikhism was the only, only religion that 

actually stood out and fought … the Islamic practices. They would pick up the 

daughters of Hindus and uh rape them, you know. No religious practice would teach 

you that. You know, and the Sikhs were the only ones that stood up and fought, 

therefore Sikhism, in that way, is uh thinking the right way I would say. You know? 

And Islamic to go and rape … Not good practices. And now, now you see that 

what’s happening in London, why, all the way, English people, English government 

is giving them refuge here. This recent bomb was by a Syrian who was a refugee, 

Syrian refugee. If you know. And he is given shelter here to live here and then he 

goes and kill people. 

The picture this respondent paints of Islam is stark, reflecting the widespread vilification of 

Islam more generally. She does so by drawing on terrorist attacks by people who claim affiliation 

with Islam and historical conflicts between Sikhs, Hindus, and Muslims in India. The incidents 

she points to are evidence that Islam is not a “healthy religion.” Her pride in her own faith is 

linked to the distinctions she makes between Sikhism and Islam, further positioning Sikhs as the 
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only community able to stand up to Muslims historically. She connects these historical concerns 

with concerns about immigration policies towards Muslims today, but separates other migrant 

groups, particularly Sikhs, from these criticisms. In this way, this respondent situates their own 

faith as healthy and belonging in England by contrasting themselves with those who my Sikh 

respondents see as “unhealthy” and “not belonging.” Many members of the Sikh community join 

voices with those who articulate Islamophobic attitudes in west. 

Efforts on the part of Sikhs to claim national belonging by creating awareness often occur 

in tandem with boundary construction between Sikhs and Muslims. Such efforts have been 

viewed as uncritical assimilation on part of Sikhs.175 One Indian Sikh respondent176 I spoke with 

who owns a thriving restaurant in London told me he regularly distributed books about Sikhism, 

saying: 

You know, when I [am] here in my own restaurant and sort of hello this and that. 

They ask me, “are you Muslim?” You know, I said “No, I'm not Muslim. I'm a 

Sikh.” Then they say that “Who are they? What are they?” So … I will spend more 

than £400, £500 a year. I get the books on Sikh, Sikhs in your life. … Yesterday I 

had some lady come to me. Yesterday, and I give this book to them, you know it cost 

£3, £4, £5 I said well take that read it. 

In the project of creating awareness about Sikhism, one that has real financial costs for my 

respondent, it is essential that they help others differentiate between Sikhs and Muslims. Later in 

the interview, when speaking about incidents of othering, this same respondent said: 

I think what has happened [is] people are not aware of what Sikhs are. It's ignorance 

of the people who do that. The people who are aware of what Sikhs are, they won't 

do it. Because they do have a lot of respect, but it's just ignorant, you know, … it's a 
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fear of unknown. They brush you with same with talk [as] with everybody else. 

Because majority of, if you look at it and I'm sorry to say, I don't want to be a racist 

but they probably in this country it’s created by Muslims. Grooming and also, you 

know, also living on assisted, assistance housing. 

As I discussed in Chapter 2, my respondents most commonly believe these experiences of 

othering that Sikhs face are due to ignorance among non-Sikhs, and this is clearly illustrated by 

this respondent. Further, it demonstrates that they believe addressing this ignorance means 

differentiating Sikhs from Muslims. In doing so, these respondents often raise no concerns about 

widespread criticisms of Muslims, suggesting that Muslims are to blame for quite a bit. This 

respondent spoke here of the practice of grooming, the idea that Muslim men cultivate 

relationships with young non-Muslim women, often Sikh women, and to marry them and convert 

them to Islam. Such narratives rely on beliefs about women as simultaneously vulnerable and a 

vessel of ethnic and religious honor,177 demonstrating one of the ways gender and ethnicity 

intersect to uphold and legitimate group boundaries.178 Second, he also articulates concerns about 

minorities, specifically Muslims, being a drain on public resources. He goes on to raise 

additional concerns, saying they never leave the council estate, suggesting that they do not 

“integrate,” and that they abuse immigration policies and assistance policies by marrying people 

in order to gain entry to the country and access to resources. These narratives reflect widespread 

concerns about immigrants, articulated in England through the language of integration and in the 

US through concerns about immigrants becoming “public charges” and advocating for English 

only legislation.179 By articulating these narratives raising concerns about Muslims, my 

respondents situate themselves as belonging. Further, examining it demonstrates how efforts to 
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create awareness about Sikhism often work in tandem with efforts to create boundaries between 

Sikhs and others, both in service of demonstrating Sikhs’ belonging. 

Not only do some Sikhs I spoke with highlight other boundaries to situate themselves as 

belonging, they dismiss narratives of others within the community who raise concerns about 

racism and ethnocentrism that Sikhs can face. For example, one respondent180 described a 

woman he works with by saying: 

 I think she could progress to my level quite easily if she wanted to. But I think she’s 

comfortable where she is. But there isn’t anything, I don’t think anyone would hold 

her back, if that makes sense. So I don’t see um her religion or color, you know, I 

just see it as her ability. Whether she wants to progress. So. But more, I think 

basically the point is that, that um whilst there might be some prejudice in places, if 

you always use that as an excuse you’ll never progress. 

Thus, for this respondent, adopting and internalizing a belief that there are barriers associated 

with religion or skin color itself inhibits achievement. This reflects a valorization of a personal 

responsibility narrative and rejects any explanation of othering Sikhs face outside of raising 

concerns around ignorance. 

The form of boundary work I discuss here emerged most commonly among my Indian 

Sikh respondents, particularly in England. The availability of these narratives in the public 

sphere draws on multiple factors. It is supported by a strong identity of Sikh martyrdom and 

persecution at the hands of Muslims within the Indian Sikh community. One Indian Sikh 

respondent of mine reflected on this explicitly, saying: 

There’s history between Sikhs and Muslims as well. And that stays with you, the 

atrocities … and stays with us more than our children’s generation. Um and I do try 
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to like, I do try to make myself think ‘okay, you know, they’re not all bad, and you 

can’t judge them all,’ and, you know, there are of course many, many good Muslims, 

but then, they are doing so many terrible things all over the place, all over the world. 

Here this respondent is wrestling with this narrative of Muslims as she speaks, recognizing the 

way the narrative indeed essentializes Muslims. Nonetheless, she returns to it. As she speaks, she 

distinguishes between generations, suggesting that second- and third- generation Indian Sikhs in 

England are less tied to these beliefs. Another important factor in understanding the prevalence 

of these attitudes among my respondents is the prevalence of anti-immigrant narratives in 

England in the present day, particularly at the time I was collecting interviews.181 It was soon 

after the public narrowly voted in favor of Brexit, a referendum which many have claims is 

bound up with nativist and anti-immigrant sentiment, and it was in this context that some of my 

Indian Sikh respondents sought to position themselves in relation to other immigrants in the UK 

more generally. Although when I asked explicitly whether they thought Brexit had any impact on 

the Sikh community, most said no, their narratives about Sikhs belonging draw on the same kind 

of anti-immigrant rhetoric that underpins support for Brexit. In contrast with many Indian Sikhs I 

spoke with, the narratives of members of Sikh Dharma call for everyone to “embrace each 

other182” and describing religious distinctions between people groups as “labels.” Members of 

Sikh Dharma do not have the same investment in narratives of Muslim/Sikh conflict rooted in 

India, nor do they have the experience of Partition that several of my respondents were able to 

recount directly. That said, members of Sikh Dharma align with my Indian Sikh respondents in 

articulating a drive to create awareness about Sikhs in a context where they are often mistaken 

for Muslims. 
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In conclusion, I want to highlight several findings. The first is that to be Sikh is to be 

foreign in the US and England. Not only do the symbols of Sikhism mark their wearers as 

racially other, as I showed in Chapter 2, they position a Sikh as a racial other without national 

belonging. Wearing the symbols of Sikhism is enough to call into question your “Englishness” or 

“Americanness”. I find that this experience of being labeled as “foreign” is shared for Indian and 

white Sikhs. However, it is also important to note that in addition to describing being yelled at 

and aggressively labeled as foreign, members of Sikh Dharma more often highlighted more 

subtle questioning of their national identity that they came across. This is not to say that Indian 

Sikhs did not have such experiences, but rather that the aggressive experiences of verbal 

harassment stood out. 

The most common response to these types of othering is that they are based on ignorance 

and should be remedied by spreading awareness. While important, we should question how 

effective such a strategy is alone. The most recent (and limited) data available show an increase 

in hate crimes against Sikhs and it seems apparent that raising awareness person by person does 

not substantially change systems that produce these understandings of “Americanness.” Further, 

I find that in efforts to spread awareness about Sikhism, my respondents often engage in 

boundary work distinguishing themselves from Muslims and in many cases articulate anti-

Islamic rhetoric themselves. Such narratives were more common in England and among Indian 

Sikh respondents I spoke with.   

Other important differences emerged between my respondents in different national 

contexts as they discussed their national belonging. Sikhs in England draw on their historical 

contributions to Britain to emphasize their belonging, and they emphasize the positive reception 

they have experienced in England. They also engage in boundary work with Muslims, with 
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whom Sikhs have a complex and fraught historical relationship, in order to situate themselves as 

belonging in contrast with Muslims who do not “integrate.” In contrast, Sikhs in the US focus on 

Sikh beliefs as aligned with American ideals and highlight the resources life in the US have 

given them access to. 

Taken together, I have made visible religious and racial underpinnings of understandings 

of national belonging in the US and England. Not only are religious symbols linked to a racial 

identity, this racial-religious identity is positioned as foreign to the two western countries I study. 

In responding to this label, Sikhs I spoke with draw on a range of tools to combat this and claim 

belonging. These include promoting their historical contributions to the country where they live, 

aligning Sikh values with national values, and engaging in boundary work between Sikhs and the 

“other” they are regularly associated with, Muslims. By drawing on these tools, Sikhs take wrest 

some of the control over assimilation processes by actively claiming and supporting their 

national belonging. In the next chapter I examine the role of gender in this boundary work, both 

in positioning Sikhism as aligned with “western values” and in shaping the way non-Sikhs 

interact with and “other” Sikhs. 
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Chapter 4 

Gendered Boundaries Among Sikhs in the 

US and England 

In this chapter, I examine how Sikhs in England and the US employ gender beliefs and 

narratives of gendered practices to engage in boundary work between themselves and other 

Sikhs, and between Sikhs and other faiths. In so doing, I center the intersection of religion and 

gender for practitioners of a faith that is typically cast as an immigrant religion. Specifically, in 

this chapter I ask how gender operates in a nominally egalitarian faith, and how gender beliefs 

are employed in boundary work between and within religious communities. A study of these two 

communities allows us to disentangle the experience of practicing an immigrant faith in the Sikh 

community and to understand how national context shapes gendered religious practice.  

I argue that gender beliefs and discourse serve as a means of differentiation and elevation 

for Sikhs. Overall, I find respondents rationalize a disjunction between belief and practice in 

their religious community by drawing sharp distinctions between religion and culture. Further, 

gender beliefs are employed to elevate the position of the Sikh community in relation to both 

outsiders (the “mainstream” in the US and England) and insiders (other Sikh communities).  

Gender is a social structure that is always being produced and reproduced,183 and religion 

is one key site for the production and reproduction of gender.184 Even so, scholars often call for 
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more and deeper examination of the intersection of religion and gender.185 What sociological 

research there is on gender and religion is typically conducted on Christianity or practitioners of 

conservative religions.186 This research examines claims made in conservative religious theology 

about gender, the relationship between fundamentalism and beliefs and men and women’s 

behavior outside of religious communities, and how men and women cultivate agency within 

conservative religious communities to deviate from gender traditionalism.187 Within this body of 

work, there is an extensive literature examining how gender inequality gains religious legit imacy 

and sanctification within conservative faiths.188 There is also research that examines how people 

seek out and attain some measure of equality within such conservative religious traditions. For 

example, within religious institutions such as the Catholic church that limit women’s 

involvement in religious leadership, there are progressive religious communities that seek out 

ways to cultivate gender egalitarian spaces at odds with rules and norms of the institutions they 

are situated within,189 just as they do at the margins of religious communities.190 What is rarely 

examined in this body of research is how practitioners of progressive, gender egalitarian 

religious traditions make sense of gendered differences in religious practice and day-to-day life 

within their religious communities.191  

I address this gap by studying practitioners of a nominally gender egalitarian religion: 

Sikhism. There is disagreement among scholars regarding Sikhism and gender beliefs and norms. 

Many describe Sikhism as an egalitarian faith, particularly along the lines of gender,192 although 

others take a more critical stance, analyzing how gendered practice is signified in Sikh 

literature193 and how Sikhs lives and identities have been historically shaped by gender.194 Even 

among scholars who argue that Sikhism is an egalitarian faith describe a disconnect between 

belief and practice in the present day.195 This shift in subject of study broadens our understanding 
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of religion and gender and answers calls for the study of gender and religion outside of places of 

worship.196 Further, an analytic focus on boundary work reveals how gender beliefs are used to 

erect boundaries along other axis of identity.  

4.1 Sikhism as Egalitarian 

Across both communities and national contexts, my respondents insist that Sikhism is an 

egalitarian faith, in particular with regards to gender. They highlight elements of the Adi Granth 

(Sikh holy book) or, in Sikh Dharma, the teachings of Yogi Bhajan. Entwined within this 

narrative of Sikhism as egalitarian are forms of boundary work through which my respondents 

position themselves in relation to the mainstream, in this case Christianity, and other minority 

religions, particularly Hinduism and Islam. By employing narratives of gender egalitarianism, 

my respondents position Sikhism as a more “advanced” faith than any other, thus using Sikh 

theology to position themselves as aligned with and in fact more egalitarian than most western 

religions. 

The pre-eminence of Sikhism as the most egalitarian is demonstrated well by one of my 

Indian Sikh respondents197 who said “I think it’s – our religion is the most uh, amazing religion 

in terms of gender equality. … women have played a very important role, um, in our – in our 

culture, in our religion.” This same respondent goes on to point to a line in the Adi Granth, 

evoking it by saying “she is the one who gave birth to kings. She’s the one who has given birth 

to the gurus. How can she be a lowly being, you know?” This line is an oft cited quote of Guru 

Nanak198 who said, “How is woman inferior when she gives birth to kings and prophets?” 

Scholars of religion have themselves emphasized this quote and others from the Adi Granth that 

describe women as equal to men, companions and partners.199 Further, through the association of 

Sikhism with gender equality, my respondents describe Sikhism as the “most amazing” religion, 
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drawing  a contrast between Sikhism and any other faith. This was a common view among my 

respondents. For example, another Indian Sikh respondent200 said “I would say we have more 

importance of equality and it’s been - in our guru’s teaching too that women should be treated 

with utmost respect. And given the same equality … And women were always finding ways to 

get to the front battle line in supporting the men so I think we have - don’t get me wrong on other 

religion but I think we are ahead on equality.” In this way, my respondents clearly and 

consistently position Sikhism ahead of “other religions.”  

In fact, some respondents, particularly among Indian Sikhs I interviewed, used narratives 

of gender equality within Sikhism to simultaneously construct sharp boundaries between 

Sikhism and other faiths. One faith that came up consistently in this context was Islam. My 

respondents often described Islam as regressive and unequal towards women, articulating a 

narrative of Islam commonly heard in both media and scholarship questioning the faith for 

discriminating against women.201 For example, one of my Indian Sikh respondents202 described 

the openness of Sikhism by saying:  

Sikhism there is no pressure from anyone. The doors are open for anyone, there is no 

restriction, if they are men, women, or any of the religion neither say how much poor 

you're, how much rich you're, there is no restriction to come to the Gurdwara. 

Whereas other religions have those -- in Muslims the women cannot go to the 

mosque, they are not allowed to enter the mosque and all those things -- in our 

religion it's all open to anyone. We think that it's all -- we're all children of one god, 

whether it is a men or women or kid or even animal, anybody, they are all kids of 

one god. 
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In this way, the respondent contrasts the openness of Sikhism, where “the doors are open for 

anyone” to the closedness of Islam “women cannot go to the mosque.” Such practices evidence a 

strong pattern of boundary work my respondents engage in using gender beliefs and gendered 

religious practices. Such projects to distinguish Sikhism from Islam are rooted in historical 

tensions between Sikhs and Muslims specifically,203 but also reflect common narratives about 

Muslims in the western world, mainstream after the events of 9/11.204 Once again, such 

narratives were common across Indian Sikhs in both England and the US. An Indian Sikh 

respondent from London205 said:  

In Sikhism, [men and women] are at equal level, Sikhism we respect. We respect 

Sikhi. A girl, a woman has to be treated equal to men, not in feeling like Hindus do. 

Or Muslims treat them as men’s property. No. No. They have to be treated equal. 

And the Guru Nanak Ji said they should be treated, they should be given higher 

position than men … And you see Sikh history. Look how many ladies have been 

great warriors and fighter and you know. You don’t find that those examples in any 

other religion do you?  

Not only does this respondent use gender beliefs to draw sharp boundaries between Sikhism and 

Islam, she also draws sharp boundaries between Sikhism and Hinduism. Beyond making these 

explicit comparisons, she sees the Sikh approach to women specifically as absent from any other 

faith. One respondent206 went so far as to say, “I think I feel I'm more liberated than the English* 

woman.” 

When asked about how Sikh teachings address gender, members of Sikh Dharma discuss 

these lines from the Adi Granth. For example, one member of Sikh Dharma207 said: “I like the 

teachings of Guru Granth Sahib where you know there’s the honor of um you know everyone’s 
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born of women so why are you – why you going against her. Um I’m like that a lot, it’s a 

beautiful teaching.” In addition to referencing the Adi Granth, members of Sikh Dharma also 

discuss teachings of Yogi Bhajan. For example, when I asked this question of them, one of my 

Sikh Dharma respondents208 said “my understanding of Sikhism, my kind of Sikhism, is 

embracing everything. If you can’t see God in everything, you can’t see him in anything. If you 

can’t see him in everyone, you can’t see him in anyone.” This is perhaps Yogi Bhajan’s most 

famous quote, described by the 3HO Foundation (A nonprofit started by Yogi Bhajan for those 

who practice and share his teachings across the world)209 in the website for their international 

women’s camp as his “calling card.”210 For this respondent and those who point to this quote in 

this context, it reflects the belief that all are equal because god is present in everyone, across 

genders.  

The egalitarian nature of Sikhism is one of the that drew some first-generation members 

of Sikh Dharma to the faith. A young, first generation member of Sikh Dharma211 encapsulated 

this well when she said:  

Actually one of my favorite things about Sikhism is, in the beginning was, learning 

about the women warriors and they, would like lead people into battle, I was like, 

“Wow that’s so inspiring.” You don’t see that anywhere else. So like that’s amazing 

that’s so inspiring and you know, it’s like you know, we all wear the Guru Gobind 

Singh bana because like, the bana he gave us, like wow we wear the same thing and 

that’s so cool. It’s like men and women like, he gave us this not to separate us you 

know … one of the first things I really enjoyed was the equality between the two and 

I felt like there was this liberating equality and I was like, “Wow that’s amazing 

we’re seen as completely equal,” and that was very inspiring  
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Not only was this emphasis on equality what drew this respondent to Sikhism, she described it as 

distinct from what she had experienced in her mainstream American family, saying: “to this day, 

I’m blown back by-, maybe I just grew up in a really closed-minded place, but how accepting 

and how equal everybody is. You’re all on the same ground, you know, we all eat langar together 

sitting down on the same level. Nobody’s higher than the other person and that, that applies 

everywhere in the community I see, and that’s one of my very favorite parts.” The general 

approach to equality she found in Sikhism, including with respect to gender, stood out to her 

above and beyond anything she had come across before. In this framing, Sikhism offers more 

than any western religious tradition.  

 Members of Sikh Dharma emphasize the respect for both the masculine and feminine, 

saying212 “I was really interested in um, the – developing personally the fullness and everything 

about being a woman and also then coming around to honoring the man as well. And that there’s 

uh, a celebration in the divine feminine and masculine through us and … [d]evelopment of 

respect and that the – honoring the divine in each person … before, you know, before I feel like 

it was more like divine in each person, we didn’t really distinguish as much – the feminine. But 

you know, Siri Singh Sahib really taught, you know, trained women to – over the years – about 

grace and um, exemplifying more the divine feminine. It was part of his mission.” This illustrates 

the importance of the belief that God is in all and goes beyond that to highlight a recognition of 

the “divine” of both the masculine and feminine. In this vein, some Sikh Dharma respondents 

believed that Sikhism and Yogi Bhajan went beyond equality, arguing instead that women are 

more powerful and perhaps even exalted in Sikhism. For example, one of my Sikh Dharma 

respondents213 said: “Not only equal, I think women are super worshipped by the gurus and that 

is the foundation for our teachings.”  Thus, my respondents insist that women are respected 
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within Sikhism, or even worshipped. When they are asked about gender, it is clearly important 

for them to demonstrate the value Sikhs place on gender equality in general, and on women in 

particular.  

4.2 Sikh Gender Roles: Equal but Different 

In the above section, I have described the consistency with which my respondents describe 

Sikhism as an egalitarian faith, particularly with regard to gender. That said, this doesn’t mean 

my respondents see men and women as the same, or that see Sikh beliefs advocating that they are 

the same. Among many of respondents, they felt it was important to describe the differences they 

see between men and women. This tension in beliefs about gender and gendered expectations in 

Sikh Dharma has been noted before, with women in Sikh Dharma describing great flexibility in 

the roles they take on within their religious community but facing essentialized expectations 

about gender that shape expectations of women.214 My interviews reflect a similar tension, where 

my respondents diverge in what they think the differences between men and women are. Some 

describe differences that align with traditional views of men and women. For example, one of 

my Sikh Dharma respondents215 said:  

People just say, “Oh but everybody’s equal in Sikhism,” yeah? That’s just like, what 

they know but, yeah it’s fine. Guru said that man and woman are equal but’s – it’s 

like – it doesn’t mean that I can go and uh, basically it’s – in my understanding it’s 

not the – roles are equal. Roles are different. We’re given a body which gives birth. 

Man is given different body to, I don’t know, more stronger. They can lift weights, 

yeah? So … we’re given different roles, but the – the – our roles are as equally as 

important. You can’t say that if a man goes and works and earns his – his roles is 

more important than mother’s whole who’s sitting at home and looking after the 
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children. So people misunderstand and they take it literally. And that’s a mistake. I 

believe that’s a mistake. You – your roles are different. You’re - naturally your roles 

are different. 

In this way, she is quite clear that although Sikhism holds that everyone is equal, the roles of 

men and women are different, and these differences are “natural.” In explaining what these 

differences between men and women are, traditional beliefs about gender216 become explicit in 

this gender egalitarian faith, where men are strong and work and women primarily care for 

children.  These framings of gender difference that draw on or align with traditional views of 

gender are not absent from Indian Sikhs or Sikh Dharma, although Sikh Dharma members who 

describe them as positive will point to Punajbi Sikhs as having greater acceptance of these 

differences than westerners. One Sikh Dharma respondent217 illustrates this by saying:  

I’ve talked to a lot of Western women like, service of your husband, but I think most 

Sikh women naturally understand that there is a huge spiritual part in that because 

it’s just another way of putting your ego aside. You can try and do it through similar 

seva but doing that seva of your husband, it might be the hardest one, um, doing it in 

the gurdwara sahib is very often a lot easier than doing it at home and I find that – 

that so many women within the Sikh community just naturally take that on and that 

it’s – um, I very much appreciate that. I had to grow in that as a Western woman 

becoming a Sikh, very much, because I was fighting that idea massively and it was 

by being surrounded by women who – who helped me understand like, why are you 

trying to battle your ego in – in these outward ways when you can just do it so easily, 

right at home. I was like oh gosh actually, you’re completely right.  
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This respondent is married to a Punjabi Sikh man and went on to say that by being surrounded by 

her in-laws, she was able to shift her perspective on her husband and her role in the home. She 

regularly does household work and sees this as a form of seva (selfless service). This goes 

beyond simply service, for this respondent it is a part of her spiritual practice. It was difficult for 

her to come to this position as someone steeped in “western” ideals of equality, but she is now 

dismissive of these, suggesting that the outsized labor she does at home doesn’t illustrate 

inequality but rather is a form of spiritual practice, as well as building community with other 

women.  

 Other respondents describe biological differences but distinguish these from spiritual 

differences. One member of Sikh Dharma218 in England said:  

On the spiritual level there’s no difference, we’re all women, on the spiritual level. 

Especially in the teachings of Guru Nanak, we’re all brides. So the soul is the male 

and the human is the female. So the God is male and all the humans are female so on 

this very essential spiritual level, there’s no – we don’t have different teachings for 

man or woman. On a more practical level I guess so. I mean the best I can answer 

you is the teachings of Yogi Bhajan about man and women. For me this is uh there is 

no line between the teachings of Guru Nanak and the teachings of Yoji Bhajan, it is a 

natural extension for our times brought down to a very practical level. Of course, 

there are differences between man and woman and how man and woman deal with 

their own bodies and their different energies of solar and lunar energy but from the 

Sikh teachings, from the Gurbani, there’s no mention of any difference. 

Here, the respondent begins by referring to the language of the Adi Granth. It is made up of 

hymns written from the perspective of the bride, where the divine is her husband. In this way, all 



84 
 

Sikhs are described as feminine “on a spiritual level.” This respondent views Yogi Bhajan’s 

teachings as modern day articulation of what is found in the Adi Granth. Nonetheless, the 

respondent notes differences between men and women in terms of their bodies and how men and 

women handle different “solar and lunar energy.” This is a framing of differences between men 

and women that is articulated in new-age terminology rather than traditional distinctions made 

between men and women. 

 As respondents articulate these differences between men and women, it is important for 

them to emphasize the idea that pointing to differences between men and women does not mean 

that they are unequal. For example, a Sikh Dharma respondent219 from the US said:  

yeah, it’s not like you’re a woman you can’t do this, no. Women do it all, um yeah. 

Hmm. Mmmm. I mean I appreciate that there is an acknowledgment there a man is a 

man and a woman is a woman, I appreciate that there’s that distinction. You know, 

we do have our gift and our challenges and it shouldn’t be-, there’s something to be 

gained from honoring those differences, honoring. But it shouldn’t be used to keep 

one down, or from raising another up, it should not be. You have to acknowledge 

and honor each other. 

This respondent first separates the idea that men or women can or can’t do certain things from 

the idea that they are different generally. She goes on to say that differences between men and 

women should be “honored” but not used to raise or lower the other. This narrative reflects a 

rejection on part of my Sikh Dharma respondents of the view that allowing for difference, 

whether that be in interest, capability, or role, necessarily allows for inequality. My respondents’ 

narratives do reflect the belief that men and women have different roles in daily lives and in the 

religious community. For example, a Sikh Dharma respondent220 said:  



85 
 

There are roles for gender, and we were blessed with a teacher who was able to show 

the strength of being a woman, and understood the value and importance of it. 

Basically give at the beginning eight weeks of teaching to women in ladies camp and 

men would get today. That we got, we got a good understanding that a woman can 

do anything and we don’t want to be patriarchal. We don’t particularity want to be 

matriarchically either, we want to be in balance, some things women are better at 

leading at, some things a man can be better can be leading at. 

In this way, this respondent clearly believes that men and women are better equipped for 

different roles, a belief he links to Yogi Bhajans teachings. However, the respondent does not 

say, and in fact tries to avoid saying, that there are things women cannot do, instead saying there 

are things that men cannot do and things that men and women are more suited for.  

In justifying these differences, members of Sikh Dharma use both religion and vague 

discussions of science (sometimes linked to spirituality and described as acting yogicly) to 

support them. For example, one respondent221 said: “yogicly like what I’ve experienced and 

learned about like there’s a lot of just like there’s a lot of these things just have straight scientific 

reasons, like women are like this, scientifically and men are like this scientifically so this works 

better like this” This respondent uses the language of Yogi Bhajan to combine discussions of 

both yoga and science in support of gender differences. This practice reflects a commonly 

understood use of scientific terminology among new religious movements to describe their 

practices and beliefs as a way to legitimate them.222  

Although this narrative of equal but different was more common among Sikh Dharma 

respondents, Indian Sikhs sometimes described this view. For example, when asked whether 



86 
 

Sikh teachings say anything about differences between men and women, one Indian Sikh 

respondent223 said:  

Well, they're meant to be [different]. …but then the young generation saying “why 

not they make Panj Pyare* women?” But … at that time, only the men went, the 

woman didn't go in there. At that time, … woman didn't go to guru [or say] take my 

head. Why not? So if they haven't done that [at that] time, now we can't put Panj 

Pyare* [as] women. … at that time, only Panj* men went to guru to get them their 

head. So we have to keep that as it was. And people saying why not in Amritsar-, 

why don't they let the lady to be as a head of the department? But maybe it's an old 

generation still going and going and might be one day will come they will [have] the 

lady as well. I don't know. Otherwise, we love to do everything same as men. You 

know in the Gurdwaras and everything we are doing the same thing as the man who 

can do. Because [in] Hinduism they don't let the girls go in there. And Muslim[s], 

they don't let the ladies go in there. But [in] Sikhism Guru Nanak Dev Ji gave all the 

rights. Equal right Guru Nanak Dev Ji gave us. 

In this way, this respondent insisted that differences between men and women are minimal in 

terms of religious practice while situating what differences he did recognize between men and 

women in Sikhism in past events or simply dismissing them by suggesting that it might change 

in the future. This narrative was not absent in the US either. One of my Indian Sikh 

respondents224 from the US similarly said:  

There is a big thing we are getting from the history, like when Guru Gobind Singh 

make the Khalsa, we have the Panj Pyares, Five Pyares, they all was men because 

Guru Gobind Singh did not call for the men, he said, "Hey, we need head." He didn't 
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call, "We need women head or the men." So, that's what everybody in our religion 

following the same thing. "Hey, the Guru Gobind Singh just called for the head and 

all the boys came, not the girls." So, the girl is also physically not that strong. That's 

another part. I mean, you can say the girls and boys are equal, both have equal rights, 

but the girl is not stronger one, the boy is. So, that's another prospective because, you 

know, at that time, you know, when you wearing all these Kakaar's, you have to do 

the Gatkas, get ready for the fight. So, that's I think that's still the girl not on that 

level. I mean, she can may be inside, you know, inside you can be more stronger 

than the boys, but in the physically prospective, you know, the Jathedar do fight 

here. So, there-- that's the only difference. 

This respondent recounts the same instance the previous respondent did, however, he frames it as 

an instance in which men and women are equal because Guru Gobind Singh did not call 

specifically men or women. However, from there he goes on to say that although women may be 

equally strong or stronger “inside” women are not as strong as men and are less able to fight, 

justifying gendered differences between men and women in that way.  

 Other Indian Sikhs I spoke with identified more differences in practice between men and 

women. One such respondent225 said:  

I think mostly still the roles within the Darbar Sahib will be taken on by men. Um 

granthis will all be men, most kirtanis if they’re, like the house kirtanis of the 

gurdwara sahib, they’ll be men. Um, um, committee members will generally be men 

although you have some women in there now as well. The women are still mostly 

found in the langar hall. Although, I would not ever say that you never find men in 
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the langar hall because I think you’d find lots of them in the langar hall and doing the 

general seva cleaning toilets of – of – of um, washing dishes. 

This respondent notes several differences between men and women in Sikh practice, where for 

example the vast majority of granthis (or religious authorities) are men, people on committees 

are mostly men, etc. In this case, the respondent is not justifying these differences, but simply 

noting that they exist and are common in the Sikh community. These differences in practice 

between men and women are widely noted among my respondents. More common than 

justifying these differences, as most of the respondents above do, is for my respondents to 

describe differences in practice by drawing a distinction between religion and culture.  

4.3 Separating Religion and Culture 

When asked about gender differences within the Sikh community regarding religious 

practices or day-to-day life more generally, my respondents typically observe that there are clear 

and consistent differences in the ways people practice Sikhism, the way Sikh communities are 

run, and how Sikhs expect and respond to others going about their lives. In the above section, I 

discuss respondents who describe these differences by discussing men and women as equal but 

different. The more common reaction to these differences, however, was to draw a sharp 

distinction between religion and culture, attributing any differences or inequalities between men 

and women in Sikh communities to culture, and generally Punjabi culture specifically.   

This is described clearly by one of my Indian Sikh respondents226 who, when asked 

whether there were any differences in practice between men and women, said: “That's more I 

think to do with cultural ideas and cultural traditions. And you know, growing up and being 

brought up in a very paternalistic society [like] India and Pakistan … the role of women is 

different on a day to day than it is for males. But I think that's more to do with cultural and 
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traditional and historical thing rather than religious. If … you look at the Sikh teachings, I mean, 

there's no - there shouldn't be any differences.” This respondent, and the vast majority of Sikhs I 

spoke with, make a sharp distinction between Sikhism and culture. Further, among both Indian 

Sikhs and members of Sikh Dharma, it is often Indian culture that is blamed for gender 

differences in Sikh practice.  

These differences extent beyond religious practice specifically to the day-to-day lives of 

Sikhs. One of my Indian Sikh respondents227 illustrates this well, first making a distinction 

between what Sikhism teaches and what people actually do, and then describing witnessing 

inequality as men and women interact with each other in the gurdwara. He says:  

Uh, equality is very much taught in Sikhism. Don’t know if it’s practiced though. 

Like I do see it a lot, um, like I told you that that fight that happened, right? … Um, 

whenever the mother and the child was talking and the dad like, yelled at her and 

he’s like, “I’m talking. Stop.” Like and she just stopped, yeah, no big deal. So it’s 

there, … like, equality is there. I don’t know if it’s followed though. Um, but in 

Sikhism I would say it is taught. Equality is taught. 

In this way, the respondent insists that Sikhism is egalitarian, saying “equality is very much 

taught in Sikhism” but going on to describe a fight between kids at the gurdwara and parents’ 

reactions. When their children got into a fight, the mom was talking to one child but her right to 

speak was regulated by her husband, who assumed his voice took precedent.  

 My interviews with Indian Sikhs, particularly young and middle-aged Indian Sikh 

women, reveal strong and conflicting emotions about gender differences and inequality in the 

community. For example, one respondent228 described differences in the way community 

members respond to the birth of children differently for girls and boys saying:  
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Sikh teachings I – I love it. I love it, the way men and women are equal um, 

everything sort of applies, the names are unisex, um, I love that. I love Sikhi and I 

feel really, really strongly about it, however, culturally it pisses me off. Um, I come 

from a family where it’s five girls and one boy and you obviously know my mum 

and dad were trying – trying for a boy [laughs]. … I’ve seen … my brother being 

treated nicely … you know, with more favoritism. … Um, so yeah I feel quite 

strongly. Uh, Sikhi’s teaching the right way but it’s misunderstood culturally and it’s 

still, up until this day I’ve had kind of, people say to me, “Oh are you gonna have a 

third child? Are you gonna have a boy?” It pisses me off … Um, yeah so I felt very 

strongly about – I throw it back at my parents’ face all the time I’m like, “Look what 

Sikhi tells you it’s men and women, women are equal.” Um, but it’s not practiced. 

It’s not practiced, it annoys me. It’s – and it’s still up until this day. Um, you know, 

my – my sister had three boys and my parents were most elated. Um, and then my 

parents tried to not to show the just slight disappointment, but you know.  

This demonstrates a strong and passionate love for her faith and the way her faith addresses 

gender specifically. However, these feelings come with impassioned criticism of the community 

for failing to live according to Sikh teachings. In her own family growing up and as she has 

started her own, she faces disappointment from her parents and other community members that 

she has not had a son. These concerns may appear minor, but they occur in a context in which 

they can have dire consequences for girl children. In the most extreme form, the sentiment this 

respondent describes is linked to female feticide. India as a nation has one of the highest rates of 

female feticide, and within India, these rates are worst in Punjab, the state with the highest 

concentration of Sikhs.229 In this context, Sikhs are quite proud of their faith for the belief in 
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gender equality. That said, the bar for what this looks like can be rather low. In fact, I also 

interviewed the father of the respondent I just quoted. He prided himself on valuing all of his 

children equally regardless of gender, and illustrated this by describing his will in which he plans 

to leave 50% of his assets to his daughters, 30% to his son, and 20% to charities, etc. He has five 

girls and one son.  

When Indian Sikhs situate gender inequality within culture, they sometimes associate 

gender inequality with other faiths in India, specifically Hinduism and Islam. In this way, there is 

an effort to protect Sikhism from criticism in this respect, and a sharpening of boundaries 

between Sikhism and other faiths. For example, one Indian Sikh230 I spoke with said:  

In Sikh teachings everybody is same. … for Guru everybody is female, and they love 

their guru, that is [what] the Sikhs teachings are all about, but how people take it in -- 

in Gurdwara's you see that ladies sit one side and gents sit one side, it's not supposed 

to be like that, nobody has made that rule, but it is the cultural differences -- the 

Hindu culture influence, that is how the Hindu culture or Muslim culture … and 

Sikhs are not supposed to be that way[.] … if you ask me teaching-wise, there should 

not be any gender difference[.] Anybody can sit anywhere, anybody can do seva, 

anybody—used to [be] more of the men doing seva of Prasad and all those things, it 

should not be like that. It should be—everybody should be the same. 

Once again, this respondent insists that Sikh teachings advocate for gender equality and there is 

no basis in Sikh teachings for gender differences in practice. For this respondent, gender 

differences in Sikh practice today comes from cultural influence. Further, that cultural influence 

is rooted in other religious traditions, in Hinduism and Islam.  
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Among Sikh Dharma respondents, most believed that any gender inequality in the Sikh 

community is located among Indian Sikhs specifically, and they attributed this inequality to 

Punjabi culture. In this way, they locate any criticisms about gender inequality elsewhere and 

inculcate Sikhism from these criticisms. This is well illustrated by a member of Sikh Dharma231 

who said:  

The men are just, they seem to be more dominate. And uh not necessary in our 

group, but uh in Sikhs in general, Indian Sikhs, that seems to be the case. Um 

however, the women are becoming stronger and they’re standing out a lot more than 

they were, from what I’ve seen. In our group I think everything seems to be fairly 

equal um but you know maybe in the Sikh community or the Hindu community it’s 

different, still. However, the women do stay together and they inspire each other 

In this way, members of Sikh Dharma locate gender equality within Sikhism outside of their 

community, where it is Indian Sikh communities in which men seem to be “more dominant.” 

Although respondents suggest there may be some changes and improvement on that front, they 

are quite clear that while other Sikh communities are unequal, but theirs is not. Further, this 

respondent aligns gender inequality in Indian Sikh communities with gender inequality in other 

Indian faiths such as Hinduism. 

One member of Sikh Dharma232 pointed to differences in religious practice in the Indian 

Sikh community, saying “I mean the Punjabi women, they don’t, most of them don’t wear 

turban, but some do. So, like uh, it seems like only from a certain level devotion, women wear 

turban, whereas man, it doesn’t matter how devoted you are, you always wear turban. I mean it’s 

just a cultural observation, I have no idea. It’s how it looks to me.” This respondent is speaking 

of gender differences in who wears a turban among Indian Sikhs, where it is common for men to 
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wear turbans (although many Sikh men do not), but uncommon for women to wear a turban and 

when they do, they are perceived as particularly religious. She located this gendered religious 

practice in Punjabi culture, finding no basis in Sikhism.  

Beyond individual religious practice, members of Sikh Dharma note gendered differences 

in how gurdwaras are run and where responsibility is located for men and women. One Sikh 

Dharma respondent233 said:  

Interviewee: it’s my impression women in the western Sikh um community have a 

more, more responsibility in the Gurdwaras um and they do a lot more active kind of 

service and seva um where certainly in the Punjabi Sikh community it’s definitely 

more of a more male orientated um yeah, thing um you don’t see many of them in 

you know reading from the siri guru granth or doing taking more of a you know 

senior positions in the Gurdwaras um that’s just my sort of observations. 

Interviewer: … do you think that comes from anything from Sikhism or something 

else? 

Interviewee: uh I think it comes from tradition really, it’s um more of it – I think 

things are changing in India but it’s more of a male dominated society in India and I 

think it’s uh, I just think it comes from tradition really. 

Once again, members of Sikh Dharma locate gender differences, in this case in the authority 

structure of gurdwaras, in culture or “tradition” rather than in Sikhism. These respondents 

describe Indian Sikh communities as taking “the lowest possible interpretation234” of Sikh 

beliefs. The implication of this framing is that it is the Sikh Dharma community that is more 

living their lives more in line with Sikh beliefs. This is similarly illustrated by another 

respondent235 who says, “in the US, like things like this, it’s just pretty like simple like people in 



94 
 

the US are a lot more conscious about gender and gender roles.” She goes on to contrast this to 

India, bringing up the way non-heterosexuals are treated, deemed criminal up until quite 

recently.236 This criticism of Indian Sikhs and the perceived role of women in Indian Sikh 

gurdwaras was clearly levied by a Sikh Dharma respondent237 who said:  

I think at the gurdwara that’s in Chicago women don’t participate in any of the—

they don’t read from the Guru, they don’t do the ardas, and I know from people who 

have told me that they … do the kirtan, um but they’re not the ragis. … I know that 

[in] the golden temple … they’re not allowed to read Guru Granth Sahib and they’re 

not allowed to wash the floors, do the cleaning inside of the temple. They can do it 

outside, but they can’t do it inside. So women have [a] very different … type of 

relationship within the Gurdwara and I think that’s really against Sikh teachings. 

This respondent is making a clear indictment of Indian Sikhs, saying they are running gurdwaras 

in a way that is inconsistent with Sikh teachings. She doesn’t think such issues are entirely 

absent from Sikh Dharma gurdwaras, but sees them as driven more by internalized sexism, with 

women not seeking out leadership roles, rather than explicit and discriminatory rules. Since I 

conducted my interviews, a former community member published an autobiography leveling 

weighty accusations of sexual abuse at Yogi Bhajan, the leader of the community.238 This has 

triggered a wave of internal controversy and debate interrogating Yogi Bhajan, the community’s 

relationship to him, and the treatment of women in the community more generally that was not 

present at the time I was conducting interviews. Instead, respondents generally leveled criticisms 

of Punjabi Sikhs and Punjabi culture when asked about gender in Sikhism.  

When leveling this criticism of culture, specifically Punjabi culture, members of Sikh 

Dharma would sometimes contrast negative things they associated with Punjabi culture (gender 
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inequality) with positive things they associate with Punjabi culture. For example, one 

respondent239 says:  

Go to the negative first, you don’t have women readily yet being accepted to perform 

all the roles at the golden temple. That patriarchy thing that we talked about, you 

know, God that’s the antithesis of being Sikh, right? But do we want to blame it on 

the Punjabis? Or do we want to say it’s Indian, or do we want to say its human? I 

don’t know, is it good? On the positive side, that sense that if you come, you’ll be 

served, you’ll be taken care of, it could be expressed as a Punjabi thing, 

fundamentally, compared to a Sikh thing fundamentally, but they’re fundamental to 

both, you know, it is fundamental to both … if you’re an enemy, and you’re accepted 

into the home, you’ll be served, you know? I mean that’s the best, that’s a good 

cultural thing, I think. 

Rather than only describe “negative” things, some Sikh Dharma respondents try to situate 

critiques they level at Punjabi culture within positive statements and conditions, as illustrated 

here. 

More generally, this theme of separating religion from culture represents an effort to keep 

religion pure from the polluting effects of people and culture. This is stated most clearly by a 

Sikh Dharma respondent240 who said: “well in the book, part of the writings it’s nice, hmm, yeah. 

You know, there’s Banda Jamia, came from mother, mother’s great. Uhh but how culture is 

practiced is another thing. … But it’s teachings and it’s the people who are practicing it, and I—

it’s really about the people. Um I think the teachings are fine.” When this respondent says “it’s 

really about the people” she is saying any gender equality is about what people do, inculcating 

Sikhism from any blame or criticism, positioning the faith as pure. My respondents narratives 
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reflect a boundary making process similar to that described by Mary Douglas,241 where Sikhism 

is pure and my respondents engage in boundary work to construct a pure Sikhism by locating the 

dangerous thing (gender inequality) with dangerous others (other Sikhs, Hindus, Muslims). This 

process reflects boundary work Sikhs engage in between themselves and other Sikhs and 

themselves and non-Sikhs. 

4.4 Gender and Othering 

Thus far, I have described the way my respondents believe gender operates in Sikhism at 

the level of belief and practice, and the boundary work they engage in within and outside of their 

communities. Another theme that emerged was the way gender shapes experiences of othering 

my respondents regularly encounter. In previous chapters, I have described the way race and 

religion intersect to become racialized, and the way this affects assimilation processes and the 

sense of national belonging. These processes, however, are shaped by gender, particularly for 

Indian Sikhs. The sections above have illustrated the distinctions in forms of practice for Sikhs 

along the lines of gender, particularly among Indian Sikhs. It is much less common for Indian 

Sikh women to wear turbans and uncut hear is typically less distinctive for women than for men. 

This gendered difference in religious practice has meant a gendered difference in the forms of 

othering my Indian Sikh respondents experience. This gendered difference in experiences of 

othering is illustrated by an Indian Sikh respondent242 who told me: 

I know the Sikh men suffered a lot more than Sikh women, because first of all, the 

Sikh men suffered because they - people - when they wear turban they will say, 

“Why you have a band aid in your head?” And they said, "Oh, no, you can't—having 

a beard is unhealthy, it kept germs on it, you can't be an ambulance driver, and you 

can't give kiss of life.” To men. And then later on, all these Sikh women don't want 
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to marry Sikh men, because they got a turban and the hair … So it's because not 

having positive images in the men movies, and this, makes it the mainstream. 

She describes several barriers men come across and suggests that women don’t face these same 

barriers because they don’t wear turbans (in actuality, women do sometimes wear turbans and it 

is becoming more common for them to do so among Indian Sikhs). For Indian Sikh women who 

do wear turbans, they face many of these barriers and sometimes additional ones, being seen as 

too religious for wearing a turban. Nonetheless, this is a common view in the Sikh community, 

and it remains uncommon for Indian Sikh women to wear turbans.  

Other respondents describe thinking that they don’t have much to worry about themselves 

but feeling a deep sense of concern for the men in their family. One such respondent243 I spoke 

with said:  

Sometimes you get a bit paranoid when on the Tube. Like when I’m with my father 

you can tell people slightly are dubious, um, especially because he sometimes gets 

on the tube late at night and I’ve gotten paranoid now. Especially on Saturday night 

and Friday night. I once had to come home with him because he’s had a few drunk 

people say unkind things. Um, so I make a point of – if someone will pick him up 

from the station if we can’t physically come into town to come and get him. So I see 

it more towards … him because he’s quite apparent physically. You can tell he’s 

different. … I don’t look – because I’m not – the girls don’t look— … if I had um a 

pug or you know, or I put my chunni on my head I think it would be, but because I 

pretty much look the same as anyone else – yeah. 

This respondent describes becoming “paranoid” about her father because of the way Sikhs and 

Sikh men in particular are often misperceived. After an incident when he was verbally accosted 
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by strangers, she changed her routine in order to ensure that she or another member of their 

family will always be available to pick him up and take him home at night. She contrasts the 

concern she has for her father with the little thought she gives to herself or her daughters, saying 

that they “look the same as anyone else.” This not only illustrates the salience of religious 

symbols in shaping experiences of othering, but it also shows how gendered religious practice 

shape experiences of othering. 

 A small number of respondents went so far as to suggest religious practices are gendered 

because of these experiences of othering. One such respondent244 said: 

It’s … social pressure and community— “what will they think about me and what 

will my parents [say]” and all that. But I like women wearing turban, I love their 

appearance, I like them and it feels great to see them, but I’m not able to convince 

my own wife to be the Amritdhari yet, so -- I think it's all about how the people will -

- especially in America, when there is so much discrimination, people don’t want to 

single out anyone I think so. 

This respondent insists he likes it when women wear turbans but suggests that they do not 

because of concern about being singled out, concerns about having experiences of othering. This 

suggests that concerns about othering may shape people’s religious practices. Further, this quote 

illustrates the social pressure that can exist within Indian Sikh communities against women 

wearing turbans. For this respondents, concerns about women wearing turbans are tied to fears of 

how it will be perceived within the Sikh community. Finally, this quote demonstrates the 

assumption that women only wear turbans when they have become Amritdhari, an assumption 

that other respondents I spoke with have been critical of.  
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 A final theme that emerged among women Sikh Dharma respondents I spoke with. For 

some Sikh Dharma women, they felt that they were received less critically by non-Sikhs because 

they are women. For example, one respondent245 said: 

I think they see the turban and beard first and then react … I think that them seeing 

the turban and beard, primarily the turban and beard, much more so than a woman’s 

turban. My experiences with that, I feel people [see] the turban as something 

fashionable rather than a religious symbol, in some ways. I get a lot of women 

coming to me these days I like how you wrapped your head, you know. 

Rather than feeling marginalized by wearing a turban and set apart in a negative way, this 

respondent described people seeing her turban as a fashion statement. She did not feel set apart 

in a negative way, with her gender shaping the way her religious attire is perceived.  

 In this chapter I have discussed how my respondents perceive the ways in which Sikh 

teachings have an impact on gender, the relationship between Sikh beliefs about gender and day-

to-day practice, and the way gender shapes experiences of othering. In describing these empirical 

phenomena, I revealed how my respondents draw on gender ideals to engage in boundary work 

with multiple others. The “others” my respondents engage in boundary work with are themselves 

(drawing distinctions between Sikh Dharma and Indian Sikhs), non-Sikhs in India (Hindus and 

Muslims), and members of the religious majority in the western world, Christians.   

My respondents draw on Sikh beliefs about gender to position Sikhism as the most 

“advanced” faith, and in so doing, contrasting Sikhism with Western and South Asian non-Sikhs. 

This framing of Sikhism as the most advanced faith necessitates an explanation of gendered 

differences in both religious practice and day-to-day life, both of which are present in Sikh 

communities. My respondents do so by describing men and women as equal but different, or by 
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separating religion from culture. Engaging in the boundary work separating religion from culture 

validates the boundaries constructed between Sikhs and non-Sikh others. 

As my respondents’ wrestle with gender differences in practice within the Sikh 

community, members of Sikh Dharma engage in boundary work by positioning themselves as 

more in line with authentic Sikh practice than Indian Sikh communities. Overall, the findings 

described here reveal how my respondents engage in narratives of gender equality (or inequality) 

to construct and sharpen boundaries between themselves and others both inside and outside of 

their nominal religious identity. 
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Chapter 5 

Conclusion 

I began this writing by describing my first trip to two of my research sites, the summer 

solstice celebration held by Sikh Dharma in the US and an Indian Sikh gurdwara in England. 

These communities share an identity as Sikh, but even one visit to each site indicated clear 

differences between them, an initial impression that was consistently affirmed across my 

research with these communities.246 There are differences in their individual practice, with 

members of Sikh Dharma often wearing all white and turbans for both men and women, whereas 

it is much more common to see Indian Sikh women wearing vibrantly colored traditional Punjabi 

attire and no turbans, with Indian Sikh men wearing slacks and shirts with turbans. They also run 

their religious services differently. For example, in Sikh Dharma gurdwaras it is common to hear 

a recorded lecture of Yogi Bhajan’s, a practice that is unheard of in Indian Sikh gurdwaras. 

Among mainstream Indian Sikhs, this approach would ring of the worship of an individual, 

where for them such worship is reserved for the Adi Granth. Still more differences emerge in 

what practitioners fit under the label of “Sikh,” with members of Sikh Dharma often including 

yoga and Indian Sikhs insisting that this is not a part of Sikhism at all. They diverge in terms of 

their demographic makeup as well. Members of Sikh Dharma are mostly (but not exclusively) 

phenotypically white, in contrast to mainstream Sikhs, who can typically trace their roots back to 
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Punjab, a state in India. Nonetheless, both Indian Sikhs and members of Sikh Dharma share 

some religious practices, and they are both practitioners of the same minority religion. In light of 

these many important differences, I set out to understand how members of both communities 

experience practicing a minority religion.  

 I found that the experience of practicing Sikhism in the US and England is closely linked 

to its status as a minority religion. The Sikh minority status is a demographic reality across the 

globe, but it is also a socially produced experience, where insiders and outsiders co-construct a 

minority identity. These social constructs are visible in Sikhs’ accounts of the faith, their 

interactions with non-Sikhs, and their responses to these interactions. Sikhs’ narratives about 

their faith, beliefs, and practice are informed by this status. Further, being practitioners of a 

minority religion is tightly linked to constructions of race, gender, and national identity. In my 

respondents’ narratives, this interconnectedness is made visible as they encounter boundaries and 

employ boundary work.  

I show that a fundamental feature of being a religious minority entails both encountering 

and creating boundaries. It is through boundary work that Sikhs are marked with a minority 

identity and it is by using the tools of boundary work that Sikhs claim a sense of belonging 

despite their minoritized status. The social boundaries that Sikhs engage with are shaped by the 

national context they are in. Their history in England and the US, their contributions to national 

projects, and each nations’ experience with different forms of radical terrorism claiming 

affiliation with Islam, constitute major elements of the field in which Sikhs claim belonging. In 

these two national contexts, Sikhs experience and respond to the racialization of religion, engage 

in boundary work to highlight their national belonging, and draw on gender ideology to make 

distinctions within Sikhism and between themselves and other faiths. I see race, gender, and 
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nationality as social structures and aspects of identity that intimately shape the Sikh experience. 

In the following sections, I show that my findings along each of these aspects of identity have 

important implications for our understanding of identity and belonging more generally. 

5.1 Racialization and Religion 

 For my respondents, the experience of practicing Sikhism is set in a context in which the 

general public has little knowledge of Sikhism, if they know anything at all. My respondents’ 

narratives in the US suggest that the issue of lack of knowledge about Sikhism is particularly 

pervasive there, but it is shared somewhat in England. The lack of knowledge about Sikhism is 

the ground on which Sikh interactions with non-Sikhs takes place, and it is in this context that 

Sikhs are marked as other. Religious symbols that set the Sikhs who wear them apart take on a 

racial meaning incorrectly linked to another religious tradition: Islam. My respondents believe 

that non-Sikhs categorize Sikhs in the same way they would categorize people in ethnic groups, 

suggesting for example that non-Sikhs group Sikhs together with Chinese and Muslim people. In 

this context, it was common for my respondent to experience some form of othering, being 

yelled at on the street or set apart in airports. In these experiences of othering, both Indian Sikhs 

and white members of Sikh Dharma describe being called racial slurs, indicating that racial 

meaning is being inferred from religious symbols. These experiences were rooted in the 

dominant constructions of race in each national context, and common in different types of 

settings, for example airports versus underground rail. Finally, members of Sikh Dharma 

described positive benefits to the visibility of Sikh symbols, where the racial meaning does not 

always hinder them,  and in some cases the uniqueness of these symbols becomes a resource. 

 These findings illustrate the importance of religion in the experience of racialization and 

the operation of racial projects. Religious symbols can take on racial meaning and shape the 
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experiences of religious practitioners, regardless of what race they identify as individually and 

are read as when they are not wearing these religious symbols. Religion is an often-ignored 

component of racialization that is salient for particular religious minorities. That is not to say that 

whiteness, the hegemonic racial identity in both the US and England, does not confer benefits. 

Although I found that, surprisingly, white Sikhs too can experience the burden of the 

racialization of religious symbols, they do not experience these burdens to the same degree as 

Indian Sikhs. Further, they believe they gain status and distinction from the religious symbols 

they wear.247 In this way, whiten phenotype continues to confer privilege even as racial meaning 

is conferred to religious symbols worn by people across racial groups. Religious symbols seem 

to make commonly understood racial categories more porous and flexible. 

5.2 Marked as Foreign and Claiming Belonging 

  In this chapter I showed that as Sikh symbols are given racial meaning, that meaning 

positions Sikhs as foreign to the national contexts they migrated to or were born into. In the 

experiences of othering that Sikhs regularly encounter, they were positioned as racial minorities 

who are foreign. This could take the form of being called foreign, being told to go back to your 

country, or being casually questioned about where you are really from. This echoes the 

experience of other racial minorities, for example Asian Americans in the US who are seen as 

unshakably foreign,248 even as on average they succeed and “assimilate” by the metrics of 

education and economic success.249 I found that the content of the racial meaning Sikh symbols 

are labeled with includes foreignness, and that this is applied to both Indian Sikhs and white 

members of Sikh Dharma. 

 My respondents across communities and national contexts attributed the experience of 

being treated as a foreigner to ignorance and lack of awareness about Sikhism. My respondents 
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insisted that when non-Sikhs know about Sikhism, they respect and appreciate it. Though, they 

point to different reasons for believing there is a positive perception of Sikhs among non-Sikhs 

with “awareness.” In England it was common for respondents to point to Sikh contributions in 

the midst of moments of national crisis, such as their service in the two world wars of the early 

20th century. In the US, Sikhs highlighted how Sikh values align with American values. They 

responded to this label of foreign by attempting to create awareness about Sikhism among non-

Sikhs through individual actions. One respondent in England handed out books about Sikhism to 

non-Sikhs, while others carried symbols of Sikhism with them visibly in order to spark 

conversation about their faith with non-Sikhs.  

 In conjunction with attempts to create awareness about Sikhism, my respondents engaged 

in boundary work by distinguishing themselves; they made efforts to make clear who they are 

and who they are not. This was particularly common among Indian Sikhs I spoke with, who in 

efforts to create awareness of Sikhism sought to distinguish Sikhs from Muslims. This illustrates 

that the racialization of Islam250 also affects Sikhs, and in efforts to mitigate this, my respondents 

often both affirmed—and attempted to distance themselves from—negative stereotypes about 

Muslims. In doing so, they drew on historical clashes between Sikhs and Muslims since the 

Mughal empire, a Muslim dynasty that ruled much of India from the 1500s until the 1800s, and 

beyond.251 Historical conflicts are effective tools to construct boundaries between a group Sikhs 

are conflated with by showing non-Sikhs that Sikhs are in conflict with Muslims as well. In 

addition to this, however, engaging in this form of boundary work legitimizes the fear and 

stereotypes equating Islam with radical terrorists claiming an affiliation with Islam. This 

narrative is at odds with one others articulate, one which draws on Sikh stories of Guru Nanak, 

who sought to end conflict between Hindus and Muslims that was common in his lifetime. The 
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first Guru is commonly thought to have said “there is no Hindu, there is no Muslim,” effectively 

erasing boundaries between religious traditions.252 Overall, this chapter showed that Sikhs seek to 

claim to belong in the face of exclusion. They do so by seeking to create awareness and construct 

boundaries that cement another groups’ status as foreign.  

5.3 Boundary Work Through Constructions of Gender 

 In my final chapter, I unpacked constructions of gender among my respondents and 

examine how they are used as tools of boundary work. My respondents across communities and 

national contexts emphasized that Sikhs’ faith is an egalitarian one. According to them, Sikhism 

is egalitarian generally speaking, and egalitarian with regard to gender in particular. They point 

to elements of the Adi Granth and the sayings of Sikh Gurus in making this case. Further, as my 

respondents described how Sikh beliefs address gender, they position Sikhism as an “advanced” 

faith, or in some cases the most advanced faith. This demonstrates an effort to position Sikhism 

in relation to other faith traditions.  

 Despite this framing, Sikhs I spoke with ran into gender differences in practice, as well as 

other narratives about gender that could be seen as competing narratives. In both communities, 

but particularly in Sikh Dharma, respondents articulated the belief that men and women are 

equal, but different, in line with complementarian gender beliefs in some Christian traditions.253 

This is not articulated to exclude women from positions of authority, in fact women have long 

held positions of authority within the community. It is articulated to sanction and normalize 

disparate expectations about the interpersonal role men and women are expected to take within 

the community and the breakdown of labor in the household. Another response when faced with 

gender differences in religious practice was to distinguish between religion and culture. This 

reflects an effort to maintain the authority and position of Sikh teachings as gender egalitarian 
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while also addressing clear differences in the ways men and women practice Sikhism 

individually, and within their communities. When members of Sikh Dharma engaged in this 

distinction, it often entails pointing to Punjabi or Indian culture as the culprit for gender 

inequality. When Indian Sikhs do so, they often attribute gender inequality in Sikh communities 

to the influence of other religious traditions like Hinduism or Islam. This reflects a continued 

effort to engage in boundary work.  

 Not only are gender differences in practice among Sikhs a site in which members of Sikh 

communities engage in boundary work themselves, they shape the way non-Sikhs interact with 

Sikhs, particularly among Indian Sikhs. In Indian Sikh communities, the visual symbols of Sikh 

identity such as a turban are most commonly worn by men. Because of this, some of my 

respondents believe they face more frequent and aggressive experiences of othering. When 

Indian Sikh women spoke to me about experiencing othering, they would often bring up their 

concern for the men in their family, their husbands, fathers, and sons who wear turbans and often 

experience verbal aggression in the street, or worse. In this way, constructions of gender and 

gendered differences in practice are a core feature of the boundaries Sikh experience and 

construct.  

5.4 Broader Implications 

 There are several implications of this work that I would like to highlight. First, I 

demonstrate the centrality of boundary work in the experience of religious minorities as they 

describe their religious practice, their relationships with other Sikhs, and their interactions with 

non-Sikhs. As Sikhs encounter and employ boundary work, different forms of othering emerge 

in their narratives. They recount oppressive othering254 in many of their interactions with non-

Sikhs through the racial meanings attached to Sikh symbols in these interactions. To counter this, 
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many Sikhs engage in defensive othering255 in an effort to claim belonging by contrasting 

themselves with Muslims, both affirming stereotypes about Muslims distancing themselves from 

them. In distancing themselves from Muslims, Sikhs point to elements of Sikh beliefs and 

practice, such as theological discussions of gender, to support the contrast they draw. This is not 

to say that efforts at solidarity and bridging boundaries between the religious communities did 

not emerge among my respondents, but they were less common, particularly among Indian 

Sikhs. In this way, boundary work and processes of othering are central to the experience of 

practicing Sikhism for my respondents.  

 In addition to the distinctions they make efforts to construct, my respondents’ narratives 

demonstrate the centrality of religious symbols as they go about their lives. This research 

highlights the importance of religious symbols in dimensions of the social world where religion 

often goes unaddressed. I show how Sikhs, both Indian and white, experience racialization in a 

way that is closely linked to religious symbols. Though they go largely unaddressed in 

discussions of racialization, religious symbols are vital to the process.256 This is made clear 

through my comparison of the two Sikh communities. Although my Indian Sikh respondents 

experience racial othering whether or not they are wearing visible symbols of Sikhism, for 

members of Sikh Dharma these experiences are fundamentally tied to their religious symbols. 

Those who became Sikh later in life described a shift in the way non-Sikhs interacted with them. 

At the extreme, they discuss being called racial slurs, or even arrested. When they are not 

wearing the distinctive symbols of Sikhism, they do not have these experiences. In one sense, 

this suggests that the racial meaning members of Sikh Dharma encounter is not “fixed” in the 

way race is typically understood to be.257 That said, members of Sikh Dharma see their religious 
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identity as fixed and the Sikh symbols they wear as non-negotiable components of both their 

religious identity and practice.  

 Just as religious symbols are encoded with racial meaning, they are also read as 

indicators of national belonging. My respondents’ narratives of their experiences of othering also 

show how they are read as foreign. They describe these experiences as caused by both their 

religious symbols and their racial identity, and these experiences also reveal the content of the 

racial meaning attached to Sikh symbols, content that signals that Sikhs are national outsiders. 

Once again, religion plays a fundamental role as a signifier in these encounters. The symbols do 

the work for those doing the othering; communicating that Sikhs are foreign. These findings 

illustrate the significance of religious symbols in shaping the lives of religious practitioners 

outside of their religious community and the weight of meaning that can be attached to religious 

symbols.  

 Finally, this research contributes to our understanding of minority religion in the western 

world. Both England and the US are religiously diverse, and are becoming increasingly so.258 

This raises the need for a deeper understanding of the practitioners of these diverse traditions 

outside of Christianity. I find that the experience of practicing a minority religion often means 

religion has real implications for practitioners’ lives outside of explicitly religious contexts (i.e. 

beyond their sites of worship and interactions with members of their faith). In itself, this is not a 

new insight in sociology of religion. Sociologists of religion are centrally concerned with how 

religion matters in the social world generally and have analyzed this in a number of ways. For 

example, there is a wealth of scholarship examining the relationship of religion to attitudes about 

other aspects of the social world,259 to work trajectories and life chances,260 and examining the 

way people “live” religion.261 That said, there is little examine of the burdens religious practice 
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and religious symbols may bring to other areas of life, along with the many resources and forms 

of support. I demonstrate that although there is certainly much my respondents gain from their 

religious identity in material, mental, and spiritual senses, there is also a burden associated with 

their religious identity. This burden is experienced by both Indian Sikhs and members of Sikh 

Dharma. However, my interviews suggest this is lightened by privileges of whiteness262 most 

members of Sikh Dharma have. Taken together, this research contributes to several subfields of 

sociology by deepening our understanding of the experience of practicing minority religion.  
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Appendix A: Data and Methods 

In this Appendix, I offer a detailed overview of my data and methods. This will be 

particularly helpful for those interested in conducting research with religious minorities 

examining their religious practices and the role of race, national belonging, and gender in their 

lives. It will also be useful to those interested in the nuances of qualitative data collection and 

analysis.  

A.1 Why These Cases?  

 There are a number of reasons why Sikhs are an excellent group to study as a case of the 

religious minority experience, many of which I have detailed in the introduction. Sikhs are a 

minority in every country they are in,263 Sikhism is a religious tradition linked to ethnic 

identity264 but with sizable community of mostly white practitioners,265 it is a diasporic 

religion,266 and it is nominally gender egalitarian.267 These factors make Sikhism, and these two 

Sikh communities, an ideal case to examine the experience of practicing minority religion. In 

addition, these factors position Sikhism as a good case to unpack the role of race, national 

belonging, and gender. With regard to national contexts, there are several reasons why the US 

and England are good cases to answer these questions. With migration, Sikhs have spread across 

the globe, but the US and England are western countries that have particularly large Sikh 

populations. Further, England and the US share a unique history and have the same cultural roots 

but have very distinct relationships to India. Additionally, they both have experienced radical 

terrorism claiming an affiliation with Islam, but in different forms. Finally, the comparison 

between Indian Sikhs and members of Sikh Dharma provides an opportunity to disentangle the 

relationship of religion with race, immigrant identity, and culturally situated notions of gender.  
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A.2 Positionality 

Throughout the course of this research project, my status as both an insider and outsider 

was influential in shaping how I went about my research and interacted with my respondents. I 

was raised as a member of Sikh Dharma and spent 11 years at a boarding school in India started 

by this community. Although my practice is no longer tied to the Sikh Dharma community in the 

way it was in my youth, I remain an insider to the Sikh Dharma community. This was often a 

resource to me in my research, as I had already developed ties with key informants in the 

community and was able to communicate a sense of legitimacy to potential respondents as a 

researcher with a long-standing and personal interest in the community. My insider status did 

mean, however, that I had to be mindful of the degree to which I drew on my personal ties, 

focusing on weak ties to tap into key informants within the community. Additionally, it meant 

respondents often required more probing to draw out greater detail in my respondents discussion 

of their beliefs and practice. When talking with outsiders who have little familiarity with Sikhism 

or the community, my respondents explain components of Sikhism much more readily, assuming 

that they will be unfamiliar with it.  

 In my research with Indian Sikh communities, I occupied a much more complex dynamic 

with regards positionality. I was simultaneously both an insider and an outsider. I was an insider 

in the sense that I am Sikh and was raised as a Sikh. I am familiar with Sikh beliefs and practice, 

as well as with life in India, which was sometime not the case for my second-generation Indian 

Sikh respondents. Despite this, in other ways I remained an outsider, if a welcomed one. In my 

Indian Sikh research site in the US, I only ever saw three other white people at the gurdwara. 

One was Sikh herself and attended a few times over the course of my data collection. The other 

two appeared to be guests of a community member, showing up only once. As I met new people, 
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I was regularly asked why I was in attendance and met with pleasant surprise when I said I was 

Sikh and that I was studying Sikhism. In my Indian Sikh research site in England, I only ever 

saw one other white person in attendance. Almost all others in attendance, at both gurdwaras, 

were South Asian. This reflects the close link between religion and ethnicity in Sikhism and 

marked me as an outsider from the beginning. As I developed ties at my research sites and with 

each individual respondent, I navigated questions about my background, how I came to study 

this research, and what familiarity I had with Sikhism. Even after telling respondents that I was 

raised Sikh, many would explain basic components of Sikh belief and practice to me as though I 

was an outsider. Casual conversation with respondents also marked my outsider status, where for 

example in speaking about myself and members of Sikh Dharma, one of my Indian Sikh 

respondents in England described us saying “you people.” Even as I was welcomed by 

community members into the gurdwara and their homes, my outsider status persisted. Just as 

with the role of insider, this position conferred benefits as well as a status I sought to mitigate. 

Respondents were more thorough in their explanations of Sikh beliefs and practices, but were 

more reluctant to participate in my research if they felt they would be unable to give an accurate 

and detailed depiction of Sikh theology. I managed this the best I could by emphasizing my 

background as a Sikh and my time in India, and tried to maximize the benefits of my outsider 

status where I could not.  

A.3 The Research Sites 

This research project entailed data collection at four research sites: an Indian Sikh 

Gurdwara in the US, an annual Sikh Dharma event in the US, an Indian Sikh Gurdwara in 

England, and the Sikh Dharma community in England. Although there are multiple Indian Sikh 

gurdwaras in Houston, I chose my particular research site because it is a mainstream Gurdwara 
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rather than affiliated with a sect of Sikhism, it is a middle- to upper-middle class community 

similar to Sikh Dharma, and it had participants with a diversity of form of Sikh practice within 

the Sikh mainstream. The Sikh Dharma event in New Mexico, the summer solstice celebration, 

was the only way for me to gain access to large numbers of community members, and as such 

attending this event and conducting data collection there was the most efficient strategy. While 

in attendance at summer solstice, I focused my research on practitioners of Sikh Dharma, not 

yoga students, and only interviewed members based in the US excluding the attendees from 

abroad. 

In contrast to Houston, there is much greater number of Gurdwaras in London. Given the 

number of gurdwaras in and around London, I sought to identify a mainstream Sikh gurdwara 

that was similar to my research site in Houston with regard to SES and forms of religious 

practice. In addition, I sought out a community that was similarly located on the outskirts of the 

city. Finally, the Sikh Dharma community in London did not have a centralized meeting space or 

community center, making data collection more difficult with this community. Given this 

constraint, I relied heavily on developing key informants and drawing on them to connect me to 

other community members. I was able to attend a handful of events hosted by community 

members, including a meditation and the release of a community members’ spiritual music CD. 

A.4 The Data  

 In the course of data collection, I conducted 11 months of participant observation and 79 

in-depth interviews with community members. I drew on multiple tools to seek out potential 

respondents. I employed participant observation as a tool to develop ties with key informants in 

each of my research site, although to a lesser extent in the Sikh Dharma community in England. 

This is because there was only a small number of events hosted by communities during the 4 
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months I was in London. When there were events to attend, I did use participant observation to 

identify potential respondents. At each of my research sites, participant observation was a useful 

tool to ensure I was speaking with community members outside of the networks of my key 

informants. A final tool I employed to identify respondents was snowball sampling, asking 

respondents for references I could get in touch with about participating in my research. During 

interviews and after interviews and field visits I took field notes, viewing these as the first stage 

of data analysis. The majority of my interviews were conducted in person, but several of my 

interviews with members of Sikh Dharma were conducted over the phone or via Skype. This was 

particularly important in England, given that I was based in London and a number of the people I 

was referred to were living in other parts of England. The interviews were all conducted in 

English and were semi-structured. I have included my interviews guides in Appendix B for 

reference. Please see table 1 for an overview of my data.  

Table A.1 – Overview of Data Collected 

United States 

 Mainstream Indian Sikhs Sikh Dharma 

Location Houston Diffuse across the US 

Interviews 19 18 

Participant Observation 6 months 3 weeks 

England 

 Mainstream Indian Sikhs Sikh Dharma 

Location London Diffuse across England 

Interviews 27 16 

Participant Observation* 4 months 4 months 
Total interviews = 79 

*Time spent in doing participant observation in the two communities in England overlapped 

 

A.5 Data Analysis 

 I analyzed these data with the goal of understanding what Sikhs’ narratives reveal about 

the experience of practicing a minority religion, and this was where I focused my analysis. I took 

a staged approach to analysis, viewing the first round of analysis as my notes from my interviews 
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and field visits. These notes are the first space in which I begin to reflect on themes emerging 

across data collection. Following data collection, I began interview transcription. Of the 79 

interviews, the majority are partially or fully transcribed verbatim. I conducted several of these 

transcriptions myself and hired two undergraduates and a transcription company called DataGain 

to transcribe the remaining interviews. In addition to doing transcription, I have also listened to 

the audio of all of my interviews. I view the process of transcription and listening to interview 

audio as my second stage of analysis, drawing out themes that had begun to emerge in the course 

of data collection. Once I compiled these themes, I began the third stage of analysis, looking for 

salient dimensions within themes across religious communities and national contexts. Through 

this analysis, I contribute to our understanding of religion, race, national belonging, and gender. 

In Appendix B, I have included my informed consent script and interview guides for Indian 

Sikhs and members of Sikh Dharma.  
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Appendix B: Informed Consent and Interview 

Guides 

B.1 Informed Consent Script 

Study Title:  An International Study of Sikhism in the US, UK, and India 

You may be eligible to take part in this dissertation research on Sikhism. Now, I am going to 

describe the purpose of the research, the risks and possible benefits of participating in the study.  

Purpose of this Study 

The purpose of the study is to understand how Sikhs in the US, UK, and India practice Sikhism, 

how they understand Sikhism, and it’s role in their daily lives.  

Procedures / What will happen to me in this study?  

If you choose to participate in this study, I will ask you a series of questions by the researcher 

regarding your understanding of Sikhism, your Sikh practices, and the role of Sikhism in your daily 

life. I will also ask some very general questions about you, for instance your age and marital status. 

The interview will happen in a place where you feel comfortable.  

If you agree, the interview will be audio recorded. Only authorized researchers such as myself will 

have access to the audio files. After the interviews are transcribed, all audio files will be deleted. 

The transcription will be stored in a password-protected laptop and a password-protected desktop. 

Only authorized researchers such as myself will have access to the audio files before transcription 

and the transcripts after transcription. 

Participant Requirements   

Requirements for participation in the study include being at least 18 years of age, self-identified as 

being Sikh, and willingness to participate in this interview.  

For Participants who are Citizens of and/or Reside in the EEA-European Economic Area 

Under the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR), you have the right to know what data is 

collected and how it will be used. You have the right to object to its processing, correct the data, 

to withdraw consent, restrict data processing and erasure in certain circumstances. The data 

collected in this study will include participant observation in selected research communities and 

in-depth interviews with selected members of these communities who have agreed to participate. 

These data (audio files from interviews and notes from participant observation) will be 

transcribed by Simranjit Khalsa, approved undergraduate researchers, and approved hired 

transcribers. They will then be analyzed by Simranjit Khalsa and undergraduate researchers. 

Over the course of data collection, these data will be stored on a secure, password protected 

laptop and brought to the US. In the US, these data will be stored and analyzed in a secured, 

password protected laptop and a secure, password protected desktop accessible only to approved 
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researchers. The data that will be collected for this study will be held until the study has 

concluded. You can gain access to your records or withdraw your information by contacting 

Simranjit Khalsa at skhalsa@rice.edu. For a complete description of Rice University’s privacy 

policy and practices, please see Privacy Notice (www.privacy.rice.edu) and EU Privacy Notice 

(www.gdpr.rice.edu). For any questions or concerns regarding your data privacy, please contact 

March Scarborough, Data Protection Officer at gdpr@rice.edu. 

Risks 

The risks and discomfort associated with participation in this study are no greater than those 

ordinarily encountered in daily life. Participation is completely voluntary and you are able to 

withdraw from the study at any time.  

Benefits 

There may be no personal benefit from your participation in the study but the knowledge received 

may provide insights into your faith tradition.  

Compensation & Costs 

There is no compensation for you or cost to you for participation in this study.  

Ending the Your Participation 

 

Your participation in this study is entirely voluntary. You are free to refuse to be in the study and 

your refusal will not influence current of future relationships with Rice University and participating 

sites.  

Confidentiality 

We treat your confidentiality seriously. Your confidentiality will be maintained in the following 

manner: 

By participating, you understand and agree that the data and information gathered during this study 

may be used by Rice University and published and/or disclosed by Rice University to others 

outside of Rice University.  However, your name, address, contact information and other direct 

personal identifiers that I collected in order to contact you for this interview will not be disclosed 

by Rice University in any such publication or dissemination of the research data and/or results.   

The researchers will take the following steps to protect participants’ identities during the study.  

(1) Each participant will be assigned a unique code. We will record the data that is associated with 

the participant by this unique code, not by name.  

(2) For participants who agree to be recorded during the interview, the researchers will audio 

record the interview. After interview transcription, the audio file will be deleted after 

transcription.  

(3) For the participants who do not agree to be recorded during the interview, I will take notes 

during the interview. These hard copy notes will be destroyed immediately after the researcher 

mailto:skhalsa@rice.edu
http://www.privacy.rice.edu/
http://www.gdpr.rice.edu/
mailto:gdpr@rice.edu
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transfers her notes to a locked password-protected computer accessible only to authorized 

researchers. 

(4) All electronic data files (e.g. transcript) will be stored in a password-protected laptop and a 

password-protected desktop accessible only to authorized researchers.  All hard-copy data files 

(e.g. transcripts) will be stored in a locked research office on the Rice University campus 

accessible only to authorized researchers. 

 

Rights 

Your participation is voluntary. You are free to stop your participation at any point.  Refusal to 

participate or withdrawal of your consent or discontinued participation in the study will not result in 

any penalty or loss of benefits or rights to which you might otherwise be entitled.  If you decide to 

with draw from your participation, we will delete the data that is associated with you. 

The Principal Investigator or Co-PI may at his/her discretion remove you from the study for any of a 

number of reasons.  In such an event, you will not suffer any penalty or loss of benefits or rights, 

which you might otherwise be entitled. 

Right to Ask Questions & Contact Information 

If you have any questions about this study, you should feel free to ask me now. If you have 

questions later, desire additional information, or wish to withdraw your participation, please 

contact me and my professor who is the principal investigator of this study. I am providing you 

with a sheet with the contact information of the two of us and the Institutional Review Board of 

Rice University that oversees the contents of this study. If you have any questions later, you 

should feel free to contact any of us.  

(Give the Person Contact Sheet to the Respondent)  

Please identify this study as IRB-FY2017-285 (IRB number) when you contact the people who are 

listed on the contact sheet.  

Voluntary Consent 

I now seek verbal agreement to pursue your participation for this research study. Would you like to 

participate? (Verbal consent to be obtained) 

Are you willing to be recorded? (Verbal consent to be obtained) 

 

B.2 Interview Guide for Indian Sikhs 

Personal history 

1. Have you always lived in X country?  

If no: can you tell me a bit about your migration history? 

Probe: have you spent any time living in India? 
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If no: To what extent do you think Sikhi is practiced differently in India compared to 

other national contexts?  

2. What role did Sikhi play in your life as a child?  

Probe: Did you go to gurdwara? Did you talk about Sikhi with your family? 

3. Have you ever experienced a religious shift in your life?  

Rephrase: Have there been times you’ve been more or less involved in the Sikh faith? 

Changed your beliefs about particular elements of Sikhi? 

Probe: can you tell me more about this shift?  

Probe: if respondent is a migrant, how did that affect your practice?) 

Probe: How has being a parent shaped your own engagement in Sikhi? 

Religious identity and practice 

4. Can you tell me briefly what Sikhi is and what being Sikh means to you? 

5. How would you describe the place of Sikhi your life now?  

6. What kinds of Sikh practices do you have? 

Probe: Do you pray, do you wear the five Ks, do you have an Adi Granth at home, etc.? 

Probe: Do you have any kind of personal sadhana? 

7. How did you get involved in this gurdwara? 

Probe: Have you attended other gurdwaras in Houston? 

Probe: How often do you attend? What kind of activities do you participate in?  (i.e. 

during the service, volunteering, etc.) 

8. How does your involvement in the gurdwara shape your understanding of what it means 

to be Sikh? How has it shaped your practice?  

9. Where do you turn when you have questions about Sikhi? 

Probe: do you ask your family members, turn to particular websites, or speak with the 

Bhai Ji? 

10. Do you know of different sects of Sikhi or different approaches to Sikh practice? Can you 

tell me about this? 

Probe: How did you learn about this?  

Probe: What do you think about those differences in practice?   

11. Are you aware of a community of westerner Sikhs called Sikh Dharma or 3HO?  

If yes: how did you learn about this community? Do you ever interact with members of 

this community? 

Probe: have you ever attended a gurdwara in this community? 

12. If yes: What differences are there in the way Sikhi is practiced in these two communities? 

Probe: What do you think is the reason for those differences? How do you view those 

differences? 

13. What is your opinion about westerners converting to Sikhi?  

Probe: Do you have any concerns about it?  

14. Some people say that practicing yoga is not compatible with Sikhi. How would you 

respond to such a statement? 

Probe: Do you think of yoga as a Sikh practice? 
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Sikhism outside the religious community 

15. To what extent does Sikhi come up in your day-to-day life, outside of the Sikh 

community? 

Probe: does come up in your interactions with non-Sikh friends, Sikhi influence your 

hobbies, etc? 

16. How do you think non-Sikhs in (name of country) view Sikhi? 

Probe: do they know what Sikhi is? Does it come up in interactions? 

Race, ethnicity, and culture 

17. Do you think you have ever been treated differently as an Indian Sikh?  

If no: there are many recent events in which Sikhs have been targeted, have you 

experienced anything like that? What are your thoughts about that as a Sikh? 

If yes: can you tell me about these experiences? 

Probe: Do you think of these experiences as discrimination? 

Probe: from your perspective, why do you think people have these experiences? Is it 

because of their ethnic identity (i.e. as Indian) or  because of their religious identity (i.e. 

wearing a turban)? 

18. How do you respond if people ask ‘what are you’? Do you think of yourself as an XX 

citizen?  

Probe: Is this answer different depending on who is asking (i.e. a white person from 

America, a Punjabi person, etc.)? 

19. To what extent do you think Sikhi is tied to Punjabi culture?  

Probe: Does your gurdwara hold events/activities to celebrate Punjabi culture? If yes, 

what are these?  

20. Does your gurdwara have ties to other gurdwaras/Sikh communities in this country or 

abroad? In what ways? (i.e. are there events held in collaboration?)  

21. Do you think caste divides manifest themselves within Sikhi? 

Probe: Does this manifest in terms of participation in gurdwara? Are gurdwaras run 

differently along caste lines?  

Probe: Does this manifest in terms of social networks (i.e. who engages with whom)? 

US/UK Probe: do you think this is different in X country compared to India?  

India Probe: do you think this is different in other countries Sikhs have migrate to such 

as the US or UK? 

22. Some people believe Sikhi is an offshoot of Hinduism, how do you respond to them? 

Probe: How do you think Hinduism has influenced Sikhi? 

Probe: What do you think is the relationship of Sikhi and Hinduism today? How do you 

think that has been impacted by relatively recent historical events? 

23. Sikhs in the UK: How do you think the colonial history of the UK has shaped Sikhi 

within the UK? 

Possible alternate: do you know about the history of Sikhs in the UK? Are there any 

factors unique to the UK that have had an impact on the Sikh community? 

24. Sikhs in India: How do you think colonialism in India shaped Sikhi? 
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25. Some Sikhs I’ve spoken with have been critical of Muslims and Muslim immigration, 

what are your thoughts about this? 

Gender 

26. In your sense of things, how is gender addressed in Sikh teachings? 

27. Do men and women engage in different practices within the gurdwara, in the services or 

administratively? What is different? Why? 

Probe: Why do men and women sit on different sides of the gurdwara?  

Probe: Why do men wear turbans and women do not? 

Is there anything I didn’t ask about that you wanted to mention or you think is important to 

discuss? 

Demographic information 

What is your age?  

What is your occupation? 

Are you married? Do you have children?  

Closing questions 

Can you recommend other people who might be interested in doing an interview with me? 

B.3 Sikh Dharma Interview Guide 

Religious history 

1. Have you always lived in X country?  

If no: can you tell me a bit about your migration history? 

Probe: have you spent any time living in India? 

If no: To what extent do you think Sikhism is practiced differently in India compared to 

other national contexts?  

2. In what ways was Sikhism an important part of your life as a child?  

3. Have you ever experienced a religious shift in your life?   

Rephrase: Have there been times you’ve been more or less involved in the Sikh faith? 

Changed your beliefs about particular elements of Sikhi? 

Probe: can you tell me more about this shift?  

Probe: if respondent is a migrant, how did that affect your practice?) 

Probe: How has being a parent shaped your own engagement in Sikhi? 

Religious identity and practice 

4. Tell me briefly what Sikhism is and what being Sikh means to you? 

5. How would you describe the place of Sikhism in your life now? 

6. What kinds of practices do you have? 

Probe: Do you pray, do you wear the five Ks, do you have an Adi Granth at home, etc.? 
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Probe: Do you have any kind of personal sadhana? 

7. How did you get involved in this gurdwara? 

Probe: How often do you attend? What kind of activities do you participate in?  (i.e. 

during the service, volunteering, etc.) 

8. How does your involvement in the gurdwara shape your understanding of what it means 

to be Sikh? How has it shaped your Sikh practice?  

9. Where do you turn when you have questions about Sikhi? 

Probe: do you ask your family members, turn to particular websites, or speak with the 

Bhai Ji? 

10. Do you know of different sects of Sikhism or different approaches to Sikh practice? What 

do you think about those differences in practice?   

11. Are Indian Sikhs a part of your gurdwaras?  

If yes: how did you learn about this community? Do you ever interact with members of 

this community? 

Probe: have you ever attended a gurdwara in this community? 

12. Do you interact much with Indian Sikhs?  

Probe: can you tell me about the circumstances in which you interact? Can you give me 

examples? 

13. If yes: What differences are there in the way Sikhism is practiced in these two 

communities? 

Probe: What do you think is the reason for those differences? How do you view those 

differences? 

14. What do you think is the relationship between Indian Sikhs and members of Sikh 

Dharma?  

15. Some people say that practicing yoga is not compatible with Sikhism. How would you 

respond to such a statement? 

Probe: Do you think of yoga as a Sikh practice? 

Sikhism outside the religious community 

16. To what extent does Sikhism come up in your day-to-day life, outside of the Sikh 

community? 

Probe: does Sikhism influence your hobbies, come up in your interactions with non-Sikh 

friends, etc? 

17. How do you think non-Sikhs in (name of country) view Sikhism? 

Probe: do they know what Sikhism is? Does it come up in interactions? 

Race, ethnicity, and culture 

18. Do you think you have ever been treated differently as a Sikh?  

If no: there are many recent events in which Sikhs have been targeted, have you 

experienced anything like that? What are your thoughts about that as a Sikh? 

If yes: can you tell me about these experiences? 

Probe: Do you think of these experiences as discrimination? 
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Probe: from your perspective, why do you think people have these experiences? How 

much do you think it has to do with religion compared to ethnic identity or skin color? 

19. Do you think of yourself as more tied to American culture or Indian culture?  

Probe: Is this answer different depending on who is asking (i.e. a white person from 

America, a Punjabi person, etc.)? 

20. To what extent do you think Sikhism is tied to Punjabi culture?  

Probe: In what ways? 

Probe: Does your gurdwara hold events/activities to celebrate Punjabi culture? If yes, 

what are these?  

21. Does your gurdwara have ties to other gurdwaras/Sikh communities in this country or 

abroad? In what ways? (i.e. are there events held in collaboration?)  

22. Do you think caste divides manifest themselves within Sikhism? 

Probe: Does this manifest in terms of participation in gurdwara? Are gurdwaras run 

differently along caste lines?  

Probe: Does this manifest in terms of social networks (i.e. who engages with whom)? 

US/UK Probe: do you think this is different in X country compared to India?  

India Probe: do you think this is different in other countries Sikhs have migrate to such 

as the US or UK? 

23. Some people believe Sikhi is an offshoot of Hinduism, how do you respond to them? 

Probe: How do you think Hinduism has influenced Sikhi? 

Probe: What do you think is the relationship of Sikhi and Hinduism today? How do you 

think that has been impacted by relatively recent historical events? 

24. Sikhs in the UK: How do you think the colonial history of the UK has shaped Sikhism 

within the UK? 

Possible alternate: do you know about the history of Sikhs in the UK? Are there any 

factors unique to the UK that have had an impact on the Sikh community? 

25. Sikhs in India: How do you think colonialism in India shaped Sikhism? 

26. Some Sikhs I’ve spoken with have been critical of Muslims and Muslim immigration, 

what are your thoughts about this? 

Gender 

27. In your sense of things, how is gender addressed in Sikh teachings? 

28. Do men and women engage in different practices within the gurdwara, in the services or 

administratively? What is different? Why? 

Probe: Why do men and women sit on different sides of the gurdwara?  

Probe: Why do men wear turbans and women do not? 

Is there anything I didn’t ask about that you wanted to mention or you think is important to 

discuss? 

Demographic information 

What is your age?  

What is your occupation? 
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Are you married? Do you have children?  

Closing questions 

Can you recommend other people who might be interested in doing an interview with me? 
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