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The problem which motivates this paper is that of explaining the relatively 

recent and ever-increasing proliferation. and diversification of institutions within 

Vancouver's Sikh c01111nunity. 2 Since the focus of this conference is on ethnic 

politics, the development of the dominant etbnlc-political organizations within 

3 the conwnunity will be hlghltghted. Ho~ever, the emergence of these organizations 

can only be underst~od ln terms of an apparently more general differentiation of 

Vancouver Sikh •ethnic' and •religious• identities, organizations, activiti~s, 

and leaders. 

Vancouver's Slkh community is the largest, oldest, most heterogenoue, and 

perhaps most influential Sikh community in Canada. For seventy-five years, despite 

periods of relative isolation from the Indian sub-continent and alternately hostile 

and indifferent treatment from the wider Canadian society, the community has 

persiated. During the past ten years, the COfllllunity has experienced considerable 

growth and internal diversification brought on. in part, by a tremendous upsurge 

in Sikh and non-Sikh "East Indian" immigration from South Asta, Britain. East 

Africa, and Fiji; the coming of age of a sizeable Canadlan 4 born and rea~cd 

generation of Sikh immtgrant off spt'ing; and the emergencit of an org.enizcd and 

vocal group of gora (white) Canadian and American Sikh "converts-." 

Prior anthropological ~ccounts (see Sfflith 1944, Mayar 1959. Ames & Inglis 

1973, Srivastava 1974, and Chadney 1976, 1 77a,b) seem in agreement with Chadn~y•s 

assessment that••at least through the tim~ of Chadncy's fteld~ork in the early 

1970&-•the Vancouver Sikh c:ommunity was undergoing a process of "~thnic adapt. thm,'' 

i.e., "accomodating to the larger Canadian society by foK"cgolng some asp1:cts of 

traditional Punjabi culture" (Chadney 1977a:5912•A). Nevertheless, these accounts 

suggest that this "adaptation" had not involved wide-sp:read behavioral, structural. 

or marital a1simtlation into white Canadian soctety. Rather, taking into account 



the often conflicting social and cultural pressures emanating from the ho£t .and 

sendin1 societies, these analyses stressed the changes internal to a coomuni ty 

which continued to differentiate itself from the wid~r Canadian society. 

One area of "adaptation" little noticed in previous accounts ha& been that of 

"institutional adapta~il'n. 04 For most of the CQfflmtunity•s eeventy .. five years, the 

original gurdwara (temple) society fulfilled the traditional role of instit •tional 

centre for the various activities of the Sikh community. Increasingly, ho.~ver. 

new institutions have arisen to take on a significant responaibiltty for these 

activities. Thus, today, one finds active Sikh participation in a number of 

•ethnic' organl%ations with explicitly political, Cultural (i.e., folk art and 

language), social, or social service objectivcs. 5 Gurdwara~, in the meantt~c, 

flourish, but with more narrowly •religious• concerns. 

Demographic and social changes, in and of thc•selvea. are not sufficient · 

to account for the new institutional makeup of the community. Nor can fact.l 0 1,a 1 

and interpersonal disputes ~ithin the community be ~ntlrely responsible for the 

proliferation and diversification of instl ·utions. Instead, I wtll argue th~t 

institutional developments within the communitye•and especially o differentlutton 

of •~thnic' and 'religious• institutions, activities, and leadera-ecan best be 

understood as ln&titutlonal adaptation reflecting the lnctcasing i~pact of the 

· 6 7 prevailing Canadian ideology and it• encoding in Canadian public policies. 

'Religion• and •Ethnicity• Jn Canadian IdeQlogy and Public Polley 

As befits iti New World ethas. •~eligl~n• in Canadian Jd~ology ls conceived 

in terms of notions of pluralism (i.e., many ~eligJons and r~ligious denomin4tions 

coexist harmoniously), voluntarism (i.e •• the individ~al is free to belong to 

and participate ln ·the activities of the religtouc group of hh or h~r choice). 

and freedom (i.e., the state neither endorses one particular religion nor allow 

limitations to be placed on tne indivldual's legiti~ate rel1gio~6 expression; and. 

at the same tl~e, the state bestows certain special at tv~es on all retognt~ed 

religious organlzations). This Canadl n ideology wlth respect to •religlon~ 
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finds enccxling in Canadian governmental policies in the form of the legal protection 

of individuals' rights of religious affiliation and expression (e.g., as set forth 

in the Canadian Bill of Rights (1960), the Canadian Human Rights Act (1978a), and 

the various provincial and municipal human rights statutes) and in such advantages 

as the tax-exempt status accorded the property of •re1igious• organizations when 

such property is used for 'religious' purposes ·ce.~., s~ the B.C. Religious 
.:.I 

'LY1s-n.t4i1oJ-6Act (!no) and the Vancouver Charter (Chpt 55 - Sec. 396(c)iv)). 

The Canadian ideology with respect to •ethnicity• is reflected in the commonly 

accepted image of Canadian society as a "mosaic"-:--a pluralistic society in which, 

unlike the American "melting pot," the constituent elements are discrete "ethno­

cultural" groups which retain their unique •ethnic ' identity and 'cultural' integrity 

despite social interaction. The most explicit statement of this ideology in the 

area of public policy is, of course, in the federal policy of" multiculturalism 

within a bilingual framework," first enunciated by the Liberal eovernment in 1971 

(see Canada 1971): There, the government dons not simply guarantee certain human 

rights to individuals of all races, colours, ancestries, national origins, etc. 

( for these, see the Canadian Bill of Rights (1960), the Canadian Human Rights 

Act (1978a), and the various provincial and rmmfripal human rights statutes) but 

takes positive steps to ensure the recognition and vitality of "ethn0-cultural" 

organizations and their activities. 7 

There is nruch to notice about the representation of 'religion' and 'ethnicity' 

in Canadian ideology beyond their common pluralism. While social sd en 1 j fie 

definitions of "ethnicity" often list "relig·on" as one of the brlsc:--; 

of ethnic identity and solidarity (see, e.g., Isajiw's (1974) review article), 

it appears that in Canadian folk ideology 'religion ' and 'ethnicity' are viewed 

as generally separable and potentially cross-cutting sources of social identity 

and social solidarity and as relatively distinct generators of social norms. 

Furthermore, not only can 'religious ' and 'ethnic' identities, gro1ps, and norms 

be distinguished and separated according to Canadian folk ideology, but thoy can 
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also be seen to contrast. Thus, whereas •relieious' identity is viewed as essentially 

voluntary and individualistic (membership being achievable through the symbolic 

action of re-birth, confirm-ation, or conversion), •ethnic' identity--like the 

even more extreme 'racial' identity--is viewed as essentially comnrunal and non­

volitional (membe.rship being ascribed on the basis of common ties of origin and 
JO 

descent). Furthermore, as a ~orollary of the preceding, whereas 'religious' norms 
faithful 

are seen as absolute and invi lable (generally involving/ adherence to some "code 

for conduct" enjoined on all believers and protected as 'religious' rights), 'ethnic' 

norms are seen as relatively lonse and non-specific (generally involving the 

retention of only a few "cultural markers" sufficient to index one's membership 

·r1 
in a particular 'ethnic' category). Finally, implicit in the ideology and crucial 

implementation 
to the public policy/is a separation of secular and sacred do:rm.ins snch that 

'religious' institutions (e.g., churches, temples, mosques, and other· "liousos of 

worship") ·which benefit· from certain -· taxation and incorporation policies can be 

distinguished from 'ethnic' institutions (e.g., ethnic-political, ethnic-Cultural 

~thnig-social, and ethnic-social service organizations) which are the intended 

beneficiaries of Multiculturalism funding.'
1 

Traditional Sikh Ideology and Institutions 

In his comparative study of South Asia and the Modern West, the French anthro­

pologist , Louis Dtunont (1970) has admonished. us to fully recognize and respect tho 

contrasting ideologies of the two regions. A>11on~ other thin~s, he has suggested 

that one significant contrast between South .Asfan and modern ~-Jestern jdeoloeies 

is in the latter's differentiation of social action and idet1tity into a multitude 

of separate and distinct "domains." Inden & Nicholas (1977) 

eve.n_ go so far as to suggest that the convontional distinction made in the modern 

West between the sacred and secular domains may not be present in South Asian 

cultures. 
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It would, therefore, be a serious mistake to assume ~ priori that tradit.ional 

Sikh ideology corresponds to that of Canadian ideology wjth respect to the differen­

tiability of 'religion• and 'ethnicity'. Since Sikhism has heretofore bPen essentially 

a regional faith, the Sikh _and Punjabi identities of its adherents has been largely 

conjoined. And even wh,en Sikhs have settled abroad, their insularity -- reflected 

in such things as endogamy and non-proslytization--has meant that they have gone 

virtually unchallenged in defining as· they plea~i'ed the mea·ning ·of the te·rm "Sikh." 

It is not surprising to find, therefore, that it is commonly asserted of and by 

Punjabi Sikhs U illt the Sikhs constitute a distinct religious-cum-political-cum­

social-cum-cultural community and that it is either impossible, unwarranted, or 

ill-advised to attempt to deli neate out components of this unique Sikh identity. 

Chadney reflects this traditional Sikh ideology when he asserts: 

It is this constant blending of sacred and secular identities, goals, 
structures, and functions, which, at the emic level, helps explain the 
important continuance of Sikhism in Vancouver •••• For it is not simply 
a religious identity, it is an identity of Sikh which is an identity 
incapable of being categorically isolated into disparate and sep~rato 
sacred and secular identities (Chadney 1976:195; emphasis in original). 

Rich symbolic support for this ideological unity of the sacred and secular 

( 

domains is to be found in Sikh culture in the miri/piri and deeh/teeh/fateh concepts. 

According to Sikh traditions, the sixth Sikh guru(teacher), Hargobind, was invested 

with two swords at his instal1ation as guru, one represenbng sp·ritual power 

(piri: from the Persian word, pir, used to denote a religious teacher) and the 

other representing temporal power (miri: from another Islarnica11y-introduced word, 

nP1jr, moaning commander of t}rn faithful). Besides encapsulating the long-standing 

Sikh notibn of worldly involvement coexisting with spir1tual enljghtenment, the 

pairing of miri and piri reflocts the ideal of Sikh relie;ious and soc:i o-pol _. U cal 
unity and sovereignty. 
A more recent symbolic development, first popularized at the time of the ninth and 

tenth gurus, was the pairing of the terms degh (cooking pct) and tegh (sword) to 

emphasize that "the use of arms is an extension of the givine of rl.l.,.,,~" (Cole & Sambhi 

1978) and their conjunction with f ~teh (victory) which refers to the temporal and 

spiritual victory of Gcxi and God's Khalsa Panth (the orthodox Sikh comnrunity). 
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Historically, one could ennumerate countlP,SS examples of the blending of · 

what from the perspectiv.e of contemporary Western ideology one mi_gnt want to dis­

tinguish as 'religious' and 'non-religious'. Institutionally, one can observe 

this in the political and religious aspirations of the Sikh communal party, the 

Akali Dal, which has peri~ically agitated for a separate Sikh hcmeland and agajnst 

incorporation into a secular India; in the poli~ical as well as religious activities 

of the Shiromani Gurdwara Parbandhak Committee (the committee 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 differences in ideologies are 

best observed is in the scope and function of the Sikh gurdwaras, the central Sikh 

institutions at the Jocal level. It is conventional in English to translate 

gurdwara (literally, "the Guru's door") as ~•temple." This is unfortunate, sinco, 

as virtually every Sikh scholar has pointed out, Sikh gurdwaras have traditionally 

been--and in most cases continue to be--more than simply "houses of worship'1 as 

'religious• buildings in the West are commonly considered. If we wish to apply 

our conventional Western understandings to an explanation of the traditional role 

of the gurdwaras in Sikh social life, it would be much more appropriate to speak 

of them as religious, social, political, Cultural, and social service centres for 

I < 
the local comrrrunity. 

Institutional Development wi thin the VancouvEr Sikh Co-mmuni ty 

Given this place of the gurdwara in trad i tional Sikh society, it is not sur­

prising that a gurdwara was formed in Vancouve r jn 1908 coinc i dent with the arrival 

of fivo thousand Sikh laborers and that from the very beginning it served a rm1ltiplicjty 

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 centre for the entire South Asian immi grant 

population of the lower mainland., In this hu;lding , re f;u]~r rAadi nr.;s from the 

Sikh Holy Scriptures, the Siri Guru Granth ~' we re Gond~1cted~ the traditional 

free kitchen (langar) operated; shAltir was prov}ded for the homeless~ In addition, 



the gurdwara was the place where the overwhelmingly male population came together 

during non-work hours to socialize, where consensus was reached on decisions 

! •j 
affecting the immigrant community, and where conflicts were aired. 

Since it was not inconsistent with Sikh ideology for a "temple" organization 

such as the Khalsa Diwan Society (hereafter, KDS) to engage in 'political' activities, 

the KDS took the lead in fighting against the exclusionary Canadian immigration 

policies and for the extension of ~ights to all South Asian immigrants in British 

Columbia. Having played a central role in the community's rejoction of a proposal 

that the community be relocated to British Honduras, the KDS found itself deeply 

involved in seeking a redresr. of the corrmrunity's grievances against the Canadian& B.C. 

governments. · · · Causes championed by the KDS in the pericxl from 1909 to 

1947 included the following: sending delegations to Ottawa and London to argue 

fo!' the lifting of the exclusionary "orders-in-council"; supporting court challenges 

to the legality of Canadian immigration policies; offering material and legal 

support to the passengers of the ill-fated Komagata Maru; assisting individual 

immigrants facing deportation orders; "1orking for favorable decisions from Canadia 

officials which (1) would allow South Asian immigrants to bring aver their wives 

and dependent children, and (2) would extend domiciliary r i~hts to illegal i rnm· grants 

who had been successfully established in the country for a certai.n period of time; 

and working for the federal, provincial, and municipal franchise for "Hindus" 
in B. C. 

which would allow South Asian-Canadfans/not only the right to vot,3 but also the 

right to enter certain professions (notably, 1,,w and rne di cj ne) ,..,.,..~ n · ,, -, ·~- closed 

to th 15 . 
rrn. · · 

During the comnunity's first decades, spor;, dic attempts to found what would 

have been S8p:trate ethnic-pol itical organjzations failed for lack of support from 
,,., 

the largely working class community (see Lal 197 ). For most Sikhs, the gurdwara 

was deemed the appropriate n]~ce for determining a r esponse to the Canadian ex­

perience. And thus, so long as the South Asian i TTlf"l igrant popnl;~ti nn r , ·111. incd 

small, overwhelmingly Sikh, and relatively united (if only in respect to the 

intransigence of Canadian authorities), the KOS was able to serve as the institutional 
7 



,1 
centre for meeting the community's varied needs. 

Things began to change following WW II. By 1947, the Sikh population in the 

lower mainland had shrunk to little over one thousand. However, with changes in 

Canadian immigration and c_itizenship policies, the community began to expand after 

decades of contraction ' and retrenchment. One effect of the changes was to stir up 

incipient factional conflict between the more "moderninst" and "traditionalist" 

segments of the community. In 1952, a disp1te arose over requirements for election 

to the KDS executive committee. The "traditionalists" argued unsuccessfully for the 

exclusion of clean-shaven and turbanless Sikhs from KDS leadership positions. 
I/~ d.. \~1 01r-oo\ is't~.': 

And after their defeat, somH 1 broke with the KDS and founded a second -
Vancouver gurdwara and a second society, the Akali Singh Sjkh Socjety. Thus, while 

the KDS continued to represent the majority viewpoint of the comnmnity, its 

credibility as the sole organization speaking to the wider Canadian society on 
1'3 

behalf o.f all ''Bast Indians" was open to question. 
cJr, , c, "'') 5.\,. "' (.' \ 

Out of this J.. emerged what could be regarded as an ethnic-political organi-

zation -- the East Indian Canadian Citizen's Welfare Association. It was •non­

religious', being independent of any gurdwara. And, though dominated by the sizeable 

Sikh population and sharing some leadership with the KDS, by setting its objectives 

as working for the benefit of the entire "East Indian" comnnmity throughout the 

country,. it implicitly accepted a Canadianized view of social reaHty--viz., that 

there exi~ts an "East Indian" ethno-cultura 1 gro11p shad n~ certain unique interests 

and activities. Thus it was at this juncture that the Welfare Association began 

to take over some of the more 'political' f unctions (e.g., pressing the governm nt 

for increased immigra tj on quotas for India) which had previously been undertaken # 

by the KDS. f7 

As the community gradually grew in numbers during the 1950s and 1960s on the 

strength of sponsored relatives and quota imm:igrants, evidence pointed to a continuing 

"accomodation" to certain Canadian norms. 1tlhile the inf1 ux of newcomers (and 
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especially the practice of seeking spouses from Indi a) served to counteract any 

assimilative tendencies, the new immigrants generally deferred to the established 

immigrants--often their relatives and fellow villagers--for direction in adapting 

to Canadian customs (Thus, · for example, on the basis of the job-getting advice of 

earlier immigrants, male Sikhs were often clean-shaven and turbanless by the time 

they reached Canada). 

As the 1960s drew to a close and the KDS prepared to move into its impressive 

new gurdwara overlooking the Fraser River, leadership of the KDS and the Welfare 

Association was in the hands of those "modernists" who counciled "accomodation" 
'J.6 

and who had themselves "succeeded" in Western terms. With the comnrunity prospering, 

suffering little overt hostility, and anticipating more open immigration, the 

Welfare Association had becorre less activist. And the gurdwaras, while still the 

social centres for the Sikh comnnmity, were now more than ever functioning like 

Western-style "houses of worship2- -opening their doors primarily to perform 

weddings and hold Sunday services. However, certain events had been set in motion 

or were. about to be set in motion which in the course of the past decade have 

significantly changed the community makeup and have altered both the organizational 

structures and leadership patterns. 

First of all, changes in Canadian immigrati on policy in 1962 and especially 

in 1967 (and lasting until modified in 1973 and 1974) significantly liberali~ed 

the regulations effecting Indian immigration. As a result, the Sikh population 

has experienced perhaps a four-fold increase to today's estimate of forty thousand 

in the lower mainland. At the same time, the makeup of the "E'l s t Indian" population 

as a whole (now including Ismailis, Pakistanis, Fijians, and others of South Asian 

ancestry) has gone from being overwhelmingly Sikh to the point where Sikhs represent 

perhaps a bit over half of all "E.Jt.st Indians" in greater VAncouver. 

Furthermore, rapid growth within the Sikh community ( resulting from Sikh imnrl gra tion 

from Britain, East Africa, Fiji, and other Commonwealth countries) has meant s omo 

attenuation of the influence of the old family and village ties which had served 
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in integrating new immigrants into the comrm.inity and whjch had created power bases 

for certain conmrunity leaders. While such ties continue to be important generators 

of solidarity within the conmrunity, no one person's ties are by themselves sufficient 

to ensure power and position within the Sikh community. And at the R•""' time that 

diversification and internal growth in the Sikh community h'ln w<.H'K O d Ao-A-\nr.t the 

continued dominance of the old Sikh leaders, sirrri.lar factors or domoP"~aohio growth 

and internal diversification conspire to challenge any assumption of continued Sikh 

dominance within the collective "East Indian" 
:✓. I 

'ethnic' category. 

The past decade has also seon the introduction of the federal Multiculturalism 

programs and the passage of ht1man rights legislation at the federal and provincial 

lev ls. One effect of these policies has been to make clear that in the Canadian 

context "East Indians" are seen as constituting a distinct "ethno-cultural" group 

and that the Canadian government would prefer to deal with pan-"East Indian" 

•ethnic' organizations. At the same time, however, it has become apparent that 

while Canadians persist in lumping all those of South Asian ancestry into an 

undiff0rentiated "East Indian" •ethnic' category, they are capable of recognizing 

that various 'religions' may be represented within the 'ethnic' category. Thus, 

it may be noted, the term "Hindu" which was one applied indiscriminantly to those 

of South Asian ancestry in Canada is now recognized as a 'religious' label and has 

generally been replaced by "East Indian" as the most commonly usP.d 'ethnic' label. 

th t "E, c.: t I...,_d1·.ans" sha ro common "ethno-cul tural" ~fuile other Canadians may assurno a n.~ " 

Id C d' ns themselves are aware of the traits and common 'poljtical' i"lterests, n 0- anal 

d d jnterests of those consjdered "E~st Indians." increasing diversity of backf,roun s an 

Thus it is not surprising that, as John Wood (1978) makes clear, "EaSt 1ndjan" 

participation in the process leading to the new Imm.igra U on Act of 1976 was m.'lrked 

by disparate and conflicting presentations. B' the mid-1970s, there was no organi-

11 Or loc(~l1y, which could accurately be ~ajd to represent zation, either nationa y ,A 

, ·t In Vanc cruv0r, the Welfare Association the interests of a united "E,,,st Indian' cmnnrun-t Y• 



was only sporadically active and had beon stricken from the Provjncial Register 

of Societies, the KDS was increasingly immobilized by internal struggles for control 

of the executive, and the Akali Singh Sikh Society continued its generally quietistic 

ways. About the only organization claiming to represent the entire community was the 

soon-discredited East ·Indian Defence Committee, a Maoist group (now affiliated with ---
the ~lbanian-leaning CPC-ML) which had organized vigilante actions to defend "East 

-- J ;_ 
Indians" from physical and verbal harassment by whites. 

To fill this void in •ethnic'-poli~ical organizational solicarity exposed by 

the irmnigration policy review, an all-Canada "East Indian" umbrella organization was 

formed in 1975-76. Drawing its leadership and support from the Inda-Canadian elite 

(i.e., the Western-educated, English-speaking professionals, bureaucrats, and 

businesspeople) and, at the local level, from those with prior experience in dealing 
I 

with Canadian governmental bureacracy (e.g., through private or government employment 

and/or through leadership of the KDS or Welfare Association during their activist 

phases), the organization called itself the National Association of Canadians of 

Origins in India (NACOI) and set as its aims and objectives: 

1. To encourage Canadians of origins in India to fully participate in Canadian 
Society. 

2. To provide a national voice to Canadians of origins in India. 
J. To provide a forum for exchange of jdeas, issues and common concerns-
4. To facilitate communication within and with other organizations. 
5. To assure and protect the rights of Canadians of origins in Indiao 
6. To assist in the orientation and adaptation of Canadians of oiigins in 

Indja to the Canadian milieu and brine about a better understanding of 
Canada and other Canadians. 

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

8. To assure due recognition of the contributions of Canadians of origins 
in India to Canada (NACOI 1977). 

While at the local level, NACOI's B.C. Chapter has been dominated by the Sikh 

elite, it would be unwarrented to assume that the Sikh comrmmity in Vancouver is 

united in accepting the wisdom or necessity of participati..on in· a pan-"East Indian" 

'ethnic'-political organization. Gjven the traditional Sikh jdeology of religious­

cum-ethnic distinctiveness, it is not surprising that there should be residual 

support for the position, most vocally enunciated by the local Shiromani Akali Dal 

11 



of Canada, that Sikhs are a "separate people" who , hn11ld be known as 1Canadian Sikhs" 

and whose 'political' interests should be looked after by th~ p;urdwara societies 

or other representatives of the Khalsa Panth (orthodox Sikh community). 
13 

In general, however, local Sikh participation in NACOI and in the revived and 

revitalized East Indian Canadian Citizen's Welfare Association and .the fledgling 

Fraser Valley East Indian Canadian Welfare Association suggests a significant 

acceptance of the position that to compete for funds and recognition in the wider 

Canadian society it may be necessary to organize into what are at least in theory 

pan-"East Indian" 'ethnic'-political organizations. 

As suggested earlier, the rise of ethnic-political organizations has gone hand 

in hand with a proliferation of 'ethnic' institutions of various sort. Thus, with 

the establishment of groups like the Punjabi Cultural Assoc..1a h; the Punjabi Literary 

S6ctcfJ, and independent Punjabi schools, one finds that ethnic-Cultural (i.e., folk 

arts and language) activities are no longer the exclusive province of the gurdwaras. 

Likewise, groups like the India Club and the International Punjabi Society function 

as ethno-social organizations independent of the gurdwaras. Finally, ethnic-social 

services, once almost exclusively the province of the gurdwaras, have now largely 

been taken over by govern.mental agencies or semi-governmental organizations like 
;._t..f 

the Immigrant Services Centre and the local Nei~hborhood Houses. 

One might suspect that this proliferation of •ethnic' organizations takin~ over 

what were once the multiple responsibilities of the r:urdwaras mjght leave tho 

gurdwaras as deserted, 1 ifelesG institutJ ons. This has not been the caso. 
attendance 

Gurdwaras continue to enjoy high/ and treinendou:, material support from the S · kh 

community. New eurdwaras have been built, are beinp; built, .::i.nrl arP- hei_ne planned 
';.s 

in the greater Vanco1vcr ~roa. Indeed, the past ten years ha~· seen something of 

a 'religious• revival within the Sikh comnrunity. Calls for greater 'religious' 

orthopraxy have resulted in increasing ritual elaboration in the estab] :ished 

services and in the reintroduction of Sikh ceremonies and gurdwara protocal which 

had nearly died out jn Vancouver. This year's election of an "orthod.ox"-dominated 

executive of the KDS was seen by many as a consolidation of "orthodox" control 
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over gurdwara affairs and a repudiation of lapses i n 'rel jgious' orthopraxy perpet-
'">fr, 

rated in the name of "accomoda tion." ... 

At present, the leadership of both the KDS and the Akali Singh Society seem 

content to view their mandates primarily in terms of promoting a return to 'religious' 

orthopra:xy--thus,concentrating their energies on maintaining the gurdwaras as a 

context for the practice of what they regard a~ appropriate Sikh 'religious' activities 
1·t 

and involving themselves only indirectly in 'ethnic'-political activities. For the 

old-fJuard KDS leaders, the loss of power in "their" gurdwara (i.e., one which they 
'J.f 

built and which represented their brand of Sikhism) is a blow. On the other hand, 

many of them have become increasingly involved in •ethnic' organizations as a more 

rewarding forum for their interests and expertise. It is not surprising, t herefore, 

to find that many of the qualities which Chadney had identified as crucial to KDS 

leadership (e.g., professional or business occupation, lengthy residence in Canada, 

"mcxlernity," and bilingualism) are now important for leadership of tho 'ethnic'-

political organizations but of lesser importance 

to the 'religious' societies• executive. 

in suitability for election 

Whether the proliferation and differentiation of 'religious' and 'ethnic' 

institutions, activities, and leaders is merely a temporary state of affairs or 

reflects a more fundamental acceptance of Canadian ideology with respect to 'religion• 

and •ethnicity' remains to be seen. It should be noted, however, that support 

from within the Sikh comrrrunity for the differ entiability of 'religion• and 'ethnicity' 
C. ') ~ /' f \ ' , (' ~ r ' l < t ,,.. f-' 

cor1es from those two /\ -,~ho, having been born and r fl1 y-Pd • n Canadian society. 

are most likely to interpret social action and social identity in terms of pre­

vailjng Canadian ideology. These two groups are the now sizeable and maturing 

second and third generation of Canadians of Punjabi Sikh ancestry and the small 

but vocal and visible group of non-"Ertst Indian" Canadian and American Sikh 

"converts." While the two groups tend to define themselves in vastly differont 

ways with respect to the Vancouver Sikh community as a wh ole, their very exjstance 

speaks to the separability of 'religion' and •ethnic i ty' in the Canadj an context. 
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With immigration once again restricted and w'th many recent Sikh immigrant 

families having sta~ted families, there is a good deal of concern over the future 

of S,k~, children growing up in this new and suspect Canadian society. Obviously, 

therefore, those second and . third generation Canadians of Punjabi Sikh ancestry who 

are now reaching maturity are being carefully looked at for some indication of what 

Sikhs in Canada may be like in the future. Some cccsnd and third generation people 

have becoim, from the perspective of the Sikh community, " invisible people" who, 

through their own volition or by transgressing the implicit norms governing inclusion 

in "our community," have been written off by the community and merely stand as 
?] 

negative examples of the dangers of uncontrolled "accomodati..on." On the other hand, 

of those who have remained a pa rt of the community, many feel estr·anged from the 

recent 'religious' revivalism, regarding it as an unfortunate return to aspects of 

life in "village India" with little · relevance to or positive · implications for the 

community's situation in Canada. For such people, the issue of 'religious' orthopraxy 

should be an individual one, distinct from and subordina le. to the conm1uni ty' s efforts 

to better their position as "East Indians" in Canadian society. Thus, for many of 

these people, the orientation of the 'ethnic'-po1itical institutions and the challenge 

they provide in bridging the eap between the 'ethnic' community and the wider 

Canadian society is more compelling than what they see as the internal factionalism 

and obscurant activities of the 'religious' institutions. It is from these people 

that one gets the clearest st~tement that it may be possible to be ' ethnically ' 

Sikh (or Punjabi or "East Indian" ) without be"ir1g 'religiously ' Sj.kh. 
:· ("' 

One gets just the opposit9 message from tho gora (wh."Lc) S'kh convert3~ For 

them, solidarity with Vancouve 's "East Indian" Sikhs is based not on a shared 

Punjabi Sikh heritage but on cormnon adherence to a UY"\iversal Sikh dharm1. (variously 

translated as "religion ," "way of life," "duty"). The converts' major contention 

vis-a-vis the "Ea s t Indian" Sikh community in Vancouver is that in the process of 

"accomodation" to Canadian norms many have violated what the converts consider to 

be the inviolable tenets of the Sikh 'religion '. Behind the ccnverts' contentton 

that such people are patit (literally, "fallen"; the common translabon is "apostate") 
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and aro thus "East Indians" but no longer" real Sikhs" is the idea that Sikhism 

is a •religion• with a particular "ccxie for conduct" (in fact, the Sikhs do have 

what is called a "code of conduct": the - rehat marayada) which enjoins upon its 

followers certain absolute -'religious• norms not legitimately subject to modifi­

cation in any social setting. 

Since they define themselves in 'religiou~• terms, the converts have viewed the 

gurdwaras as the appropriate institutions for their 'religious' involvement with 

"East Indian" Sikhs. In the gurdwaras, they have aligned themselves with "orthodox" 

elements, have helped sponsor visits by Sikh "'religious' missionaries" from India, 

and (at the Akali Singh gurdwara) have started usunday school" classes for the 

children. Furthermore, since they have such an unequivocal notion of Canadian 

ideology and of their own identity as •religious' Sikhs, it has been the converts 
through 

who, as individual litigants or as co-council/the Sikh Youth Federation of Canada, 

have been most aggressive in seeking to secure and expand Sikh 'religious' rights 

in Canada. Thus, basing their arguments on the principle that 'religious' ccxies 

for conduct are privileged and inviolable, they have taken cases to the courts and 

the Hmnan Rights Boards to ensure that "orthodox" Sikhs can wear their beards, sword 5 ,. 

turbans, and other 'religious' symbols with out fear of discrim:i.na tion in employment 

and with full understanding that them are being retained on 'roli~-.ious ' principlo 

and not as mere 'ethnic' customs. ~1 

Conclusion 

What, then, of the community's future? Admitedly, many questions rermin. 

Is the differentiation of 'religious' and 'ethnic'-po1itical institutions, activites, 

and leaders merely a temporary structural respons e to Canadian ideology and public 

policy or does it represent a more irrevocable institutional adaptation? Will the 

movement for orthopraxy involve a call for the re-centralization of 'ethnic' and 

'religious' activities and leadership in the gurdwaras? Will those recent immigrants 

who have been largely responsible for the 'reli!:;jous ' re viva.1ism in Vancouver begin 

to loose their fervor and find it necessary to "accomodate" to ma.ke a go of it in 
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Canadian society? What will he the criteria for being considered a "good Sikh" 

or a member of "our comnn.mity''? What are those inviolable 'religious' tenets to 

which one nrust adhere to be a "good ( ' religious' ) Sikh or the limits of "accomo­

da tion" beyond which one must not·venture without ceasing to be accepted as of 

"our ( tthnic' ) communi ty7" 

The dynamism of the Vancouver Sikh cormnunity is such that one can hardly 

hope for dafinitive answers to these questions. I do hope, howe~er, that I 

have left you with a sense of the institutional adaptation that the comnrunity 

seems to have gone through as it as it increasingly reflects the prevailing 

Canadian ideology with respect to 'religion' and 'ethnicity.' 
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END NOTES 

1. This paper is based on archival research and fieldwork conducted in 1978-9 with 
the Vancouver Sikh comrrrunity. Amore detailed analysis of Vancouver Sikh social 
accomodation and cultural persistence will be found in the author's forthcoming 
Ph.D. dissertation (Department of AnthropologyJ University of Chicago). This 
research builds on previous research conducted in 1972 and 1974 with the Healthy, 
Happy, Holy Organization, whose members are now known more widely as Canad i an 
and American Sikh converts. Funding for the latter rPsearch was provided by the 
U.S. National Endowment for the Huma.nities (Youthgrant #AJ-20553-74-398). An 
earlier draft of this paper was read by John Wood, Brenda Beck, and Elizabeth 
Coville. I thank them for their helpful comments. The shortcomings of this 
paper, however, remain mine. 

2. I use "community" in a broad sense which includes all those persons who either by 
their own account or in the judgement of others are thought to belong to a particular 
social category as that category is known in Vancouver. Obviously, as this paper 
brings out, there may exist differences of opinion as to what these categories 
represent and who belongs in what category. I put quotation marks around "East 
Indian" because while it is the conventional categorical label for all those of 
South Asian ancestry in Canada, many of the persons so labeled find 1t to be a 
misleading and derogatory label and would prefer another (e.g., "Inda-Canadian" 
or "Canadian of origins in India"). 

J. By "'ethn· ic'-political" organizations, I ri1ean those institutions whose primary 
activities involve lobbying for the interests of a particular ethnic community 
and mediating between the ethnic community and the social institutions of the 
wider society. Such organizations are thu s not usually pol i tical parties, but 
the relationship bet 1 -:een such organizati ons and the e s t ab] 1.shed polj tical p;l rties 

would be an i nteresting area for further investi~atjon. 

4,. "Institutional adaptation" should net b~ c:onfuned wHh "$tructl)n:l asshdla ion,.•• 
While tnc latter r fcrs to the "large .. sca.le en {'at ~lCC ~f ~f'lrnigrmiL group embers 
into the cliques, chibs, and instttuUoRu. of th~ h.Gst soc iety on a primary group 
level" (Cordon 1964; ~1), the former rcfcrn. tQ changes ~f l~GtHuUon41 struct.uns 
within ln hmilgrant cc:mim,,.mity with rcspetCt: tn ln~titi.atioMl fo~t:U\s sanc:tioncd by 
the host and sending sochties. "Instit.uti ul .ad~pt:nU o~" ln probably (f!Yltura) 
logically prior to "str,,u:t.\~rttl assimUatit>n" a&id may, ln fnct, be: a neccBsny 
prerequisite !or it. 

5. ..E thn t c-poU tic.d," "cttmt ~-s~c lal," "c th:n! c~CYltuJ"a l ~" and 0'e ~h~ t c--sodA! serv 1 cc" 
al'e, in a sense, id1tol type iust!tytions& Org.ani:lations can be hw~l ·,1~d in mare 
than one _type of acttvit..y& However, io the cas~ of the Vancouver Sikh cor.-...'t'l~mlty, 
I feel justified ln my characterlzatio~ of arlous organizattcne on the b8Gi$ of 
their dominant orientation. 

6. Like "ad4ptation," th~ Uno "ideology•• is a theoretic Uy 1~.aded on~ whtch de:.ervei; 
careful definition. Following one common snt~ropologtcal usage (6ce Nicholas 
1973: 75~80, Geertz 1973:193 4 233, Schnelder 1976:220), I regard ideology as natives• 
soc:lal theory. Undernto d tn t~is way, tde<.'logy Js a n-.)n .... ~valtMltive theoretical 
concept••that ta, one slrlppcd of its "connotatio~s of falsity and fanataclG~" 
(Nicholas 1973:76)--whlch ai111s at a representati on of th~ n.1liv4!3 1 ·tdcas about 
and ideals for their eoc:iety. (cf. Shil's definition of "tde@logy'' as "cmc varl nt 
form of those comprehensive p,atterna of cognitive and rporal beliefs about rMn,­
society, and the univc~se ln rtlatlon to man and soctcty, which flourish in numan 
~o • e ,~~q., \ lcontinucd on n~~ t pA g~) 
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According to Geertz, ideologies, like other cultural pstt~rns, "provide _a template 
or blueprint for tbe orgunizatton of social and psychological proccasea" (1973: 
216). Accordingly, the ideologlc41 formylattonu of a p&rtlcular society involve 
both the apeciflcation of the m~anjngful domains of social action in that society 
and the qellmitation of social organization and social !dentity -•ppropri te to 
those domains. Two societies ffl4Y thus recognize dlffcrent domains and organize 
them in different ways according to tbeir differing ideologJes. Where ideologie• 
contrast as significantly as h•s been suggested for South Asia and the modern 
West (see Dumont 1970), newcomers may be nqutred to adapt thei . institutions ~nd 
&ocial idenUUo.& H "they are to participate. ~n 1ingfuUy in tttc wAder sodety. 
Finally, whil m~ltiple ideologies NY co~ ist wit !n any ~n socie.ty and draw 
oopport fr diffeTcJlt. ~egrncnt& of the soctely. what 1 ~all the "prcvaHhig 
folk ideology•• h ltkdy ·o predominate in mo t social slt~ tlt>ns .. 

It is l11pqft rat to "ecogniZe . ~at while J d<2ologl G buUd upon Eld duw the l r 
authorl tatlvenes from persuasive cultural symbols• the flati vest-aocial ,sn.at.ysis 
(1) is "prey to the sar1e.problema af coherence and ,author-lty aa.ar~ .oth r cultural 
systems"· (Nicholas 1973:76), and (2) "is not the s~m« as th an lyst•s theore~ 

tlcally constructed view of the native culture" (schnelder 1976:220). ·These points 
are important fo~ putting in perspective what ia often taken to be a tho~ny is~ue, 
viz., the problem of wh iher or not Canada is "really" an tmfically plwralhtie 
or, even more problemattc. a culturally phuallstlc: society. Ci en th12 definHinn 
of ideology presented her~, it becomes appnirnnt· thot on~ c n ta~. "ethno ... nu l tur 1 
pluralism•• te be the pre val ling Canadian folk ideology without thier~by and~r & ng 
it as <»ne•s own "social schntiftc" analysts of Canadian society . nd cultl-'rc. 
Undt!rstandlng thia, it is possible to agre<? with Porter*s ccmclusion th i . "/i/f 
not its on·e distinctive value, that of the mosaic ts Canada-•5 most ~hcrhhed" 
(196~:558) without disputing those who preuent evidence of the fl\)idity of ethnic 
boundaries or the widespread adoption of common cultural prcmities~ 

One way a society can (Odlfy it prevailing folk ideology is thro~gh it6 laws nd 
public policies. fer m,iwcom rs••iram!grsnts nd anttn·opolaigtsu al lke..- ... J.sw and 
public policy constitute tw0 of the ~or~ intrusive/accessible fo~i af saciol life 
for the lnternalization/under&ta~din2 of a socletv-s nr~v•ll!no f~I~ ,~-~ 1 -~u 

For another class of "newcomers," the newb0rn, informal social inter~c~ion_in the 
course of socialization may lead to the internalization of the prevailing ideology. 
However for adult newcomers (and their offspring), esp~ci~ll~ tho~e of a group 
socially isolated through its own ~nd/or t~e wi~er soc1et1e~ actinns, the_ 
opportunities for informal social interactJon with mom~ers of the host society 
may be limited. For these p9ople, schools and the me~ a w:1.y !';U~o~ement law . 
and public policies as addition 1 sources for a relati.vely explicit and accessible 
pre sen ta ti on of the prevail_ing ideology. ______ _ 

th· i the differentiation of sacred and secular dom.1.i!1s such that 
Implicit in is s . . . d , , re1 it:dous • 
'religious' institutions and activities can be d1stinq~1s e :om _non- ·h· that 
institutions and activities. As we are all aware, social rcalJt~ 15 sue 
the courts are ever more freriuently being asked to re~o~ve ~uestio~s a~ to thc 
status of social action undertaken by osten ibly 'religJous orgam.zations. 



9. The Canadian ideology with respect to 'ethnicity' and the government's policy of 
Multiculturalism have been variously criticized by social scientist for inaccurately 

portraying the structural realities of Canadian society (see Porter 1975), for 
confusing the analytic notions of "ethnicity" and "culture" (see Burnet 1976), 
and for coopting legitimate human rights concerns of immigrant groups by focusing 
on their "folk" activities (see Schroeter 1978) or by creating "career ethnics" 
with vested interests in perpetutating current multiculturalism policy (see 
Frideres and Goldenberg 1977). Nevertheless, the former Liberal government's 
recent reiteration of its commitment to the nrulticulturalism policy (see Canada 
1978b) a~ the ne¥ Conservative governments prior support suggest that the ideology 
persists and that the policy_· is lilrnly to continue. 

10. The Canadian ideology with respect to 'ethnj_city' appears to share much in common 
with the ideology with respect to •race'. The major difference is the greater 
degree to which the "facts" of 'racial' identity are taken to be innate and 
encoded in one's substance (e.g., in "blood" and "colour")- It may be most 
appropriate, therefore, to think of "East Indian," like "Black" and "Native 
Indian" as racial-ethnic category labels. 

11. This point deserves further elaboration. Parsons (1975:65), quoting Schneider, 
points out that in North America, "ethnic status js conspicuously devoid of social 
content" and "t£1he markers of (ethnic) identity are in a very important sense 
'empty symbols!." In other words, in North America, considerable "cultural 
adaptation" can take place without bringing into question one's •ethnic' 
identity. This, I would argue, indicates the dominance of descent and origin 
over code for conduct in the Canadian ideological notion of 'ethnicity'. Just 
the inverse (i.e., the dominance of code for conduct descent and origin criteria) 
seems to characterize the Canadian ideological notion of 'religion',. Note that 
what I have identified as Canadian folk ideology with respect to 'religion' and 
•ethnicity• is not isomorphic with what I would reg;\rd tn be r.ultural !lnalyses 
of religion and ethnicity in (North) American culture (see, e.g_., Schneider 1969 
and Parsons 1975). 

12. While the separation of Church and State is not as absolute in Canada as in the 
United States (thus, e_.g., indepenrlent 'religious' schools are eligible for public 
funds in B.C.), Multiculturalism funding is apparently not intended to support 
'religious' activities_, Where 'religious' institutions do receive funds, it is 
specifically for the support of what are taken to be ancilary ethnic-Cultural 
activities. The Vancouver Sikh gurdwaras have not sought such funding, even 
though the KDS Punjabi School ~ight be eligjble for fund ing of its language 
classes. One reason given for not seeking such funding is the fear of loss 
of autonomy. Since the Punjabi language is closely tied to the Sikh religion, 
Lr1e gurdwara authorities would not want to be obligated to teach religiously­
neutral Punjabi classes. 

1J. See Mayar (1959:8-9) for his discussion of the multiplicity of functions of the 
traditional Sikh gurdwara. 

14. See K. Singh (1977:174-175) and R.K. Das (1923:88) for accounts of some of the 
early activities of the KDS in Vancouver. 

15. Detailed accounts of the successful effort of representatives of the KDS to 
achieve domicilary rights for illegal immi~rants and to achieve the federal, 
provincial, and municipal franchise for all "Hindoos" can be found in two KDS 
publications (see KHalsa Diwan Society 1947a,b). 
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16. Lal characterize~ those behind the efforts to build 'ethni~!..po1itical organizat · ons 
as highly-educn tPd men with considerable prior experj rrnce j r1 · t1ealing with 
Westerners • . Support· from the masses, however, was apparently jnsufficient to 
sustain any of these organizations. Many of these educated people left VAncouver 
during the comnrunity's early years. 

17. The Ghadr (Revolution) P~rty was active in Vancouver at this time. I have not 
considered it an 'ethnic'-political institution of the Vancouver Sikh community, 
however, because (1) its orientation was towards the po]itical situation 1n India 
rather than the situation of the community in Canada, and (2) while active in 
Vancouver, its organizational centre was in the United States. 

18. The KDS's reputation as the most important ~urdwara society in B.C. derives not 
simply from being the first but also from the affiliation system which, until 
the emergence of the Akali Singh Society and a similar independent society in 
Victoria, meant that other B.C. gurdwaras were legally the affiliate branches 
of the Vancouver KDS. Over the years, the other B.C. gurdwaras have all gained 
their "independence." Today, the Western Sikh Samachar Society aspires to be 
an umbrella organization for B.C. P'Urdwara societies. 

19. The aims and objectives of the East Indian Canadjan Citizens' Welfare Ass ocia tion 
as set out in its Constitution and By-~ws are as follows: 

(a) To work for the social, economic, political and cultural advancement of 
the Canadian citizens of East Indian origin in Canada 

(b) To act as an effective medium for cooperation between the members of the 
Indian Conrrnunity in Canada and other Canadian citizens. 

(c) To interpret India, the people, traditions and culture, to the people of 
Canda. 

(d) 

(e) 

(f) 

(g) 

(h) 

(i) 

(j) 

(K) 

To inculcate among the Canadian citizens of Indian origin, the responsibilities, 
duties and rights of Canadian citizenship. 
To promote better understanding and friendsh i p between Canada and India 
by the exchange of mutual information. 
To establish centres for the purpose of cultural, recreational, social 
and other community activities. 
To purchase, sell, take on lease, h1re, mortgage, or otherwise acquire 
or deal in or foreclose property, land and buildings, or any interest 
therein, for the purposes of the Associatjon. 
To erect buildings on such lands, or any of them, to further the purposes 
of the Association. 
To buy, sell, deal :in, hire, make or provide or ma·ntain all necessary 
real or personal property or equipment for carrying out the objectives of 
the Association. 
To publish periodicals, books, pamphlets and such literature as may be 
deemed necessary to promote the above-mentioned aims and objects. 
To promote all other ancillary objects for the advancement of the above­
mentioned aims (EICGWA 1954). 

20. See Chadney (1976:154-168 ) for an account of the factors crucial to KDS leader~hip 
at the time of his study. 

21. The same factore--i.e., growth and diversification--have also worked to lessen 
the historically dominant position of B.C. "East Indi;,ns" (and thus of B.C. 
Sikhs) within the ·national arena. B.C. Sikhs have been well-represented, 
however, on the national NACOI executives. 

22. The East Indian Defence Committee presents an 1nterestjng case study since it is 
a group which would apparently like to take advantage of both tho Canadian and 
traditional Sikh ideolof,ies of 'religion' and 'ethnicity'. Recognizing the impor-



tance of the gurclwaras to the Sikh community, the Defence Committee unsuccessfully 
s0ueht control over the Vancouver gurdwaras during the mid-1970s. Ono of ihe 
arguments raised against their involvemer1L in gurrlwara affairs was that as a 

'political' and explicitly anti!relieious' organization (affiliated with the 
Communist Party of Canada (Marxist-Leninist)) their participation in the affairs 
of a 'religious' organization would be inappropriate. Having been rebuffed in 
these efforts, the Defence Committee then sought to build a "~emorial Hall" which 
would serve as a cornmunity centre and would commemorate the early martyrs of the 
Vancouver "East Indian" community, the Indian Freedom Fighters, and the more 
recent Indian Naxilite activists. They found, however, that it would be more 
expediant to install a copy of the Guru Granth Sahib (the Sikh Holy Scriptures) 
in one part ~f the building and call the bui1ding a "temple." In this way, 
they were able to (1) take advantage of the fact that "houses of worship" are 
considered non-threatening by m10t Canadians and are granted tax-exempt status 
under local statutes, and (2) keep open the channels of communication with those 
Sikhs who need a place to perform functions and do not object to this particular 
blending of 'religion ' and 'politics' in one institution. 

2J. As an organization the Shiromani Akali Dal of Canada has few supporters .. This may 
reflect more on the reputations of its leadership than on the community's 
receptivity to the ideology which it espouses. Of a different nature is the 
more widespread criticism of NACOI by those who feel that it has yet to gauge 
the grassroot concerns of Sikhs in Vancouver. 

24. It is interesting to note that there are no 'ethnic'-social service organizations 
as such in the "Ea~t Indian" community. Traditionally, of course, Sikhs have 
looked after their own either informally (ie. through family and village connections) 
or through the gurdwaras. For a period during the early and mid-1970s, the KDS 
was receiving public fund~ to run an "information centre" to help orient new 
immigrants. Now, ho~ever, s~cial service activities withjn the community are 
largely being undertaken by governmental or semi-governmental agencies which 
employ "East Indians" to perform the services. 

25. The extent of Sikh material support of their eurdwaras is overwhelming . The KDS 
regularly takes in over $100,000 a year in donations. Building drives draw out 
additional donations. At resent in the lower mainland, gurdwara societies arc 
conwitted to several million dollars worth of building or land acquisition projects . 

26. The "orthodox" faction of the KDS held power briefly in 1971 and 1971J.. The election 
for the 1979 was particularly hard fought and was the first contested election 
under new secret-balloting procedures. 

27. The various gurdwara societies are affiliated group members of NACOI-B.C. 
The moderate "orthodox" leadership of KDS and Akalj Singh Socir.ty express no 
compulsion to challenge for control of i,lACOI or to withd1.raw from it as detrimental 
to Sikh soljdarity. 

28. Besides arguing that it is "their" temple becc=rnse their money bujlt it, some a]so 
argue that in this 'rebgjcusly' plurali.stic society, "modern:ist" and "orthodox" 
branches of the Sikh 'relj gion ' should be allowed to coexist j nsti tutionally in 
the same way that reformed/conservative/orthodox congregations exist within 
Judaism or the way denominational differences exist within Christianity. These 
people argue that there are other gurdwa ra s for the "orthodox" to attend with out 
taking over the KDS. 

29. It is little wonder that such people sometimes experience problems in adju sting 
since they are denied the support systems of the Sjkh community (havin passed 
out of it) without necessarily having a secure place jn the wjder society (since, 
as a "visible minority" person, it may be difficult or impossible to pass in) . 
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JO. Most Canadian a11_d American Sikh converts are members of th~ Heal thy, Happy,, 
Holy Organization (or JHO), a group founded in 1969 in Los Angeles by a Sikh 
immigrant, Harbhajan Singh Puri (a.k.a., Yogi Bhajan, a.k.a., Siri Singh Sahib 
Bhai Sahib Harbhajan Singh Khalsa Yogi). Originally the group was formed around 
Puri's Kundalini and Tantric Yoga teachings and had a basically yogic identity, 
but it has evolved over the course of the past decade into a small but dedicated 
group of people who regard thel'Jlselves as upholders of the Sikh religion in the 
West (see Dusenbery 1973, 1975). At present, perhaps as many as 5,000 (but 
certainly no where near as many as the 250,000 claimed) Sikh converts live in 
over one hundred JHO ashrams ~•spiritual corn.PTUnes") throughout North America and 
in several cities abroad. 

In Vancouver, an ashram has existed since 19?2. The orientation of the Vancouver 
ashram is split between involvement with the local Punjabi Sikh community and the 
"alternative lifestyles" subculture. Relationships between JHO and Punjabi Sikh 
communities in North America have often been strained, but the dozen or so members 
of the Vancouver JHO ashram have been involved with Vancouver's Punjabj Sikh 
community both through the gurdwaras and the Sikh Youth Federation of Canada 
(a joint gora Sikh-Punjabi Sikh venture inspired and advised by Puri). 

31. The converts make a clear distinction between 'religious' accomodation, which 
they find unacceptable, and 'ethnic' accodation, which they could accept. In 
fact, they often dispair of certain Punjabi cultural traits (e.g., "caste 
consciousness" and the subjugation of women) which they say is keeping Punjabi 
Sikhs from living up to the tenets of the Sikh dharma (as these are interpreted 
by Puri and JHO). 

The converts regard . the 5K's -- the tradi~lonal Sikh 'religious' symbols: the 
kesh, unshorn hair; the kanga, a wooden comb; the kirpan, a sword; the kara, a 
stAAl armlet; and the kaccha, a loin and thigh garment -- as crucial to their 
Sikh identity. The converts argue that "accomodation" on the part of those · 
Punjabi Sikhs who have given up the symbols 1.s neither necessary nor excusable. 
By taking cases before the courts and Human Rights boards, the converts hope 
to convince Canadians (and especially the so-called patits) that the retention 
of the Sikh. symbols is a rnatter of legitimate 'religious' expression and 

not a perpetuation of bizarre Indian customs. 
Among the recent decisions confirming these 'religious' rights are: (1) 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; the decision to drop charges was followed by a directive to all 
provincial police departments hoi ·(;b regard the kirpan as a '"'eapon unless i.t 
is used as one~ (2) a settlement agreement before the Human Riehts Board of· 
B.C. wherein Pinkerton's of Canada Ltd. agreed to rehire a Sikh employee and 
agreed to allow him to "in the course of his employment continue to follow his 
religious beliefs and in particular ••• wear a beard, turban and carry a Kirpan 
(Aujila vs. Pinkerton's, 1978). Recently, on the basis of a challen~A from 
one of the converts, the Canadian armed forces announced changes in 

recruitment and dress policies which will allow Sikhs entering the Canadian 
forces to retain their beards and turbans ( ). Finally, a case 
with potentially widespread repercussjons for the Vancouver Sikh community 
given the community's employment profile is scheduled to be 
heard this month before a B.C. Human Rights Board of Inquiry. In this case, 
a SiY.h complajntant will argue that his ~eligiou! duty to wear a turban 
should exempt him from having to wear a hardhat on his mill job. 
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