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VERNE A. DUSENBERY 

Canadian Ideology and Public Policy: The Impact 
on Vancouv r Sikh Ethnic and Religious Adaptation* 

ABSTRACT RESt; 1 F 

The article seeh to a count for a relative!_' recent and eH:r-increasing proliferation and 
diver,;;ificat1on of institut10n, \ tthm Vancouver' Sikh community. FoLusing on the develop­
ment of the dominant ethnic-political organi1at1ons. the paper argue that the emergence of 
these organizations mu t be understood in term of an apparently more ge 1eral differentiation 
of Vancouver Sikh ethnic and relig1ou 1dcnt1t1es, organizations. activn1es. and leader<, a 
differentiation not inherent in Punjabi Sikh culture but one com1'>tent with Canadian ideolog) 
and public policy . 

Le but du present article est de mettre en valeur la recente et croissante proliferation de diver,;e" 
institutions au sein de la comrnunaute Sikh de Vancouver \1ettant !'accent sur le developpe­
ment des organisations dominantt:s politico-ethniques. !'auteur demontre 4ue la proliferation 
e ce organismes doit etre cons1deree comme faisant part,e d'une plus grande divers1te de 

l'ethnie Sikh de Vancouver. des relig1ons, des organisations, des activites et des chefs. dl\ersite 
qui n'e t pas inherente a la culture Sikh du Pendjab mais qui est due a l'ideologie et a la pohtique 
du Canada. 

Vancouver's Sikh community is the oldest, most heterogeneous, and perhaps 
·till the largest and most influential Sikh community in Canada. 1 For seventy­
five years, despite periods of relative isolation from the Indian sub-continent and 
lternately hostile and indifferent treatment from the wider Canadian society, 

the community has persisted. Dunng the past ten years, the community has 
xperienced considerable growth and internal diversification brought on, in part, 

by a tremendous upsurge in Sikh and non-Sikh "East Indian" immigration from 
outh Asia, Britain, East Africa, East and S.E. Asia, Fiji, and the Caribbean;2 

t~e coming of age of a sizeable Canadian-born and rai ed generation of Punjabi 
Si h immigrant offspring; and the emergence of an organized and vocal group of 
gora (white) Canadian and American Sikh converts. 

Prior anthropological accounts (Smith, 1944; Mayar, 1959; Ame & Inglis, 
l973; Sr vastava, 1974; Chadney, 1976. 1977a, b) seem to support James 

adney's assessment that-at lea t through the time of Chadney's fieldwork in 
the early 1970s-that Vancouver Sikh community was underg•oing a process of 
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·ethnic adaptation," i.e .. "accommodating ~he. I rgcr Canadi n society y 

f 
· ome aspect. of traditional PunJab1 culture" {Chadn y, 1977a: 

oregomg · d · d"d 
· 591 2-A). 

1 
evertheless, these account suggest th~t this _a _ap~atto_n 1 n_ot 

· 1 ·despread behavioral structural or mant l as imtlatton mto white mvo 'e wi , ' . . . 
C d. n societu. Rather. ta ing into account the often confl1ctmg octal and 

ana ia J d d. . t· th 1 se 
cultu al pressures emanating from the ~o ta~ sen 1?g ocie ie~, ese_ana_ Y 
stre. ed changes internal to a community which continued to differentiate itself 
rom the wider Canadian society. 

One area of adaptation little noticed in previous_ a~counts ha;. been tha\~f 
institutional adaptation. 3 For most of the commum~~ s seventy- 1\_e year~, 

· · al gurdlvara {temple) society fulfilled the traditional role of n t1tut ona 
ongm . I . l h 
center for the v rious activities of the Sikh c_om_mumty. nc1ea~b1~

1
~ y. f owehver. 

new institutions have ari en to take on s1gm~~ant. respons1 i 1ty ofr the~e 

t. ·c·es Thus today one finds active Sikh part1c1pat1on ma number o et me ac 1v1 1 . , , . · 1 · b 
organizations with explicitly pol_itical, cul~ural, soc_1al, and soc1a ~e_rv\~e . o -
jectives.4 Gurdwaras, in the meantime, flourish, but with more narro\\ lyre 1g10u!, 

concerns. 
Demographic and social changes, in and of themselve~, are not sufficie_nt to 

account for the new institutional makeup of the comm~mty. or ca? factional 
and interpersonal di putes within th~ co?1m_unity be entirely r~spons1ble _for _the 
proliferation and diversification of mstl_tuttons. Instea_d, I w1l! argue~ •~stitu­
tional developments within the community-and especially a d1fferent1ation of 
ethnic and religious identities, institutions, activities, a~d l:aders-can best ~ 
understood as reflecting the increasing impact of Canadian ideology and pubhc 

polic .5 

'Religion' nd 'Ethnicity' in Canadian Ideology and Public Policy 

As befits its New World ethos, religion in Canadian ideology is con~ive~ in 
terms of notions of pluralism (i.e., many religions and religious denommatton 
coexi t harmoniously), voluntarism (i.e., the individual i~ free to belo~g to and 
participate in the activities of the religious group ~f his or _h~r ch01ce), and 
freedom (i.e., the state neither endor es one part1cu~r. religion no_r allows 
limitations to be placed on the individual's legitimate rehg1ous expression; ~nd~ 
at the same time, the state bestows certain special statuses on all rec~gmze~ 
religious organizations). This Canadian ideology with respect to rehg~ n 
reflect din Canadian go¥Cmmental policies in the form of the legal protect~on of 
individuals' rights of religious affiliation and expre ion {e.g, as set forth m the 
Canadian Bill of Rights {1960), the Canadian Human Rights Act ( l 97~a), and 
the various provincial a d municipal human rights statut~). and m s~ch 
advantages as the tax-exempt status accorded the property of rehgious organiza­
tions when such property is used for religious purposes (e.g., see the B.C. 
Religious Institutions Act (1960) and the Vancouver Charter (Chpt. 55, Sec. 
396(c)iv)). 

The Canadian ideology with respect to ethnicity is reflect~d- in th~ co~moi:ity­
accepted image of Canadian society as a "mosaic" -a pluralistic s~1ety m .. which, 
unlike the American "melting pot," th constituent elements ared1scret~ eth°:o­
cultural" groups which retain their unique ethnic identity ~°:d cultu~l mtegnty 
d _ pite social interaction. Tne most explicit statement of thi~ deolog.y m t~e ~rea 

0 public p licy is, of cour~ , ·n the federal policy of"mult1culturabsm wtthm a 

- - ... --·····,.,. ,..,.,..," .. 
,...r, r-rr1ncc- r:ruv1n11FS All CANADA 
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bilingual framework," first enunciated by the Lib ul governn 11t i 1 7 I 
(Can da, 1971 ). Here, the government doe not simply guarantee certain human 
right t individuals of all races, color , ancestries, national origin , etc. (for 
these. see the Bill of Rights, the Human Rights Act, and the pro •incial and 
municipal human rights statutes), but takes pos"ti e tep to ensure the 
recognition and vit lity of ethno-cultural organizations · nd their tivitie .6 

There is much to notice about the repre entation of religion and ethnicity in 
Canadi n ideology beyond their common pluralism While social cientific 
definif on of "ethnicity" commonly Ii t .. religion" a one of the ba e of ethnic 
identity and solidarity (see, e.g., Isajiw's {1974) review article), it appears that in 
Canadian ideology, religion and ethnicity are viewed as generally se a ble a d 
potentiall · cro s-cutting sourc s of social identity and so i· l solidarity and 
relatively distinct generator of ocial norms. Further ore, n t only can 
religious and ethnic identities. groups. and norms be distingui hed according to 
Canadian ideology, they can also be seen to contrast. Thus, ·herea religious 
idenf ty is vie ed as essentially voluntary and individuali. ti (member hip b in 
achie\able through the symbolic action of re-birth, confirmation, nd con­
version), ethnic identity-like the even more extreme racial ident ity- is vie •ed 
as es entially communal and non-volitional {membership being ascri ed on the 
basis of common ties of origin and descent). 7 Furthermore. as a coro lary of the 
preceding, whereas religious norm. are seen as absolute and inviolable {generally 
involving faithful adherence to some .. code for conduct" enjoined on al believer 
and protected as .. religious rights"'), ethnic norms are seen as relatively loose and 
non-sp c1fic {generally involving the retention of only a few "cultural markers" 
sufficient to index one's membership in a particular ethnic category).8 Finally, 
implici in the ideology and crucial to its public-policy implementation is a 
separation of sacred and secular domains such that religious institutions ( e.g., 
churches, temples, mosque , and other "houses of worship") which benefit from 
certain taxation and incorporation policies can be distinguished from t e ethnic 
institutions {e.g., ethnic-political, e hnic-cultural, ethnic-social, and ethnic­
social service organizations) which are the intended beneficiaries of multi­
culturalism programs and other forms of public funding.9 

T aditional Sikh Ideology and lnsftutio I Structures 

It would be a serious mistake to assume that traditional Sikh ideo' oc.1 y 
corresponds to Canadian ideology with respect to the differentiation of rel 4 , o >"\ 

and ethnicity. 10 Since Sikhism has heretofore been essenti Uy a regional faith, • 
Sikh and Punjabi identities of ·ts adherents have been large y conjoined. And 
even when s·khs have settled abroad, their insularity-reflected in norms of 
endogamy and non-proselytization-has meant that they have gone virtually 
unchallenged in defining as they· please the meaning of the term "Sikh." I is not 
surprising to find, therefore that it is commonly asserted of and by Punjabi Sikhs 
that the Sikhs constitute a distinct religious-cum-social-cum-political-cum­
cultural community and that it is either impossible, un arranted, or iil-advised 
to attempt to delineate components of this unique Sikh identity. Chadney 
pinpoints this traditional Sikh ide logy when he asserts: 

It is this constant blending of sacred and secular identitie , goals, 
structures, and functions, which, at the emic level, help explain 
the important continuance of Sikhism in Vancouver . . . . ◄ or it is 
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not simply a religious identity, it is an identity ofSikr. which i:s an 
identity incapable of being categor·call) isolated ·nto disparate 
and separate sacred and secular identities (Chadne ·, 1976: 195; 
emphasis in original). 

Rich symbolic support for this ideological unity of the sa red and secular 
domain is to be found in Punjabi Sikh culture in the miri/ piri and degh/ tegh/ 
Jateh concepts. According to traditional Sikh hagiography, the sixth Si ·h Guru 
(teacher), Hargobind, was invested wi h two swords at his installation as G ru, 
one representing spiritual power (piri: from the Persian word, pir, u ed to denote 
a religious teacher) and the other repre enting temporal power (miri: from 
another lslamically-introduced word, amir, meaning commander of the faith­
ful). Besides encapsulating the long-standing i.·h no .. ion of world I_· involvement 
coexisting with spiritual enlightenment, the prriring of miri and piri reflects the 
ideal of Sikh religious and socio-political unity and o ereignty. A more recent 
symbolic development, first popuiarized at the time of the ninth and tenth Gurus 
(i.e., in the late I 7th century), was the pairing of the terms degh {cooking pot) and 
tegh (sword) to emphasize that .. the use of arms is an extension of the giving of 
alms .. (Cole & Sambhi, 1978: 30) and their conjunc ion with fateh (victory) in 
reference to the temporal and spiritual vie ory of God and God's Khalsa Panth 
(the orthodox Sikh community). 

Historically, one could enumerate numerous examples of the continued 
blending of what from the perspective of contemporary Western ideology would 
be distinguished as "religiou " and .. non-religious." Institutionally, one can 
observe this in the jointly political and religious aspirations of the Sikh 
communal party, the Akali Dal, which has periodicaly agitated for a separate 
Sikh homeland and against incorporation into a secular Indian state; in the 
political as well as religious activities of the Shiromani Gurdwara Parbandhak 
Committee (the organization legally empowered to run the affairs of the 
historical gurdwaras in the Punjab); and in the often parallel leadership of these 
most dominant of Punjabi Sikh organizations. 

However, the institutional framework wherein the difference in ideologies is 
best observed is in the scope and function of the Sikhgurdwaras, the central Sikh 
institution at the local level. It is conventional in English to translate gurdwara 
(literaHy, .. the Guru's door") as "temple." This is unfortunate, since, as virtually 
every Sikh scholar has pointed out, Sikh gurdwaras traditionally have been­
and in most cases continue to be-more than simply "houses of worship/' as 
religious buildings in the West are commonly considered. If we wi h to apply our 
conventional Western understandings to an explanation of the traditional role of 
the gurdwaras in Sikh social life, it would be more appropriate to speak of them 
as religious, social, political, cultural, and social service center for the local 
community. 11 

In titution I Developments Within the Vancouver Sikh Community: 1907-1947 

Given this place of the gurdwara in Punjabi Sikh society, it is not surprising 
that a gurdwara was formed in Vancouver in 1908 following the arrival of som 
five thousand Sikh immigrants and that from the very beginning it served a 
multiplicity of apparently religious and non-religious purposes. In its early years, 
the Khalsa Diwan Society's gurdwara on West Second Avenue was truly a 
religious, social, political, cultural, and social service center for th entire South-
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Asian immigrant population of the lower mainland. n this building, re ular 
readings from he iri Guru Granrh Sahib (the c Jlec ed s: h Scriptures 
regarded s the rei~ning Sikh Guru) ere conducted; he traditional langar (free 
kitchen) operated; nd shelter was provided for the h meless. In addition, the 
gurdwara was a pla"e where the overwhelmingly wor i,1°-class, male population 
came together to cialize. discu s i ues, air conflicts, nd r ach d ci ions 
affecting the community. 12 Gurdwaras sub equ ntly b ilt in oth r area of Sikh 
s.Jtlement in Bntish Columbia became legally affiliated branches of the an­
couver Khalsa Di"' n Society. Thus, during this period, the Vancouver Khalsa 
Diwan Society could legitimately claim to speak on behalf of all the Sikhs-and 
thus the verwhelming majorit_ of a l Sout -A ian immigrants- in British 
Columbia. 

It wa not incon istent with Sikh ideolo y for a .. temple" organiZ t" on such as 
the Khalsa Diwan So iety (hereafter, K DS) to engage in political activities, and 
the KD quickl · took the ead in fighting against the exclu ionary Can dian 
immigration polici s and for the exte sion of <ull civil rights to all South-A 1an 
immigrants in British Columbia. Having played a centr I role in the community's 
rejection of a government l propo al which would have seen South Asian 
relocated to Briti h Honduras, the KOS found it elf deeply involved in see ing a 
redress of the community's many grievanc s against the British, Canadian and 
British Columbian authorities. Causes championed by the KDS in the period 
from 1909 to 1947 included sending delegations to Ottawa and London to argue 
for the lifting of the .. Orders-in-Council" which effectively barred further 
immigration from the Indian sub-continent, upporting court challenges to the 
legality of Canadian immigration poli ies, offe · ng material and legal support to 
the passengers and would-be immigrants of the ill-fated Komagata Maru, and 
assisting individual immigrants facing deportation orders. In addition, the KDS 
worked to bring about favorable decisions from Canadian officials which 
eventually allowed South-Asian immigrant to sponsor for immigration their 
wives and dependent children and ex:ended domiciliary rights to illegal immi­
grants who had been succe sfully esta ii shed · n the country for a certain period 
of time. 13 Finally, the KDS was the in titutional voice for the community in its 
ultimately successful efforts to achi~ 1e the fedc:ral, pro\incial and municipal 
franchi e, an important victory 'hic11 allo -Ved South Asian-Canadian in British 
Columbia not only the right to vo e but also the right to er ter certain profession 
(notably, law and medicine) otherw· e clo ed to them. 14 

During the community's first deca es m Canada, poradic attempts had been 
made to found what could be regarded as separate ethnic-political organizations 
(see Lal, 1976; Buchigniani, 1979). For the most part. the e organization· failed 
to attract sufficient support from the community to sustain their activities.1 
Political successes which could ·be claimed, most notably on the part of t 
United India League, had to be shared with the KOS. As Norman Buchigniani 
points out, the Sikhs did not lack in political organization during their first 
decades in Canada even if they did lack in explicitly ethnic-political organiza­
tions.16 It was simply the case tha so long as the South-Asian immigrant 
population remained small, overwhelmingly Sikh and relatively united (if only in 
respect to the perceived intransigence of go '!mme t authorities), the KOS and 
its gurdwara were regarded by community mem ers as the logi"al institutional 
center for meeting the community' varied ne s. nd so long as the various 
levels of government regarded the KDS as speahng on behalf of South-Asian 
r.~M,fo1M thP J( n~ \l':ls able to sus.tai:i an acti e political role. 
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rn titutional Developments Within he Vancouver Sikh C ommuni y: 1948-19 9 

B\ 1947, the s )uth-A ian immigrant popu.lation in the lower mainland sti~l 
alm~- t exclu·ively Sikh -ryad hrunk t~ htt_le o~er one-t_h?u an? per o_n . 

H . • f 1 llo\\ ing cha no in Canadian 1mm1grat1on and c1t1zensh1p policies. o\.\e er. l r- f · d 
h mmunit'-' slow!\. began to expand after decade o contraction an 

t e co .l - b · b h 
retren hment Ironically. the KOS, which had wo_rked to nng a out t ese 
changes. was itself signiticantly a~fectcd b 'them. An influ. of newcome~s ~elpe,d 
tir up incipient fa tional conflict between what other ant?ropolog1st . ha\e 

termed the "modernist" and "traditionah t" segments of the Sikh community._ In 
1952. a ispute arose ove1 requ rement_ for election to the KOS e.-e~utive 
committee, ith the "traditionalists' arguing unsuccessf ~lly fo~ ~he exclusio~ of 
clean-sha,en and turbanless Sikh trom KOS leadership positions. Follo\.\ing 
their de eat. a group of "traditionalist •· broke with t~e K D~ to fo~nd a :econd 
Vancouver RLmbrnra and a .econd soc1et). the Akali Singh St~? Soc_iety. ~hortly 
thereafter. a parallel split occurred in Victoria. where a "tradit10nah_ t" minor,ty 
there broke awa\' from the KOS e;urdH ara to form )Ct another independent 
e;urdwara societ) With the unity of the pro_vince's Sikh gurdwaras under the 
umbrel a of the KOS now broken. the affiliated KO'; e;urdwarafi them~el\es 
began to eek independence from the Vancouver KO. ~nd ~hese_de\·elopment 
together with an increase in non Sikh South-Asian 1mm1grat1on. elle_ct1\_ely 
undermined the credibility of the Vancouver KOS a the s~le orgamzat~on 
peaking to the wider Canadian . ociet;- on behalf of the entire South-Asian 

immigrant community. i-; 

Out of this newly unsettled situation emerged what could be regarded as an 
ethnic-pohtical organintion the East Indian C_anadian Ci_tizens.' Welf~re 

ssociation. Though dominated by the sizeable Sikh populat10n and ~ha:mg 
some leadership v.ith the KOS. this \\a an overtly non-religious organization, 
formally independent of any gurdwara. By etting its objective as working fo_r 
the benefit of the entire "Ea t Indian" population throughout the countr)', it 
implicitly accepted the Canadian view of social reality ~·12., ~hat t_here exi t a 
distinct "East Indian" ethno-cultural group sharing certain unique interest and 
activities. Thus it was at this juncture that the Welfare Association-as it ca~~ to 
be called by community members -began to take on some of the more poht1cal 
functions (e.g., pressing the government for increased immigration quotas for 
India) previously undertaken by the KDS. 1 

During th 1950s and early l 960s, the community gradually grew in number on 
the strength of sponsored relatives, mall quotas of independen_t im~igrant_s, and 
Canadian-born offspring. For the most part, evidence from this_ penod points to 
continuing accommodation to certain Canadian norms. While the influx of 
newcomers-and especially the practice of seeking spouses in India-served to 
counteract assimilative tendencies, the new immigrants generally deferred to ~he 
established immigrants-often their relatives and fellow villagers-for direct10n 
in adapting to Canadian customs. Thus, to give but one example, most male 
Sikhs took the job-hunting advice of earlier immigrants and ere clean-shaven 
and turbanless upon or shortly after their arrival in Canada. 

As the l 960s drew to a close and the KOS prepared to move into its impressive 
new gurdwara overlooking the Fra er River, leadership of the KOS and the 
Welfare A.:sociation was in the hands of tho:e '"mockrt1i._t," "hA ,,, ..... ,,,iv 

~01.1.'K. ,r.. ~ c c.ommudci..i, " ('I~ 1,vho ho...ol theN1":>~h1c~ .::vc.c..e.<2t:tee( •~ 
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term . 19 With the community pro pering, suffering litte 0\ ert hostility and 
anti ipatmg more open immigrati ,n. the Welfare s ociation had become les. 
politically active. t 1canwhile the gurd1\·ara . as the ocial center for the Sikh 
communit). "ere now more than e\er fu ctioning like Western- tyle '"houses o 
"orsh1p." opening their doors primarily for weddings. funeral , and Sunday 
er ·ices. Ho\.\-ever, certain events had been .·et in motion or were about to e. et 

m motion, whi h in the cot.rse of the past decade have significantly changed the 
community makeup and altered both the organizational structures and I ader­
ship pattern .. 

ln~f t •ional Denlopments Within th V ncouver Si h Community: 1970 1980 

Hr t of all. changes in Canadian immigration policies in 1962 and especiall:-, i 1 

I. 67 (and la tin until modified in 1973 and 1974) ignificantl) liberali?ed 
regulations affecting the immigration of South Asian . Increased immigration 
and increases restdting from a significant exce · of birth over deaths within the 
Sikh communit) help r.: ,· plain the perhap four-fold increas in the . 1kh 
popul uon of the lower mainland to cun ent estimates of upwards of ort) 
thousanc per un . t the same time, the makeup of the • East-Indian"' pl)[)U­

lation as a whole ;(no\.\ including I mailis. Pakistanis. Fijians. and other~ of 
South-A 1an ancestry) h ... s gone trom overnhelmingl_ . ikh to a point \\ here 
Sikhs rlpre nt only one-half to t\\O-th1rd of all "East Indians·· in the lower 
mainland. Furt ermore. rapid gro\\th and increa ing dive sity within the Si h 
communi y it elf(resulting from Sikh immigration not only from India but from 
Britain, Ea t Africa , Fiji, a. d other Commonwealth countries) has meant!-. me 
attenua ion of the influence of the old family and village ties which had en t.d to 
integrate new 1mm1grant - into the community. and which had served as po\.\er 
bases for certain community leader . While uch tie continue to be important 
generators of olidaritv within the community, no one person's ties are by 
themselves sufficient to ensure power and position within the Sikh community. 
At the same time that diversification and internal growth in the ikh community 
has worked against the continued dominance of the old Sikh leaders, similar 
factors conspire to challenge any as umption of continued Sikh dominance 
either locally or nationally - within the collective "East I nd1an" ethnic 
category. 20 

The past decade has also seen the introduction of the federal multiculturalis : 
programs and the passage of human rights legislation at the federal. an 
provincial le\els. One effect of these policies has been to make clear that in the 
Canadian context "East Indians" are seen as constituting a di tinct ethno­
cultural group and that the Canadian government would prefer to deal with pan­
"East-lndian" ethnic organizations. At the same time, while Canadians generally 
remain insensitive to confessional and conventional difference among South 
Asians and persist m lumping all those of South-Asian ancestry in a single 
category, the term "Hindu" which was once applied indiscriminantly-and 
largely inaccurately-to those of South-Asian ancestry in Canada ha for the 
most part been replaced by "East Indian" as the common ethnic label. 

While other Canadians may assume thc1t "East Indians" share common ethno­
cultural traits and common socio-political interest , Canadians of South-Asian 
ancestry are themselves aware of the increa~ipo rlivt-•Ttv 0-f b ,a.~,-cu v-.~, "\.n.Y 
\ e r ~ - -t-:s rV\ Gr '\ T' ""\ C,.., ,e.. Co" S t e (" 4 I 11:.,0 ~ r ' 6 ' 0-. l"I '"> ...> 'S", l 't l 

'"' -\' <;..N-(='<" I ,, , +\r-.~t S 
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ohn Wood ( 1978) make clear, .. East-Indian" participati~n in the process 
leading to the new Immigration Act of 1976 was marked by d1spa~ate_ and ~ften 

fl
. · ntati·ons By the m1d-l 970s, there was no organization. either 

con ictmg prese · . · f 
t . al "ht'ch could accurately be said to represent the interests o a 

local or na ion , " . . 
· d "E t-Indi'an" community. In Vancouver, the Welfare Association was 

unite as · · l R · f 
l 

. d'callv active and had been stricken from the Provmc1a egtster o 
on \ ~por.i i . . . . l l f 
S 

-. · the KD. was increasingly immob1hzed by mterna strugg es or 
c:O~;~t of the executive and the Akali ~ingh Sikh S_ociety continued its genera~ly 

· · · s The onlv organizauon pre urning to represent the entire 
quiet1st1c way - . u · 
community \\as the soon-discredited ~ast Indi~n DCefence C_ompmitteef, aC·v1 · odist 

(now affiliated with the Albaman-leanmg ommumst art o ana a-
~:~~ist-Leninist (CPC-ML)) which ha? organized vigilante actions to d~fen~ 
""Ea •t Indians" in Vancouver from physical and verbal harassment by whites. 

To fill this void m ethnic-political organizational solidarity expo ed _by ~he 
immigration policy review. an all-Canada "Ea t-Indian" umbrella organization 
was tormed in 19.,5-76. Drawing its leadership an~ support_ largely from the 
Indo-Canadian elite (i.e .. the Western-educated. Enghsh-speakmg profes 10n~ls. 
bureaucrats and business people) and. at the local level. from those v. 1th prior 
experience in dealing with Canadian governmental ~ureaucracy (e g .. th

1
rough 

private or government employment and or leadership of the K DS o~ 'welfare 
Association durmg their activi t phases), the orgamzatton called itself the 
. ational A sociation of Canadians of Origins in India ( 1 T ACOI) and set as its 

aims and obJect1ves: 
l. T O encourage Canadian of origins in l ndia to fuily participate 

in Canadian Societ\ 
"' r o provide a nat10~al voice to Can~dians _of origins in india. 
3. To provide a forum for exchange of ideas, issues and common 

cone rns . . 
4. To facilitate communication within and with other organiza-

tions. 
5. To a sist in the onentation and adaptation of Canadians of 

origins in India to the Canadian milieu and bring about a better 
understanding of Canada and other Canadians. . . 

7. To formulate guidelines for improving the collective image of 
Canadians of origins in India. . 

8. r o assure due recognition of the contribution of Canadian of 
origins in India to Canada (N ACOI, 1977) 
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Citi1en ' Welfare <\ssociation, and the fledgling Fraser Valley East Indian 
Canadian Welfare A ·sociation) as wcli a . the .. left1:t'' alternatives (e.g .. the 
aforementioned East Indian Defence Committee. the rival Indian Peoples· 

. o iation of • -orth America and the recently-founded East Indian Vorkers' 
Association) suggests a significant acceptance of the po. it ion that to compete for 
funds and recognition in the wider Canadian societv it mav be necessarv to 
organize into ;hat are at leaJt in theory pan-•·Ea t-India~" ethnic-poli~ical 
organizations. 22 

<\s suggested earlier, the rise in ethnic-political organizations has gone hand­
in-hand with a proliferation of ethnic institut1ons ofvariou<; sorts Thus. •ith the 
e~tabli hment of group· such as the Punjabi Cultural .. cc1at10n. the Pun1abi 
Literary Association. and of independent Punjabi scho ls. one find . that cth-nic­
cultural activitie: are no longer the exclu. ive pro\·ince of the Kurdwara.\. 
Likewise. groups like the India Club of Vancouver." the International Punjabi 
Society. the India Mahilla (Women's) A.ssociation. and \ano..is .::porting clubs 
funcrion as ethno-social organizations independent of the gurc/H'ilra,. Final!\. 
ethn1c-s Kial services. once almost exc1u i\ el~ the in t1tut1onal pro\ mce of the 
gwdirnras. have now largely been ta ·en over by governm .nta l agencies or semi­
governmental organi1at1ons like the Immigrant Sen ice<; Centre or the lo al 
Teighborhood Houses which increasingly employ · Ea t Indian." to deli\er 

services to largely "East-Indian" clients. 23 

(Jne might uspect that this proliferation of ethnic organizations taking over 
what were once the multiple re ·ponsibilitie of the Ktmlwaras might lea\e the 
gurdwara,;; themselves deserted and lifeless. This has not been the case. Gurd­
waras continue to enjoy high attendance and tremendou material upport fr m 
the ikh community. Several new gurdwaras have been built, are being built, or 
are being planned in the lower mainland. Indeed, the past ten years have ecn 
something of a religiou revival within the Vancouver Sikh communitv. Calls for 
greater religious orthopraxy have resulted in increa. ing ritual elabor~tion in the 
established services as well as the reintroduction of Sikh ceremonies and 
gurdwara protocol which had nearly died out in Vancou ·er. The elect10n for the 
1979 term and subsequent re-election of an .. orthodox"-dominated executive 
committee of the KOS ha been seen by many as a consolidation of "orthodox" 
control over gurdwara affairs and a repudiation of lapses in religious orthqpraxy 
perpetrated over the years in the interests of ocial accommodation. 24 

The present leadership of both the KOS and the Akali Singh Sikh Society 
appear to view their mandates primarily in terms of promoting a return to 
religious orthopraxy and not as necessitating political activism. Thus, they have 
concentrated their energies on maintaining the gurdwarar, as a context for the 
practice of what they regard as appropriate Sikh religious activities and have 
involved the Societies only indirectly in ethnic-political activities.25 For the old­
guard KDS leadership, the loss of power in a gurdwara which was built under 
their leadership and which practices a brand of Sikhism with 'which they felt 
comfortable has been a blow.26 On the other hand, as they have withdrawn from 
?1'rdwara society affairs, many of these people have become incr~ingl} 
involved in the ethnic organizations, finding them to be a more rewarding forum 
for their interests and expertise. In light of these changes in orientation and 
leadership _o~ the c_om~un~ty's institutions, it is not surprising t~ fipd that m;:1nv 

~ hile at the local level. N ACO I's British Columbia Chapter has been 
dominated by the Vancouver Sikh elite (and suffers, says i~s detractors, _fr0 ?1 
elitism), it would be unwarranted to assume that the Sikh com~u~ity_ 10 

Vancouver has been united in accepting the wisdom or necessity of part1cipat~on 
in a pan-••East-Indian" ethnic-political organization. Given the traditional Sikh 
ideology of religious-cum-ethnic distinctiveness, it is not surp_rising that ther~ 
should be residual support for the position, most vocally enunciated by the loca 
Shiromani Akali Dal of Canada, that Sikhs are a ••separate people" who should 
be known not as "East Indian " or ·•Canadian of origins in India" but as 
.. Canadian Sikhs" and whose political interests should be looked after _by the 
~rdwara societies or other repre entatives of the Sikh Panth (comn:iumt~): In 
general, however. local Sikh participation in the ... establi-hment" ethnic-political 
~r~a,-,,;-z..~ ~,- l\~ (e~ f\:jft'C,.O . f\ ,e_v-2v.-va.d ~.... fr: (1·.~o.'t, - , ci f:o.sk l"'ol.a"' C0-..'\dd1,-tcl\ 

of_H,e q- ua t,ne.s · r1' :_'~:., -,d-~· (lli1lt . IS>/ ,Jt.,f>) h CJ Q.,[Af", !)r 1cier'\1, ~1[-__ [AS e 1.wa.l -f 
K.D~ t L\.;\-€(5h,p [-rq ,p,ofe~ on I u-.llPL- ~,• 11 ·· --1. 
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d 
.. d ·tyfl an b"lingualism) a now im ortant or leadership of the 

.. na . mo erm . d · · f 
h 

· 1·t·ca1 organiza ions but of lesser importance to ay a cntena or 
.:t me- o 1 1 . d , · · 
e ecti n to the executive omm1ttee of the gur \~ara societies. 

Sikh Sup ort for the Differentiation of 'Religion' and 'Ethnicity' 

The prolifera•ion and diversification of ~eligious an~ et_hnicf instfitl~ftioTn , 
activiti and leaders with·n the Vancouv ~ Sikh ~ommumty_ 1 a act o 1 e. o 
what extent it represents a fundamen~!• 1rrevers1bl~, _consc1o~s accep ance of 
c adian ideology with respect to rehgion and ethnicity remams to be seen. I :n d be noted however that support for the differentiation of 'religion' and 
~ct~~icity' can b~ found ar:i<?ng those two tegorics of pe:sons ~ithin the Sikh 
collecti ity who. having beer born and rea_re~ m ~an~dian society, woul?. be 
most li · ely to interpre s ... ial action and soc al iden!1ty m terms of the _prevailing 
Cana ian ideology. These two gro p are th now sizeable and matunngsecond 
and th"rd generation of Canadians of Punj~bi-, ikh an~estry. and the. mall ~>Ut 
vocal and visible group of non-"East-lndian Canadia~ and A~encan Sikh 
converts. While the two groups tend to define themselves m va t~y differe~t ways 
with re pect to the Vancouver Sikh communit~ ~s a_whole, their ~-ery existence 
pea •s to the separabi it~· of religion and et .mc1ty m the Canadian context. 

What is striking about the second- and third-generation Canadians_ of 
Punjabi- ikh ancestry is their strong ethnic identity. Second- _and third­
generation Canadians of Punjabi-Sikh anc~ try have largely ~voided tra~s­
gressing the imp[cit norms (e.g., by marrying ou'- or conv~rti_ng out) ~hich 
govern inclu ion in "our commun~ty." Pressures both f~om ~ithm an? w1th~ut 
have reinforced the norm of Sikh endogamy, so t.1at mtermarnage with 
Canadians of other ethnic backgrounds-and thus any question of conflicting 
ethnic allegiances-is still uncommon. Moreover, duri~g t~e past dec~~e? the 
ethnic consciousness of many of these people has been igmficantly pohtic1zed. 
The increase in overt a ti-"East-lndian" hostility on the part of other Canadians, 
though largely directed at the new immigrants, has been sufficiently general_i~ed 
so as to affect the second and third generation as well. nd these people, sens1tn,e 
to an injustice being done to all "East Indians," have regarded the ethnic-political 
organizations as the appropriate institutions for mounting a response.27 

On the other hand, many of these same people express estrangement from the 
recent Sikh religious revi alism, regarding it as an unfortunate return to aspect 
of life in "village India" with little relevant to, or positive im_Plications f~r,_ the 
community's situation in Canada. To such peopl , the issue of r h~ious 
orthoprax should rightfully be an individual one, di tinct from and subordm~te 
to the community's efforts to better their po ition as "East Indians" i~ Cana_d_1an 
·ociety. Thus, for many of the e people, the orientation of the ethmc-poht1~l 
institutions and the challenge they provide in bridging the gap between the ~t~~ic 
community and the wider Canadian society is more compelling than the activitie 
of religious orga izations from which they feel largely estranged. It is from the~e 
people that one gets the clearest statement that it may be . P?ssible ~o ~ 
•ethnically' Sikh (or Punjabi or .. .1.fast Indian") without being 'rehg1ously' Sikh.· 

One receives just the converse message from the gora (white) Sikh conver s." 
For them, solidarity with Vancouver's "East Indian" Sikhs is based not on 
shared Punjabi heritage but on common adherence to a univer al ,ikh dharma 

'ariously translated as "religiont "way of 1 ife;• •• uty"). The convert make .. 

D t It 

clear ide logica1 dis inction betwe~n r:ligi_o~s accommodation (e.g .. the giving 
up_ of beards. urbans, and other Sikh rehg10u · ymbols") which tl.ey conside 
neither nece ary n re cu able, and ethnic adaptation {e .. , an end to residual 
Punjabi "ca te consciou ness" and the "' ubjugation of women", ·hich they 
accept and would encour ge.3 The con ·erts· ma·or contention 1i -a-vis the 
.. East-India ,., Sikh commun=ty in Van ouve is that in the proces of ~ ·ommo­
a~tion to Can dian no ms th · Canadians o Punjabi-Sikh ncest · who have 
v1_0 ted what he con •ert ta c to b inv· olable religious norms re patit 
(literally, "fallen;fl the converts• tran lation is ••apostate") and thus •·Ea t­
lnd·ans" (or "Punjabis") ut no 1 nger .. re l :'ikh _ .. :;, 

Since they d fine them elves in re'igious e ms. t e converts ave viewed the 
gurdwaras~their own as well as tho which are p, cdominantly unjabi Sikh­
as the appropriate instituti nsforth :r eti, · ·nvo! em nt ith·'East-Indian~ 
Si ·hs. In the gurdwaras, they have generally li~ned themselve with .. orthodoxtt 
elements, helped sponsor 'isits by ... ikh .. m1ssionarie "from India, performed 
gurbani Ki,:tan ("hymn of the Gurus") at ~ervices, and (at t e Akali Singh 
gurdwara) introduced "Sunday school .. cla. se~ for the children. Furthermore 
since the~ hol~ uc~ a~ unequivocal notion oft eir own identity as ·re igiously: 
but not ethnically 1kh, the converts are able to draw a sharp ct ·stinction 
between "religious" discrimination and discriminatio · based on "race ·• "eth­
nicity," or "national origin ." Thu the converts, as individual litigants dr as co­
counsel_ thr_ough t~e Sikh Youth Federation of Canada, have b en particularly 
ag~essive !n seeking to secure and expar.d Sikh "religious r·ghts" in Canada. 
Ba mg their arguments on the principle that religious code for conduct are 
privileged and in iolable, they have enjoyed n teable succe s in appealing 
instances of perceived religious discrimination to the court , H ,man Right 
boa~ds _and other p~blic ?odies. They have ensured, for example, that "ortho­
d~x Sikhs can retam their beard . turbans, swords and other religious symbols 
without fear of di crimination and with full understanding that such religious 
sy~bols a~e being retained on religiou principle and are not merely a perpetu­
ation of bizarre "East-Indian•· ethnic customsJ! 

Conclusion 

. It is somewh~t ironic that whil~ the ethnic-political organizations serving the 
1kh c?mmum:y. are ofte~ casttgated for their impotence in defining· and 

defe~dt~g- ethmc m~ere~t , 1t is once again an explicitly-religious organizatfon 
and individuals actmg m the name of religion who have brought about ome 
small-b~t, to many Sikhs, ignificant-changes in Canadian policies affecting 
them. This sho ld serve a a reminder not to overlook channels of power which 
may be open to ethnic groups aside from the expre sly political. However, this 
should not obscure the main point of this analysis, which has been to account for 
the proliferation and diversification of institutions within Vancouver's Sikh 
~mmun_ity: In this ~e?ard, it seems appropriate to conclude that the de facto 

diffe~enttation of rehgious and ethnic-political institutions. ac ivities and leaders 
With_i~ the Vancouver Sikh community repr ents a significant departure from 
rad1ttonal Punjabi-Sikh ideology and social structure. This departure can also 

be ecn as constituting adaptation to Canadian ideology and publ'c policv. 

If o, what more general implications are there in these developments within 
the Sikh community? Are these developments peculiar to the S,kh ~,tn~t;r.n ;~ 
' nad~, di..l"lV1V)' C-<,o:--.A ""~ \.)('11£1 J..Z.. '(\\ - ( ~ d\ () .., l O , - ~ - l.. <._ \.., I 
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· d · t·tut·ional forms? Or are the developments noted here for the 
Jg1es an ms 1 . - •. · c d · 

S.khs common to other .. ethno-rehc1ou group· in ana ian 1couver 1 ~ . . 
·. . f xample to Canadian Doukhobors. , 1ennomtes. Huttentes, Or-

JCtet\- ore · · · c · 
thodo-.. Old Believer . Jt:w '? I \ ould ~ugge._t _that,.m respo~dt~g to anad1an 
ideology and public p· ticy each .. et.hno-rehg1ou~ gr_oup 1s l~kely ftCo havd~ a 
omewhat different experience retl ctmg ( l )_ the_ un~que mtersect10n o ana tan 

and the groui ·s traditional ideolorv and m. t1tut1ona l - tructure . ~nd (2) t~e 
nature and extent of intt:racti~n _bct':"een the grou~ a~d- th~ wider. SOCl~tr ~~t 1f, 
as has been uggested. a d1stmct10n between rehg10n and _e!lrn1c1ty i a 
\,ommonplace of Canadian ideol~gy. then it :-,houl~ not be s~rpnsmg t~ fir~d an 
increa ing differentiation of religious and ethmc identit~es .• ?rgamzati?~s. 

t .\,.tt·e~ and leadl.rs takin place ,Hthm these "'ethno-rehgious communities ac i 1 • • . • • 

over time. And if r~)\itical pov,er 1 • a ~ecular rather than rel~g10us prerogative m 
Canadian ideology. one might aiso expect to observe ~".er time the emergenc~ of 
ethnic-political organizations lien mg t~ese com~~mt1es and a corre ponding 
de-politintion of the· r religiou:'.) inst1tut1?n~. If this~: s1. we nee~ to .~no\\ more 
about the institutional developments w1thm the~e ethno-rehg10us commun­
ities. for the outlines of a general theory await further substantiation b~ others. 

*A \er ion of this paper wa t rst pre..,e!lted at the R1ennial Canad.an Ethmc Stud1e Assoc1a-
tio.1 \ketings in Yam:ou\er. B.C. October 12. !974. The paner 1s based on arch1\al research 
and on fi tiwork conducted in 197 ..,9 with the Yancou,Pr Sikh commumty. The research 
builds on pre\ious research conduced in 1972 and 1974 with the Healthy. Happy. ~oly 
Organization (3HO) whose member are no- , knov,n m_ore w1delv as Can

1
ad1an _and American 

Sikh converts. Funding for the latter research was prn,ided by th~ .S . . at1onal Endowment 
for the Humanities (Youthgrant t:A Y-20553-74-398). I would like to thank Brenda Bee~. 
Norm Buchignani. El1rnbeth o\ille. Gary fowney. Rich Handler. and John Wood for their 
help-ul com~ents on earlier drafts of ~his paper. 

FOOTNOTES 

I use the term "Sikh comm unit\·- in a broad sense to include all those ll\mg m greater Yan• 
couver who consider themselv~s to be Sikhs. Cnfortunatel~. accurate statistical informa­
tion on the Sikh population in Canada 1s hard to obtain. not least because "Sikh" is no~ a 
categor} of enumeration (either religious or ethnic) in Canadian census _data ~hile 
Toronto's and Ya ncouver's Sikh populations are by far the largest m Canada. it remains an 
open q1..1t1;t1on as to whether Toronto's has yet to surpas Vancouver's as the largest. 

2. I ;)Ut quot,1tion marks around "East Indian" because while it is the conventional cate­
gorical label for all those of So ... th A'>ian ancestry in Canada. many persons so label:d find 
it misleading and derogatory and would prefer another general label (e.g., ln~o­
Canadian" or .. Canadian or origins in India") or a more specific one (e.g., "Canadian 
Sikh" or "fijian Canadian") or none at all. 

3. "Institutional adaptation" should not be confused with "structural assimil~tion." While the 
latter refers to the "large-scale entrance of immigrant group members mto the chques, 
clubs, and institutions of the host society on a primary group level" (Gordon, 1964: 7!), 
the former refers to changes of institutional structures wllhin the irt:migra~t ~ommumty 
with respect to institutional forms :anctioned by the host and sending soc1et1es. 

4. By .. ethnic-political organizations, I mean those i_nstitutions _whose pri1'.1a~ activities 
im olve lobby in for the inter sts of a particular ethmc community and med1a_t1_ng b~tw~en 
the ethnic community and the social institutions and particularly th_e P?ht1cal !nsut_u­
tion. --of the wider socie y. By "'~thnic-cultural," I refer to orgamzat1ons. pnmanl,Y 
concerned with promoting the folk arts. histof) and language _o~ the e~hmc group= 
.. traditional cultur~." .. Ethnic-social" organizations are those providing soc1a! and re~re,, 
ational opportunities for members of the ethnic community ... Ethnic-social sen-ice 

, ,n 
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organi1ation are tho e delivering social senic:es to the ethnic community. These are. in a 
ense. 1deal-t) pe in · titutiun Organi,atwnc; can be and often are involved in more than one 

type of actn ity .. ·e,ertheles . l feel justified in my characterization of variou organi,a­
tion within Vancouver's • tk.h community on the a i of their dominant orientation. 

5 Like "adaptation." the term •'ideology" i_ theoretically load done which de erves careful 
definition. Follo"ing one common anthropological usage (see Nicholas, 197.3: 75 0: 
Geert1. 197'\ 193 233, Schneider. 1976: 220). l regard ideology as the natives· social 
theory. nden,10 din th1 \ ay. ideology is a non-e,aluative theoretical concept - that i , 
one expressing actors' ideas bout ideal for their scx.1cty. 

While ideolog1e_ build upon and draw their authoritativeness from pervasive and 
persuasive cultural symbol . the natives· ocial analy is (I) is "prey to the ame problems of 
coherence and authority as are other cultural systems" ('.'licholas. 1973: 76). and (2) "is not 
the same a~ the analvst', thec,reticallv c nstructed view of the native culture" (Schneider. 
1976: 220) GI\ en th(,; dc1init1on of id~olocy. it becomes apparent that one can hold ··ethno­
cultural plurali·m1" to be the rrevailing Canadian ideology without thereby endor. ing it as 
one·~ own social, 1entific an.dysis of Canadian ,;ocit:ty and culture. Understanding this. 1t 
is possible tc agree" ith John P rte r's conclusiOn that "(i)f not its one distinctive value. that 
of the mo a1 1 C ,rnada's mo:,,t cheri<;hed- l 1965: 55 ) without disputing those who pre ent 
evidence of ethni~ hierarch~ M tluid e~h111c boundaries or a widespread adoption of 
common cultural premise aero-.:; ethnic oundaries. 

6. The Canadian idt:olog:. with re-,pect to ethn1c1ty and the government's policv of multi­
culturalism ha\e been variou-,ly cnt1c1zed by social scientist for inaccurately portraying 
the -,tructur· I r a li 1es ol Canadian oc1ety (Porter. 1975). for confw,ing the analytic 
notions ol "ethni ... lt~ .. and "culture" (burnet. 1976). and for co opting the leg1t1mate human 
rights concern of imm1 rant eroups b\ tocusing on their "fo.lk" activities (Sehr )eter. 
1978). or b1 creating "career eth'lic.-" with ,ested mtere,ts 11, perpetuatmg current 
multicultural! m programs ( f I tderes & Goldenberg, 1977 J. ~evertheless. reiteration of 
their commitment to the mL.Jt1culturah~m policy by recent Liberal and Con enat1ve 
go-.ernment and the <,uppon tht> p1)licy has received from all three ma3or political part1e-. 
suggests that the ideology persish and that the policy 1· likely to be continued 

7. The Canadian tdeolog1 v. 1th respect to "ethnicity" appears to share much in common wtth 
the ideology -w nh m,pcct to •·race." The major difference appears to be the greater degree 
to which the ··tact<;" of racial 1dent1ty are taken to be mnate and encoded m one' · substance 
(e.g. 1n "blood" and "coior"). It may be most appropriate, therefore. to regard "East 
Indian" like "Ba k" and "'.\ati ·e Indian" as a racial-ethnic category label (though, in 
fact. many Canadians of PunJab1-S1kh ancestry could easily .. pass" as white Canadians if 
color wen: the onl:- index) . 

8. This point dc_erves further elaboration Par,;ons ( 1975: 65), quoting David Schneider, 
pomts out that in . · orth America. "ethnic ~tat us 1s conspicuously devoid of social content" 
and "the markers of [ethnic] identity are in a \ery important sense 'empty symbols'." In 
other words. m ~orth America, so long as a few general "cultural markers" are retained, 
considerable "cultural adaptation" can take place without bringing into 4uest1on one's 
"ethnic identity" 

9. While the separation of church and state is not as absolute in Canada as in the United· 
States (and thus, e.g., independent religious schools are eligible for public funds in British 
Columbia), multiculturalism funding is apparently not intended to support overtly­
relig1ous activities. Where religious institutions do receive public funds, it is usually 
specified as support for what are taken to be ancillary ethnic-cultural or ethnic-social 
service activities Thus. in the early 1970s the K DS was briefly given a grant by the city of 
Vancouver to run an .. mformation center" for new immigrants. The Vancouver gurdwaras 
have not sought further funds even though the KDS Punjabi School might be eligible for 
funding from the Secretary of State (Multiculturalism) for its Punjabi language classes. 
KOS leaders give as a reason for not seeking such funding the fear of loss of autonomy. 
Since the Punjabi language and, espec1ally, the Gurmukhi script are so intimately 
connected with the Sikh religion, it is hard to imagine the authorities being able to enforce 
the teaching of rehg1ously-neutral Punjabi language classes at the gurdwaras. 

IO. In his comparative study of South Asia and the modern West, the French anthropologist 
Louis Dumont ( 1970) has admoni hed us to fully recognize and respect the contrasting 
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21. The East Indian Defence Committee re pre ents an intere tmg case study since it is a grocp 
which apparently would like to ta e advantage of both Canadian and traditional Sikh 
ideologies of reh 10n and ethnicity. Recognizing the importance of the gurdwaras to the 
Sikh community. the Defence Committee un:)uccessfully ~ought control of the Vancouver 
gurdwaras during the mid-1970 One of the arguments ra1 ed again t Defence Committee 
involvement in gurdwara aff a1rs was that as a .. political" organization and, as an affiliate of 
the Comm uni t Party of Canada ( Marxist-Leninist), n apparently "anti-religious" 
organization, its participation in the affairs of a religious organization ~ould be 
mappropnate. Having been rebuffed in effort to secure a base in the gurdwaras. the 
Defence Committee sought to build a "Memonal Hall" whic h would serve as a meeting hall 
and community center commemorating the earl\ martyrs of the Vancou\'er "East-Indian" 
communitv, the Indian Freedom Fighter , and recent Indian ·ax.ihte activists The · 
found . however. that by installing a copy of the Sin Guru Granrh Sah,h and allowing the 
building to be used for weddings, they could call it the Desh Bhagat Temple and thu,; (I) 
take advantage of the fact that "house of worship" are considered non-thre· tening by 
m "1 t Canadians and are granted tax-exempt status under local statutes. and f 2) keep 01 n 
the channels of communication with those Sikhs who ha\e need of a place to perform 
functioru; and do not object to this particular blending of religion and politics 

. A other things he has suggested that one significant 
· f h t o regions. mong ' · · · · h l ' d'ff .,cologies o t e w . d modern Western 1deolog1eo; ism t e : •ter s i eren-

c.ontrast etween S?uth-Asi~dn anty i·nto a multitude of separate and distinct "domains." 
f · I ct1on and I enu · · Id . · t ttat1on o s_oc1a a . ·v) even o so far as to sugge t that the coment1ona istmc t~n 

Jndcn & Nicholas (1977. x1 . gthe sacred and secular domains may not be present m 
made in the modem West between 
South-Asian cultures. d. . I 

f 
d·scussion of the multiplicity of functions of the tra 1tiona 

11 Sec Mayar ( I 959: 8-9) or one I 

ikh gurdwara. f t h early activities of 

Se
t> Singh ( 1977. 174-175) and Das ( 1923: 88) for accounts o some o t 

12. OS 
the Vancouver K • .. 

. f the KDS's efforts to achieve dom1cihary nghts for illegal outh-
13 Foradeta1ledaccounto . vos 1947 

. Asian immigrants in British Columbia, see I'\,. , a . . ,· 
. f th KDS's efforts to achieve the federal. prov1nc1al and munH.:1pal 

14 For a detailed account o e 
. franchise for all "Hindoos," see KOS, 1947b. 

d of earl · would-be ethnic-political leaders ( often 
15. Lal (1976) contrasts t~ bac~~~:~:siderable\nor experience deali ng \\ith Wester~~rs) 

hi?hly-edu<:ated, non-Sik~~ w1 l . working-class Sikhs) . Many of these political ac~1v1sts 
. th those of the ~assehs arge ~unity's earl\.' years and found more receptive audiences 
left Vancouver dunng t e com . J 

elsewhere. ·d d 
· cuve in Vancouver at this time. I have not cons1 ere 

16. The Ghad_r (Re~~lutton) _Par:tY wa\~e Vancouver Sikh community. however. because (I) 
~tan ~thru~-p?ht1ca~ in~1:~:::a~~s the poht1cal s1t~at1on in India rather th~n t~e situation 
it~ pnmaI) one~ta~10Cn d d (") while active in Vancouver. its organint1onal center 
ot the community m ana a, an -
was in the United States. 

· · h \ I ffihates of the VancoU\er KOS have now 
I 7. All of the gu:~waras which w;:t or~~t etheeg~:stern Sikh. Samachar Society, publisher of 

achieved their independence. P 
1 

· t be an umbrella organization for all the 
the monthly Sikh Samachar Journa . aspires o 
B.C. gurdwara societies. . 

• · d b. · f the East Indian Canadian Citizens· Welfare Assoc1at1on as set 
18. 1 he aims an o 1ect1ves o 

~a~t ;0i~o~~,::~h;~~~~~~u~1c°:n~~/~~~~~a~~e~d cultural advancement of the Canadian 

citizens ot East Indian ongm m Canada. h b f the Indian 
(b) To act as an effective medium of cooperation _between t e mem en, 0 

Commumtv in Canada and other Canadian c1t1zens. C d 
(c) To i~terpret India, the people. traditions and c~lture. t? the people o-~-/!'la ~utie 
(d) To inculcate among the Canadian citizens of Indian ongin, the responsi I iues. 

and rights of Canadian citizenship. d 1 dia by the 
(e) fo promote better understanding and friendship between Canada an n 

exchange of mutual information. . 1 d other 
(f) To establish centres for the purpose of cultural. recreational. socia an 

community activities. . · deal in or 
(g) To purchase, se\l, take on lease, hire, mortga_ge, or other~1se acquire or es of the 

foreclose property, land and buildings, or any interest therein, for the purpos 

Association. f h h poses of the 
(h) To erect buildings on such lands, or any of them, to urt er t e pur 

Association. . 1 I or personal 
(i) To buy sell deal in hire make or provide or mamtain al necessary re_a 

• ' · ' ' · th b. ect' ves of the Assoc1at1on. property or equipment for carrying out e O J 1 
. be deemed 

(j) To publish periodicals, books, pamphlets and such ht~rat_ure as may 
necessary to promote the above-mentioned aims a nd obJectives. tioned 

(k) To promote all other ancillary objects for the advan~e~ent of the above-men 
aims (East Indian Canadian Citizens' Welfare Assoc1ation, 1954). 

· I K DS leadc::rship at the 
19. See Chadney (1976: 154- 168) for an account of the factors crucia to 

time of his study. . NACOi 
. 11 t d however on the nat10nal 

20. Sikhs from Vancouver continue to be we -represen e , , 
executive committee. 

22. The Indian Peoples' Association of ·orth American (IPA. 'A) i,; affiliated wnh the Ca­
nadian Communist League-Marxist-Leninist (CC L-ML) . The conflicts between the 
Defence Committee and !PANA (and between the CPC-ML and the CCL-ML) deme 
from splits in the Communist Party oi India-Marxist (CPI-Ml during the 1%0'>. The Eaq 
Indian Workers' Assoc1at1on (EIWA) 1s modeled after the effectl\C Indian Worker 
Association (IW A) in Britain. 

23. It i~ interesting to note that there are no ethnic s-ocial-serv1cc organizat ons a '>UCh 
operated from within the "East-Indian· communll_. Traditionally. 1khs have looked after 
their own either informally (e.g .. through family and village connections) or througn the 
gurdwaras. Only recently in Vancouver has the long-standing resistance to turning to 
out 1de agencies for counseling or assistance begun to dissolve. this being both cau e and 
effect of the breakdown of established patron client a°'i brokered relationship in a 
rapidly growing and diversifying Sikh population. 

24. There 1s special irony m the election of the 1979 K D<; executive committee. fh1s wa the 
first K DS election contested under new election procedures ( membership fees, clo-.ed 
membership rolls, secret ballots) which had been pushed by "modernists" as necessary to 
ensure fair elections but had been opposed by .. traditionalists" as a deviation from 
established electoral traditions (a show of hands by those present at the gurc/}1 ara on 
election day) . The 1979 e-lect1on was a hard-fought affair with the incumbent K DS 
leadership (which had strongly pushed the new procedures} and the "orthodox" chal­
lengers ( many of whom had opposed the new procedures) seeking to enroll as many new 
members as possible and to ensure that their supporters made it to the polls. Pre-e ection 
arithmetic forecast a close election which would probably be won by the incumbent group. 
Instead, the .. orthodox" group emerged with a clear majority of seats - and all major 
positions-on the new executive. The new election procedures appear to have·backfired on 
the old-guard KDS leadership who, given the privacy of the voting booth. coulc}no longer 
ensure the loyality of those (e.g., family, members . village-mates, employees, clients) whom 
they had countt>d as their supporters. 

25. The term .. orthodox" (with its specifically-religious overtones) seems more appropriate ir 
describing the present gurdwara leadership than the term .. traditionalist" (which speaks to 
a conservatism in a broad range of ethnic concerns). Whereas Sikh "traditionalists" 
(represented at the organizational level in Vancouver by the Shiromani Akali Dal of 
Canada) would insist on maintaining the gurdwara' traditional multi-functional role, the 
.. orthodox" leadership seems wary of mixing religion and politics . For instance, during 
recent provincial and federal elections, candidates who asked to address the sangat 
(congregation) at the KOS gurdwara (a traditional forum for courting the ikh vote) were 
allowed to do so only after considerable debate on the part of the executive as to its 
propriety, and were instructed to speak only to the highly-charged issue of whether Sikhs 
should be exempted from hard-hat safety regulations on grounds that hard-hat require­
ments conflict with the Sikhs' religious duty and thus religious right to wear their turban . 



27 . 

28. 

29. 

iA. 'luui f:.I{ ,)! H t.lli . IC A ·u REU(j/OUS ADAPTAT/O, 

ac.: of these people argue that in. t~is reltg1ou. ly-pluralist1c soc,et_y. '_'m~der_nist" a~d 
Jrthodox" branches of the Sikh reltg1?n should be allo ed to _co-exist inst1t~t1onally m 

the same wav that reformed consenat1v~/ ort~odox co_ngrc~t,ons exist within Judaism 
th wa, d~nominat,onal difference exist within Christianity. These people argue that 

~~er/are ~ther gurd1rnras in the Vancouver area that the .. orthodo. •· cowld attend without 

taking over the KOS. 

.. East-Indian" -.tudents at the local co~leges and ~ni~·ersitie ~ppear to he e~~raordinarily 
active not only in their own "East-Indian" organizat,o~s _but 111 campu. poht1~s g nerally. 
And there seems to Ix ome carry-oHr betw:en this act1v1,m an~ ~ubsequ~n 1n~•ol\e":ent 
with the community's ethnic-political orgamzat;on · and the poltt1cal parties of the wider 

oc1ety. 

Jong with marry111g a Jt(>ru. form · 1 conven,ion to Chri t1anity remains one of the sure t 
\.\avs-to find oneself cut off from one\ family and others m the PunJab1-Sikh communit~ . 
Fe~ of these people have taken such a drastic . tep Rather. man . regard thcmsi; h-es · -. 
"non-religious" (one of the options available in reltg1ou .· h-p1ura li .;, t1c Canada) 

. 1ost Canadian and Amen can Sikh convert are member'- 01 the If alt"1y. H a pn y. ! . oiy 
Organization (3HO). a group founded in 1969 m Lo. ngclcs b'> a .'i kh 1mrn1gra•1t. 
Harbhajan Singh Puri (a k, a \ ogi BhaJan. a k l a .. ~iri Smgh Sah ib Bhat Sah ib 
Harbhajan Singh Khalsa Yogi). The group was original!:- m.:ru ited u n the ba i f P un· 
Kundahni and Tantnc \ oga teach ings and had a basciall~ yog1c 1d ent1ty (s e U t!senben. 
I 973). but 1t has evolved overt he cour~e of the past decade into a small but d edicated grou p 
of people who regard themsel e-. a~ upholders of Sikh orthopra , y in th1.: West <-,ce 
Du enberv. 1975) . At present. perhap a s man:, as three o live th ousand b ut now here 
nearthe250.000claim'~d - Sikh con crtsli\etn o er one hundred 1H O a ., hr11md .. , p intu : 
communes .. ) throughout · orth America and 10 several c itte, ab roa 

In \'ancouver. an ashram has c , i,ted ..,rnce 197~. The orientat io n lJf the 'a nco u\ er 
ashram is split between 1m olvement w 1th the local "Ea-;t-lnd1an" Sikh commun ity ar.d 
with the "alternat1\e-ltfe tvles" subculture . Relat1onsh1p-. bu wee n JH O an· ·or h 
Americans with Punjabi-S1ih ancestries have often been strained . b ut the dole.-i 01 o 
members of the Vancouver JHO ashram ha\e been in o h ed with Vancou\ ·r\ PunJa b i 
Sikhs bot~ through the ?urd11 aras and through the Sikh Yo uth f ederati or. nf - an da ( a 
joint gora Sikh-Punjab, ~,kh venture inspired and adw;ed by P u n ). 

30 . The converts regard "caste consciousness" and the "<,ubJugation oh~ o men'" a, mco n-, 1ste nt 
with Sikh religious teachings. f-or a fuller discussion of ~orth American and Punja h1 
perspectives on Sikh egalttarianism. see Dw,enbery, 1980. 

31 . ln support of this idea that Sikhism is a religion with certdin religious norms not legit i­
mate!) subject to mod1ficat1on in any social setting, the comcrts point to the reh at 
mararnda. which they term a SiJ...h •·code of conduct for living.tt Formulated h_y a selt:c t 
group of distinguished Sikh h1stonans and religious leader~ as part of a ger eral 
codification of Sikh religiou principles earlier 111 this centur _. the rehat has been circulate 
by the Shiromani Gurdwara Parbandhak Committee Wh ile the converts and some 
"orthodox" leader regard it as a definitive st<itement of Sikh retgious norms. most 
Punjabi Sikhs in :\orth Amem,d are unfam,har with its detail-. and would in any ca ·e 
considn them irrelevant to their assertion of Sikh identity. 

32 . Recent decisions confirming these "religious rights" include: (I) the decision of the Crown 
to drop charges in the case of REGINA vs. Khamba (1975) in which a Sikh had been 
charged with carrying a concealed weapon for wearing his kirpan (sword); the decision to 
drop charges was followed by a directive to all provincial police departments in B.C. not to 
treat the kirpan as a weapon unles used as such; (2) a settlement agreement before the 
Human Rights Board of B.C. whereto Pinkerton's of Canada Ltd. agreed to rehire a Sikh 
employee and allow him to "in the ourse of his emplo) ment continue to follow hi 
religious beliefs and m particular ... wear a beard, turban and carr) a Kirpan" (Aujila vs. 
Pinkerton's, I 978); (3) on the basis of a challenge from one of the gora Sikhs, the Canadian 
armed forces announced change in recruitment and dress policies which will allow Sikhs 
ente_ring the Canadian forces to retain their beards and turbans ( Canadian Human Rights 
Bulletin. March 1979). Finally. at the time of this writing, the problematic issue of whether 
a Sikh's religious duty to wear a turban should exempt him from safety regulations 
requiring the wearing of a hardhat awaits resolution. 
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