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Preface to "Exploring Gender and Sikh Traditions”

As with all books, this volume is the culmination of many months of writing, editing,
resubmission and finally, publishing. I am grateful to the many fine scholars who contributed to
the Special Issue and to those who take the time and considerable energy to review. This selection
of chapters is of a very high quality, given the careful attention given to each chapter by the many
reviewers scattered across the globe. Many thanks to the various editors with whom I worked so
closely on the journal Religions.

This volume focusing specifically on gender and Sikh traditions is the first of its kind in Sikh
Studies and is thus setting a standard for many more works to come. Every scholar knows that we
stand on the shoulders of those who earlier explored the arenas of study that we are here examining;
this is certainly the case with the subject matter at hand. My sincere wish is that these chapters
contribute to an ever-deepening chorus of scholarship on gender and Sikh traditions.

Lastly, I need to express my gratitude to those who inhabit the field of Sikh Studies in the
academy. I have found a welcoming and caring home community among you. As always, my deepest
love to my rock and inspiration, Paul Roorda. Kaira and Jesse Jakobsh, you have always, and will

always, give me hope.

Doris R. Jakobsh
Editor
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Gender analysis has not received a great deal of attention within Sikh Studies
(Jakobsh 2003). On the other hand, a small number of scholars have spent years, sometimes
decades, exploring issues under the rubric of “women and/in Sikhism”. Nikky-Guninder
Kaur Singh’s (1993, 2005) ground-breaking work immediately comes to mind in terms of
flinging open wide the doors to feminist approaches in Sikh Studies. Sikhism and Women.
History, Text, Experience (Jakobsh 2010) was an important milestone in bringing together
varied voices to address the paucity of scholarship in this area. The primary task at that
point in time was locating scholars who were sufficiently engaged in the study of women
and Sikhism to contribute to the project. Over the past decade, research on women and
the feminine within Sikh Studies has grown. As an important part of these developments,
scholarly inquiry has increasingly come to recognize that the category “woman” is problem-
atic. “Woman” is not unitary, differences clearly exist in terms of inequalities (Brah 1991).
Moreover, as many of the chapters in this volume demonstrate, Sikh feminisms are also
emerging. This is evident in the deepening and increasing rigorous of theoretical and
methodological approaches in scholarship. Paradigm shifts are coming to the fore, as in,
for example, feminist-inspired Sikh activism.

However, similar to transitions within academia at large that have seen the need to
replace Women'’s Studies departments with Gender Studies, it has seemed appropriate,
even necessary, to move from a somewhat singular ‘women’s focus’ to one of gender
vis-a-vis the study of Sikhism. The transition from women'’s studies to gender studies also
reflects changes in the ways in which issues of gender and sexuality have been woven into
interdisciplinary studies. Gender studies invite a broader, more inclusive range of identities
beyond the traditional binary of ‘male” and ‘female’. In other words, an understanding
of gender as socially constructed invites analysis of a spectrum of gender identities. This
Special Issue includes an examination of masculinity and male bodies, for they too are built
and constructed on social systems, cultural and religious beliefs, and myths.

Gender studies, in line with women’s, masculine and feminist studies, generally
begin with a deconstruction of patriarchy, identifying subordinate-dominant relations and
structures between individuals. It does so within an understanding that there are numerous
forms of discrimination and power structures that concurrently create a multiplicity of
oppression. The feminist theologian Elisabeth Schiissler Fiorenza (1990) identifies this
complexity of inegalitarian structures as ‘historical interstructuring’. Kimberle Crenshaw
(1991) delineates a similar, but even wider-ranging notion of ‘intersectionality” to address
the many layers and often simultaneous forms of oppression, alongside the pervasive
power structures that create these forms of subjugation. Intersectionality has become the
basis of an increasingly systematized production of contemporary discourses on feminism
and gender analysis, as shall be seen in varied contributions in this volume.

Further and indicative of the raison d’étre of this Special Issue, the intersectional spaces
of gender and religion are also in need of examination, based on an understanding that
religions too are socially constructed. Far from being sui generis, static and homogeneous
entities, as far too often portrayed in world religions textbooks, religious traditions instead
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are constantly and consistently changing in response to historical, cultural, and social
contexts. Religion itself is best understood as “mediated, administered, lived, contested
and adapted by socially situated agents, just like other forms of culture—and in relation to
them” (Bailey and Redden 2011, p. 3). From this perspective, when “the” Sikh religious
tradition is examined in terms of practices, ideologies, rituals, notions of identity—both
historically and within the contemporary milieu—we can only conclude that “a” Sikh
tradition does not exist. Instead, there are numerous forms thereof as this contestation and
process of adaptation takes place. For this reason, Sikhism in this volume is presented as
“Sikh traditions” or “Sikhisms”.

When I initially sent out an informal “call” to fellow scholars in Sikh Studies about a
potential Special Issue of Religions, potentially entitled “Exploring Gender and Sikh tradi-
tions,” the responses were overwhelmingly positive. To effectively understand difference,
social relations and inegalitarian structures vis-a-vis Sikh traditions, I invited contributions
from a wide range of disciplinary and creative theoretical approaches to Sikhs and gender
construction. Furthermore, I put forward that this venture would offer the opportunity
to move beyond traditional and historically primary foci of the study of Sikhism, namely,
textual/scriptural study, philosophy and theology, and turn instead to what has, at least
with regard to Sikh Studies, been vastly understudied and often misunderstood—that
which is often identified as “lived religion”. The notion of lived religion and here, “lived
Sikhisms”, allows for an expansion of what is understood as religion, religiosity, piety
and devotion, in order to pay greater attention to everyday practices, narratives, and
performances as they address the complexity and multiplicity of “being” Sikh; in other
words, what Sikhs are “doing” in all manner of variance, as opposed to what the texts are
“saying”. Moreover, with a shift in focus from the predominance of the text, scholars can
more readily attend to materiality, gender, sexuality, senses, the body, power relations and
other material conditions (Chidester 2000). Lived religion moves from binary oppositional
understandings of what constitutes “the secular” and “the religious”, including what
Hall identifies as “tensions and the ongoing struggle of definition.” Practices or religious
performances bear the “marks of both regulation and what, for want of a better word,
we may term resistance” (Hall 1997, pp. viii-ix). Resistance is a priori to gender and
feminist analysis, as is the notion of agency in understanding how oppressive systems,
including religions, are confronted, and challenged, whether as patriarchy or beyond. New
ways of conceptualizing religion include a necessary critique of the privileging of belief
systems over practices, stemming closely from notions of colonial, European and Christian
exceptionalism. Moving toward more fluid religious boundaries, without rejecting the
traditional historical, theoretical, and textual approaches that have largely defined Sikh
Studies, invites counterhegemonic visions of what constitutes religions and/or Sikhisms.

In the original call for papers for this Special Issue of Religions, each contributor was
asked to consider the following questions: How has gender been constructed within Sikh
traditions? How is gender being constructed within historical or contemporary Sikhisms?
Over the next year, a diverse group of scholars from across the globe answered these queries
with a wide range of intellectually stimulating, challenging and sometimes deeply personal
responses. Some of the scholars in this issue have already made significant contributions to
the study of Sikhisms, women and gender studies. However, a good number of contributors
are emerging scholars within Sikh Studies. Overall, there is a significant diversity in terms
of disciplinary and theoretical approaches, alongside geographical locales.

1. Ethnographic Perspectives

This Special Issue begins with scholarship based on ethnography. Ethnographic
approaches, though categorically diverse, generally include a focus on meaning-making in
the process of learning about, in this case, “religious people” (Sikhs), as opposed to simply
“studying” religious people. As such, ethnographic studies encourage creative frameworks
to understand the intersections of gender construction and lived religion. Toril Moi (2015)
has warned against approaches within feminist studies (and gender studies, one could add)
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becoming excessively abstract, bogged down by over-theorizing and overgeneralizing—
in essence, no longer applying or relating to individuals’ lived realities and concrete
experiences. As many of the studies in this issue show, ethnography is particularly suited
to explore and describe what is taking place in ordinary people’s lives.

A central aspect that comes to the fore in this issue is that of agency—agency in the
construction and reconstruction of roles, attitudes, and practices as they pertain to Sikh
traditions. Kamal Arora’s work, opening this section, examines religious expression and
piety in a Delhi gurdwara known as Shaheedganj Gurdwara in Tilak Vihar, the “widow’s
colony” in West Delhi. Tilak Vihar became a place of refuge for surviving wives of the
approximately 3500 Sikh males who were routinely killed after the assassination of Prime
Minister Indira Gandhi by her Sikh bodyguards. Shining a light on the complexity of
gender and religion, Arora examines the male-administered Sikh space that has over time
become a primarily female place, a “gendered counterpublic”, a space that allows these
survivors to cope with the continuing confrontation of loss and trauma in their daily lives
through gendered devotional practices, upholding memory and healing.

Italian scholar Barbara Bertoloni focuses on gendered practices within Italian gurd-
waras through the Sikh lens of “seva”, or service. To contextualize the issues discussed,
she gives an overview of Sikhs in Italy, the largest Sikh community in Europe outside
of UK numbers. Highlighting “official” and “unofficial” gendered roles and practices
in gurdwaras, Bertoloni examines notions such as “izzat” or honor, as well as the rigid
divisions of labour within Sikh families that reproduce degrees of power between genders.

Sandra Santos-Fraile’s anthropological and ethnographic exploration of Sikh commu-
nities in Barcelona concentrates on the gendered dynamics, negotiation and adaptation that
are part of the experiences of Sikh migrants in Spain. Santos-Fraile especially attends to
novel forms of agency among young Sikh women in Barcelona in terms of Sikh identity con-
struction, kinship /marriage patterns, body/corporeal (re)presentations and self-reflexivity
vis-a-vis the process of cultural socialization in Spain.

2. Deconstructing Sikh Masculinities

In his ethnographic study of Italian Sikh communities, Nachatter Singh Garha em-
phasizes how Sikh masculinities are constructed through notions of what constitutes Sikh
masculinity transferred from the homeland, as well as those subsequently developed
within the Italian context. According to Singh, gender construction for Sikh males is di-
rectly influenced by their perceptions of control or lack thereof over their wives. Women
who have higher education are less willing to give up their own rights in the interests
of their husbands. This has led to new challenges for Sikh males, many of whom are
struggling to construct viable versions of masculinity in a new social context.

Christine Moliner’s work brings a layered ethnographic approach to the discussion of
gender construction, in particular the negotiation of Sikh masculinity in France. The major-
ity of Sikhs in France have stemmed from rural backgrounds and most arrived through
widespread transnational connections. Moliner’s primary focus, however, is instead on the
impact of immigration policies on young undocumented Sikh migrants arriving in Paris
through illegal means, including immigration smugglers’ contacts. This shift in connections
has greatly impinged these new migrants’ social and economic incorporation processes
in Paris. The notion of izzat/pride figures significantly in their struggles against their
subordinate status. Migrants’ constraints and challenges stem from biases and prejudices
that they experience from the wider French community, but also the negative attitudes
afforded them from their fellow French Sikhs, especially regarding economic advancement.
Gurdwara politics, relationships and practices, both inclusionary and exclusionary, are also
examined from the perspective of these undocumented migrants.

In his article on the notorious late Punjabi Sikh gangster, Bindy Johal, Manjit Pabla
adds an important gendered complexity to this volume in examining competing dimen-
sions of masculine gender construction. Johal’s legacy is both filtrated with heroism but
also insidious characterizations—]Johal as folk devil. Narratives surrounding Bindy Johal
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have contributed to continuing gang violence stemming from the Greater Vancouver Sikh
community. Pabla traces these conflicting narratives within the context of a ‘contemporary
moral panic” over hyper-masculinity, gang involvement and the prevailing challenges faced
by racialized, working-class boys and men.

3. History, Text, Theory

It is in the disciplines of history, textual studies (including scripture) and theology
that scholarship within Sikh Studies has generally been most easily situated. It is in these
arenas that most scholarly works on Sikh traditions have developed and thrived. The
wide-ranging chapters on offer here attest to this richness. Robin Rinehart’s work is an
exegetical and historical exploration of the gender and the Dasam Granth, a scriptural text
second only to the Adi Granth/Guru Granth Sahib in its importance. As Rinehart notes,
the Dasam Granth has long been embroiled in controversy in terms of its authorship and
the inclusion of narratives steeped in Hindu mythology. She examines the figure of the
Devi or Durga, interpreted by Sikhs instead as “sword” instead of goddess. As a result,
Rinehart maintains that Sikhs have thus lost their direct association with the feminine
divine. She also examines one of Granth’s central narratives, ‘the nature of women’ or ‘the
wiles of women’. Regarding the well-known (and generally negative) tropes of women’s
nature, Rinehart observes that there is no generic and comparable ‘male nature” that comes
to the fore through these narratives. In terms of developing approaches to the Dasam
Granth, women's voices are increasingly complementing—and at times challenging—male
interpretations that have largely prevailed, whether within scholarly or popular realms.

Satwinder Kaur Bains interrogates gender difference and Sikh feminisms through
Sikh theological perspectives, scripture references and prescriptive texts. Bains examines
how Sikh feminist approaches deconstruct politics of power and create interpretive spaces
within which to question both misrepresented and misinterpreted texts. She focuses
extensively on uncovering gender differences in practice and ideology vis-a-vis the five Ks,
external markers and outward representations of Sikh identity.

Eleanor Nesbitt offers a novel study of gender construction and representation of Sikh
women through the colonial “gaze”, particularly through an uncovering and analysis of
the writings of western women travelers, army wives, missionaries, artists among others
in the nineteenth- and early twentieth centuries. Not surprisingly, these colonial accounts
were heavily weighted in favour of “race” (white women of the ruling class) over that
of gender commonality with Sikh women. Moreover, notions of Sikh women’s identity
are noted as problematic by Nesbitt, given that they were identified as Sikh vis-a-vis their
relations to Sikh menfolk. These accounts included a “spectrum of gazes”, both approving
and disapproving of Sikh women's realities.

Nicola Mooney utilizes a gendered lens to examine the gaps between deeply held
and celebrated Sikh notions of egalitarianism and the lived experiences of Sikhs, especially
vis-a-vis Anshu Malhotra’s notion of the “shameful continuities” (Malhotra 2010) of gender
and caste-based hierarchies in contemporary Sikh attitudes and practices. She delineates
the space between “the ideal and the real” as “third spaces” that are particularly instructive
for both analysis and critique in attempting to understand contemporary Sikh subject
formation. While highlighting the promise (and paradox) of Sikh egalitarianism scripturally
and theologically, Mooney focuses most specifically on Sikh practices of householding as
primary intersections of caste and gender, those “prosaic—and deeply unequal” as sites
of kinship. Gurdwara reform, according to Mooney, regarding gender and caste-based
inequities may be inadequate unless the unequal and ongoing domestic kinship practices
are addressed.

Jaspal Kaur Singh’s article examines female construction within various contemporary
Sikh diasporas through an analysis of a selection of creative and non-fiction writings and
testimonial life writings. Singh analyzes central Sikh tenets and religious practices, some
deeply personal, and many steeped in patriarchal traditions, examining how they are
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resisted, reinterpreted and reconstructed through these varied writings as expressions of
agency, gender negotiation and practices within Sikh diasporic spaces.

4. Gendered Performance, Aesthetics and Economics

Anjali Gera Roy’s work focuses on the gendered nature of Punjabi dance, most par-
ticularly the traditional male genre known as bhangra, and examines its unmistakably
masculine, warrior and peasant-inspired movements, alongside what Roy delineates as
its accompanying “lyrical machismo”. She also locates the connection between bhangra
and Sikhs, through the dance form’s agrarian origins and traditional Jat Sikh symbolic
association with the “land”, notions of hypermasculinity and Sikh male devotional bodily
signifiers, particularly the turban. Roy examines the incursion of a small number of female
musicians who have been able to “make a dent in the male bhangra monopoly”, with
a particular focus on female rapper Hard Kaur, who deconstructs the segregated male
bhangra space, then blends elements of traditional masculine and feminine tropes through
co-option and challenge to Punjabi/Jat/Sikh patriarchies.

Zabeen Khamisa closes this Special Issue by adding an important dimension to Sikh
gender production through her examination of Millennial Fashion Enterprises in Canada,
identified as “Sikh chic”. She delineates these enterprises as values-based in terms of
self-determined representation, ethical purchasing, and gender equitable, all the while
steeped in the free-market economy and the digital marketplace. While the normative
Khalsa Sikh male aesthetic has long been steeped in tradition, young Sikh women are
moving to the frontlines in challenging mainstream representations of Sikh masculine
identities, but also in creating new aesthetic and fashion platforms that reflect the lived
experiences of women or “Kaurhood”.

As will be shown throughout this issue, with the expansion of the boundaries defining
“what is religion” and “what counts” as important aspects of rich Sikh traditions, alongside
diverse approaches to constructions of gender, this Special Issue is a significant, perhaps
even groundbreaking contribution to Sikh Studies.

Funding: This research received no external funding.

Conflicts of Interest: The author declares no conflict of interest.
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Abstract: In October and November of 1984, after the assassination of Prime Minister Indira Gandhi
by her Sikh bodyguards, approximately 3500 Sikh men were killed in Delhi, India. Many of the
survivors—Sikh widows and their kin—were relocated thereafter to the “Widow Colony”, also known
as Tilak Vihar, within the boundary of Tilak Nagar in West Delhi, as a means of rehabilitation and
compensation. Within this colony lies the Shaheedganj Gurdwara, frequented by widows and their
families. Based on ethnographic fieldwork, I explore the intersections between violence, widowhood,
and gendered religious practice in this place of worship. Memories of violence and experiences of
widowhood inform and intersect with embodied religious practices in this place. I argue that the
gurdwara is primarily a female place; although male-administered, it is a place that, through women’s
practices, becomes a gendered counterpublic, allowing women a place to socialize and heal in an area
where there is little public space for women to gather. The gurdwara has been re-appropriated away
from formal religious practice by these widows, functioning as a place that enables the subversive
exchange of local knowledges and viewpoints and a repository of shared experiences that reifies and
reclaims gendered loss.

Keywords: counterpublic; embodiment; ethnography; gender; prayer; Sikhism; violence; widowhood

1. A Day in the Life of the Shaheedganj Gurdwara

The Shaheedganj Gurdwara lies just off the main road of Tilak Vihar, the neighbourhood in Delhi
also known as the “Widow Colony”. From 2012 to 2014, I lived in Delhi to conduct ethnographic
fieldwork in this colony—a designated slum area in Tilak Vihar, Tilak Nagar, which was used to relocate
many Sikh widows and their families after the 1984 anti-Sikh massacre.! No one I spoke to in this
neighbourhood could remember the exact date the gurdwara was built, although most say that it was
erected in the early to mid-1990s to serve the colony and thus was named “Shaheedgan;j” (translation:
home of the martyrs) in memory of those who were killed during the 1984 violence. The gurdwara
is run by a committee of Labana? Sikhs, although the congregation, which is roughly 80% widows,
daughters, daughters-in-law, and grandchildren of the colony, is comprised of a mix of Labana and
Punjabi Sikhs.?

This paper arises out of PhD fieldwork conducted from 2012 to 2014 that focused on past experiences and current legacies of
violence, gender, memory, space, affect, and religious practice among Sikh widows in this colony.

Labana Sikhs in this community are lower-caste Sikhs from various parts of Rajasthan, whereas Punjabi Sikhs in the
colony have family roots in the state of Punjab and come from several different castes. Many Punjabi Sikhs in the colony
differentiate themselves from Labana Sikhs, as the latter are traditionally involved in labour-heavy professions. Language
also differentiates the groups; most Labana women converse among themselves in various Rajasthani languages and dialects,
whereas Punjabi Sikhs will converse mainly in Punjabi and Hindi. Both groups of women will use Hindi when conversing
with one another. The male administrators of the Shaheedganj Gurdwara conduct services in Punjabi.

Punjabi and Rajasthani Labana Sikh women have formed casual friendships crossing these barriers, yet they have remarked
that each group is happy sticking to its own. Although beyond the scope of this paper, caste differences in the colony are
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The gurdwara shares its right wall with a large NGO along the main street of the colony. It is a
concrete and brick structure, with the left wall of the gurdwara slightly crumbling and facing a small
empty lot that is overrun with weeds, garbage, and mud. Directly across from the gurdwara are some
flats and a small convenience store (a single, street-facing counter) run by an elderly woman selling
sundries. Further down the road, lies another neighbourhood block where mostly Dalit families live.
Indoors there are a number of blue signs advertising messages related to the gurdwara. Similar to
most other gurdwaras, one must cover one’s head and take off one’s shoes and wash both hands and
feet, although the small pool of water reserved for dipping one’s feet is generally dry here.

It is in this gurdwara that many of the Sikh families in the Widow Colony congregate. On any
given day, the congregation is comprised of roughly 80% women and 20% men. As I will discuss,
the importance of the gurdwara to the Sikh tradition and community-building cannot be overstated.
This is especially true for women in the colony. The gurdwara functions not only as a physical place
for prayer but also a gathering space and, as I will argue, a gendered counterpublic. Its very presence
exists as a memorial to the 1984 violence, yet it also holds memory palaces within it—a room filled
with photographs and another room with a lamp lit around the clock. Women who attend and perform
prayers in the gurdwara obtain peace from doing so, and, as such, the gurdwara provides a place of
healing through social forms of religious practice that other private areas (flats) and public areas in
the colony do not. Thus, there is a tension between the gurdwara as a healing place and the colony
as a place that engenders continual forms of structural violence, and these places are constituted
by this tension. Forms of memory tethered to particular spaces are constitutive of experiences of
locality, connecting places where memory is produced with past and contemporary landscapes (cf.
Gordillo 2004). The material forms of remembrance in the gurdwara and the embodied remembering
that takes place there in this way connects the violence of the past with the contemporary landscape of
the colony.

The word gurdwara literally means “door to the guru” in Punjabi. The distinguishing feature
of a gurdwara is the presence of the holy text of the Sikhs, the Sri Guru Granth Sahib (SGGS); in
this way, a room inside one’s home, or a temporary space for an event such as a wedding, can be
viewed as a gurdwara (Cole 2004). In contemporary usage, it is used to denote a space wherever
the SGGS is placed as well as where Sikhs gather to worship and discuss community happenings
and world events. The establishment of gurdwaras also aids in commemorating the historical
landscape of Sikh communities, including important objects and historical sites related to the Gurus
(Murphy 2012, p. 189). Gurdwaras are “every sense community centres as much as they are places of
worship” (Mandair 2013, p. 117). The importance of pairing the spiritual and temporal realms of life
within a gurdwara is underscored by the emphasis Sikhism puts on both miri and piri, or the temporal
and spiritual components of Sikh life.*

In theory, if not completely in practice,® all are welcome in a gurdwara regardless of religious
denomination or affiliation if they cover their heads, are not under the influence of alcohol or narcotics,
take off their shoes, and wash their hands. Visitors to the gurdwara are encouraged to have langar,
or a communal meal, operated by the congregation’s donations, charity, and seva, or acts of service
(Lee and Nadeau 2011). Gurdwaras often run under management committees, who oversee the daily
program; special events, langar; upkeep of the building; appoint raagis (those who musically perform
scripture from the SGGS), and perform other administrative tasks. Although, in theory, women can

apparent. Interactions between the Sikh (both Labana and Punjabi) families and Dalit families past the colony are limited
and, at times, are fraught with tension.

Gurdwaras have also been used as centres of resistance and social justice. For example, in 20th-century North America,
some gurdwaras on the West coast were used by an anticolonial movement known as the Ghadar Party (Sohi 2014). Within
diasporic communities, centres of worship for immigrants can provide valuable spaces for the assertion and preservation of
identity (Hirvi 2010; Gallo 2012).

In recent years, some caretakers of a gurdwara in the UK have not allowed the elderly or disabled to sit with the main
congregation (Daily News and Analysis 2015; Express and Star 2015).
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take on roles of granthi,6 this is rare in practice. Sikh women, for example, are currently prohibited
from performing scripture or granthi duties at Harimandir Sahib, the seat of spiritual and temporal
authority located in Amritsar, Punjab. Aside from volunteer service, the management of gurdwaras
and services performed are mostly administered by men.” In Tilak Vihar, the management committee
and the caretakers of this gurdwara are all male.

During fieldwork, I had been attending prayer at the gurdwara, particularly the morning program
which starts at around six o’clock in the morning and ends at around half past eight.® Anywhere
between twenty and forty members of the community are present during the reciting of the morning
prayers,’ with a larger presence on the weekends.

When the women in the colony pass through the metal gates of the gurdwara, painted a creamy
yellow, and ascend the white and grey marble steps, slightly yellowed by time and covered by green
matting, they arrive at a landing. Immediately towards the right of the landing is a small room, roughly
ten feet by fifteen feet, housing photographs of men who were killed during the 1984 violence in Delhi.
The rows of portraits, in the form of headshots, are individually framed and spaced so that the edges are
touching. Directly in front of the stairs lies the main hall, housing the SGGS. Like all gurdwaras, activity
is centred around the holy text, placed gently in the centre of the room in the early mornings, usually
by the granthi Bhai Chetan Singh*!%—in a ceremony known as prakash karna. The SGGS is generally
laid out on cloth on a small raised platform under a canopy. The canopy and cloth surrounding the
scriptures are often made of colourful silk with embroidered gold thread. The area is often decorated
with steel kirpans'! and khandas'?!3 and festooned with vases of colourful artificial flowers. Women in
the colony sit on the right-hand side and men to the left, which I found slightly unusual, as women
generally sit on the left-hand side (away from the raagis) in the gurdwaras to which I am accustomed
in North America. A passageway in the middle is left open for worshippers to walk up to the SGGS.
A small room at the back of the main hall houses an oil lamp, lit around the clock, memorializing the
victims who were killed in 1984. Beside this room is another small room with another copy of the
SGGS, and the farthest chamber to the right is the Guru'’s resting place, which contains a canopied bed
where the main copy of the SGGS is laid to rest every evening after evening prayers, in a ceremony
known as sukhasan. A small kitchen lies to the right of the central hall for making parshaad, a semolina
halva made of wheat, flour, butter, and sugar, and there are a few rooms beyond it that the volunteers,
or sevadars, use. A cavernous hall in the basement serves langar and meals during special events and
also serves as a practice room for children learning Sikh hymns some evenings.

Prayers in the gurdwara begin in the morning by the male caretakers and Bhai Chetan Singh.
Women comprise the majority of the congregation at any given time, and there is a marked difference
in the way the women navigate the space in the gurdwara from the men. Women, for example, stop to

Although granthis are often translated to “priest” in English, the Catholic concept of priesthood does not apply here. Granthis
are often married, have families and children, and often live close by to the gurdwara they serve. Thinking of granthis more
as “leaders”, “religious specialists”, or “textual specialists” would be more a more accurate description of their role.

This has been contested in recent years. Women have made a concerted effort to challenge the unwritten ban on women in
Harimandir Sahib (Nibber 2011).

It was difficult for me to attend the evening program throughout the year due to safety concerns.

These are the Japji Sahib, kirtan, ardas, and a hukam.

In the interests of anonymity all names in this paper are pseudonyms, which are denoted by an asterisk (*) the first time the
name is mentioned, unless otherwise indicated. T have also used the Sikh names Kaur and Singh throughout for interlocutors
older than I out of respect.

A kirpan is a small dagger or sword worn by initiated Sikhs, which carries both defensive and symbolic functions.

The khanda is comprised of a central circle (one interpretation sees the circle as symbolizing unity and the oneness of the
Divine) surrounded by two swords (symbolizing spiritual and temporal authority).

Both the kirpan and khanda are insignias of the Khalsa, or the collective body of Sikhs, particularly initiated Sikhs.
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matha thek,'* or bow and touch their foreheads to the ground as a sign of reverence for the scripture, in
more spots in the gurdwara then men do, while men are much more likely to do chaur seva.!>

The women begin filtering into the gurdwara in the early morning for morning prayer. During the
winter, they are wrapped in heavy shawls and wear toe socks with their rubber sandals. Like in other
gurdwaras, the women sit cross-legged on the floor, with some elderly women who have mobility and
joint problems sitting on a bench in the back. One elderly woman I had mentally dubbed “Cane Aunty”
given the three-tipped cane she waved around with great gusto, preferred to sit along the side of the
centre of the room and watch worshippers come and go. Bhai Chetan Singh recites the morning prayer
(Japji Sahib) followed by ardas, a standardized form of prayer or petition to God. After the ardas, which
takes place while standing, the women sit down, and a hukam, a reading from the scripture meant
to guide the congregation and chosen at random, is read for the day. One of the younger caretakers
hands out the blessed offering of parshaad, which is a welcome treat especially on a cold day. In warmer
weather, wool, or heavier cotton Punjabi suits are replaced with breezy muslin or cotton. From about
March onwards, the ceiling fans overhead are turned on, and the side doors are flung open to keep the
room as cool as possible. Although there are coolers, they are not used regularly. A few of the women
wear white, or lighter colours, keeping in line with their widow status and colours generally worn by
older women in Punjab, although most do not. They take off their sandals at the entrance (there is no
designated shoe area here, though they are common at many other gurdwaras) and wash their hands
at the porcelain sink to the right.

After ascending the marble steps, the women come inside to matha thek by getting on their hands
and knees and swiftly bowing their heads until they touch the floor in front of the scripture. After rising,
the women circumambulate from the left, going clockwise. Many stop, standing, with hands folded,
to bow their heads briefly at the chaur and then again behind the SGGS, at the granthi’s back, who is
reading the holy text. Then, the women generally walk to the back of the room and bow to the cabins
housing an oil lamp and the room where the SGGS is kept in repose at night. They turn back to the
front of the room, stopping at the large, lightbox-type photograph of the Harimandir Sahib. Many
touch this image and then touch their eyes, back and forth in rapid succession, as if receiving a blessing
from it, before finally wiping their face with their hands. They then move to sit down, greeting women
with “Sat Sri Akal”, a common Sikh greeting, on their way to sit.1e T have noticed that usually the
congregation leaves a half-circle of space from the SGGS in order to keep somewhat of a reverent
distance. While most of the women sit in the middle, some of the more elderly women sit at the
back bench or near the sides to rest their backs and legs. It is usually younger children who sit closer
to the front, while any toddlers accompanying their mothers or grandmothers usually run around
the room, repeatedly shushed by whoever has accompanied them. Many children and youth drop
by the gurdwara on the way to school or college, their heavy backpacks shifting as they matha thek.
During the program, women are more likely to greet each other, sigh, and utter words during prayer,
such as “Waheguru!”!” or “Waheguru, the True King, have mercy on us!” their voices rippling one
after another. After evening prayer, the scripture is ceremonially moved into its chamber for the night.

After the morning prayer and conversations, some of the women step into the memorial room on
their way out, stopping to touch the photographs of their loved ones they have lost. The women leave
the gurdwara; some go off to work and others back home to do their domestic work. Afternoons in the
gurdwara are usually quiet. There is little foot traffic other than the late risers who did not make the
morning prayers. The scripture is covered with a sheet, and the fans are turned off, except for perhaps
one circling overhead, as one of the caretakers rests or sleeps below it, supine and somewhat oblivious

4 To matha thek is to also acknowledge the wisdom of the SGGS (Lee and Nadeau 2011).

Chaur seva is a form of seva in which one waves a fly whisk made out of yak hair (a chaur) over the scripture, as a sign of
dedication and respect.

The greeting roughly translates to the following: “Eternal is the timeless Lord”.

Waheguru means “God is great” and is also used as a term for God.
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to any visitors. Traffic begins to increase again in the early evening, when the congregation flows in
for evening prayers. Some of the women come to both morning and evening prayers; others come
only in the morning or only in the evening. It seems that there are more children and younger women
(daughters and daughters-in-law of the widows) in the evening. Communal meals are usually only
reserved for special events and functions, such as the akhand paathls, held in commemoration of 1984.
After the closing of prayer, the women again linger to converse before heading home—shorter this
time, as it is getting late and gets dark early in the winters.

2. Gurdwara as Gendered Counterpublic

In the particular spatiotemporal juncture of contemporary Tilak Vihar, the Shaheedganj Gurdwara
is much more than a religious or congregational centre. In the way that gurdwaras have functioned, in
some ways, as memorial sites in Sikh tradition (cf. Murphy 2012), so too does Shaheedganj Gurdwara.
It was built to serve the widows of the massacre and their families and continues to commemorate the
violence through its very existence and the forms of commemorative practice and prayer that take
place within it. It is a place of worship and a community centre, but it is also, in whole and in parts,
a memorial in a wide variety of ways.! In addition, the gurdwara provides a space for women to
socialize with one another.

The Shaheedganj Gurdwaras remains a place administered and intensely patrolled by men. Not
only are all of the caretakers men, but the hymn-singers are too, other than the youth kirtan group,
which performs during special events. Men conduct all the daily prayers and the parkash and sukhasan
ceremonies, open and close the front gates and the gates to the memorial room, make the parshaad, and
handle the donations. The elderly volunteer caretaker?” particularly polices the space, telling women
where to sit, shooing people over, and disciplining unruly children. Yet, the congregation at any given
time is mostly women; in fact, women often enter the men’s side, due to their numbers, with a few
men scattered against the far side, near the wall, on any given day. After the morning prayer is over,
the women often linger behind, gossiping about the neighbourhood goings-on, at the back and sides of
the main hall.

Structural relations of gender and power are both preserved and destabilized in part through
interactions in social situations. If we understand everyday linguistic interactions as forms of resistance,
we hear practices that are more contradictory, ambiguous, and diverse, ranging from subversion
to outright rejection to acceptance and reconstruction of prevailing cultural definitions of gender
(Gal 1991, p. 178). We see this in the social interactions between women in the colony. They speak of
events in the community: of marriages, of illness, of death. One morning, for example, I observed two
women speaking in their Rajasthani dialect about a death that had occurred in the neighbourhood.
From what I could understand, it seemed that a man had come down with a severe viral illness—either
dengue or typhoid—and after five days of medicine, his “veins exploded”, and he had to have surgery.
Upon getting up from this conversation, one of the women uttered in Punjabi, in long, emphatic
syllables, “Waheguru, the True King, have mercy on us” and the other woman heaved a heavy sigh in
agreement. These conversations often last more than half an hour, to the annoyance of the all-male
gurdwara establishment, and the women are often admonished strongly by the elderly caretaker, who
would say things like, “Have you come here to pray or gossip! You should take God’s name!”

These structural relations of power between the male caretakers and the widows often resulted in
tense interactions. One particular instance of this took place one winter morning in December 2013. I
had arrived at the gurdwara from a family friend’s home at which I stayed from time to time which
was close-by. It was bone-chillingly cold that day, and fog rolled heavily across the early morning

A three-day prayer service in which the SGGS is read in its entirety.

In my PhD dissertation, I devote one chapter to forms of memorialization among the Sikh diaspora and how the Widow
Colony, its inhabitants and the gurdwara intersect with these forms.

Known as the sevadaar.
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streets. Parshaad was handed out as usual after the close of prayer, and the women huddled into
themselves, in their sweaters and shawls, shivering and grateful for the warm blessing. The women
sat in silence eating their parshaad, basking in satisfaction after the morning prayer, evident in their
happy faces and the quiet in the air. Suddenly a voice rang out in the corner in Punjabi: “THERE ARE
MOUSE DROPPINGS IN THIS PARSHAAD!” One of the women in the congregation had discovered
mouse excrement in the holy offering. I blanched. I had already eaten the offering. What followed was
a rising tide of emotion, anger, and shouting. All of the women began to chime in and berate the male
caretakers for the lack of sanitation.

From my observations of how women’s bodies mimic and respond to one another in the gurdwara,
it seems that they exist in an emotive relationship to each another, on which I will further elaborate below.
The gurdwara allows them a physical, communal space—so severely lacking in this colony—to share
their life histories, social events, emotions, joy, and pain—their dukh-sukh, as the saying in Punjabi goes.
If we follow Fraser’s critique of the public sphere (Fraser 1990), the permeable space of the gurdwara
can, in a way, be seen as a subaltern (and, in this case, highly gendered) counterpublic, working as
a feminist critique to Habermas’s notion of the public sphere as an inclusive space that preserves
social interaction and disregards status (Habermas 1989) and how this sphere organizes discourse.
Fraser describes these “subaltern counterpublics” as “parallel discursive arenas where members
of subordinated social groups invent and circulate counter-discourses to formulate oppositional
interpretations of their identities, interests, and needs” (Fraser 1990, p. 23). The public sphere is in fact
comprised of a number of significant exclusions, which has historically discriminated against women
and lower castes and classes, holding hegemonic and patriarchal tendencies. The women of Tilak
Vihar have little access to this public sphere, having little public recourse to address their grievances
surrounding the violence of the event and the everyday structural violence of poverty.

The gendered counterpublic of the gurdwara also provides a space that is somewhat (though by no
means completely) removed from the stigmas and restrictions placed upon Sikh widows. These include
a loss of social status, expectations of limited mobility and visibility in public, structural poverty,
ostracization, and expectations of celibacy and life-long mourning. Many of the oppressions widows
in North India face are also common for Sikh widows. Widowhood in North India has been described
as “social death”, arising from a widow’s lowered status following the loss of her husband, and
exclusion as a functional member of the family unit (Chakravarti 1995). Prescriptive Brahmanical texts
generally outline two models of widowhood: the widow-turned-ascetic who remains celibate and
in the home or one who commits sati, or widow immolation, in devotion to her husband, thereby
avoiding widowhood altogether.?! The gurdwara then, although policed by men who position women
as widows and mourners, provides an alternative public or a counterpublic formed in part by women
as a public space to discuss pertinent issues in their lives.

3. Harnoor Kaur*

The lived experiences and religious practices of Harnoor Kaur, whose husband was killed in 1984
and who lives on her own in the colony, illuminate the importance of the gurdwara in the daily lives
of the widows in the neighbourhood. The gurdwara provides for Harnoor Kaur a legitimate public
space. I first met Harnoor Kaur on a Sunday afternoon. It was the last day of the 1984 memorial akhand
paath being held at the Shaheedganj Gurdwara in Tilak Vihar. Harnoor Kaur, whose family hails from
Amritsar and Rawalpindi, was eighteen when she was married, and she moved to Delhi in 1973. Her
husband worked as a machine manager for the printing division of a national Indian newspaper and
ran a part-time cycle spare parts shop at home. They had four children—two daughters and two sons.

21 Given the paucity of data specific to Sikh women and Sikh widowhood in particular, we have to extrapolate from the larger

cultural milieu in which most Sikhs in India live. Malhotra has pointed out the difficulties of “culling out a Sikh identity as
separate and distinct from a Hindu identity” in early 20th-century Punjab (Malhotra 2012, p. 169).
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[ first interviewed Harnoor Kaur, who was fifty-six at the time of our interviews, in the autumn of
2013. It had taken me some time to introduce myself to women in the colony and create a sense of
rapport, yet even after being in the field for almost a year at that point, I was anxious about interviewing
her. My nervousness rose the higher I climbed the narrow, steep steps to get to her flat. She greeted me
warmly. We sat in her small front room. Harnoor Kaur discussed with me the details of her experiences
during the 1984 massacre, including the killing of her husband.?? In a low voice, she described how
she and others in her neighbourhood were called out of their homes by the military and taken to relief
camps. “I didn’t even have a scarf on my head, no slippers on my feet”, Harnoor Kaur said, pointing
out that she was not in a respectable physical state to be out of the home as a woman. The stigma
attached to widowhood led Harnoor Kaur’s family to disown her.?> Eventually, Harnoor Kaur was
rehabilitated into the Widow Colony.

Patterns of structural violence have continued throughout Harnoor Kaur’s life. One of her
daughters died from an unspecified illness at the age of two while being raised in her maternal home.?*
Her oldest son, Jaspreet®, about thirty-eight at the time of our interviews, lives in the UK and is
married with one daughter. Her daughter, Amrita*, was born in 1978, is married, and lives in Delhi.
The death of her youngest son Balbir*, in April of 2010 in Shadarpur village, Rajpur, was a focus of our
conversations. Balbir had suffered from addiction and substance use throughout his life. He married a
Sikh woman, Jinder*, and had two daughters. Balbir’s relationship with his wife and her family were
characterized by violence. Balbir went missing in 2010 and his corpse was eventually found in a river
a couple of weeks later. Harnoor Kaur outlined that his death was caused by her daughter-in-law
Jinder’s family.

Harnoor Kaur’s telling of her son’s death is rife with gendered statements about her
daughter-in-law that are exemplary of the gendered restrictions placed on women, especially widows,
by society at large, by women, and by widows themselves. Throughout our conversations, in keeping
with the undeniable importance given to sons in Punjabi culture, she continued to put her son Balbir
up on a pedestal—painting him in a positive light and downplaying the negative effects of his drug
use. For her, Balbir was still an outstanding son because he was a religious man and had often gone to
Hemkunt Sahib, a popular historical pilgrimage site. Although it did not seem that there had been
a criminal court case regarding his death, she blamed her daughter-in-law’s family intensely for it.
Throughout our conversations, her discussions of her daughter-in-law at times followed the pattern
Das has argued about mother and daughter-in-law relationships: a subtle hostility (Das 1976). At other
times it was more overtly hostile. For example, Jinder’s demands for material goods and other services
from her mother-in-law (“I want to get my eyebrows done, I want sandals”)—seemed more grievous
to Harnoor Kaur than Balbir asking for money to support his drug habit. “Now tell me—what does
she need all that for? She didn’t care that he did drugs”, she said. “There was something fishy there. I
think ... Whenever there’s a newlywed couple there’s going to be arguments, you have to endure
it as a wife.” Harnoor Kaur clearly believed that Jinder had failed as a dutiful daughter-in-law, as
she was not able to tolerate her husband’s substance abuse, nor their fighting. Of Balbir’s death, she
said that Jinder “didn’t even come and touch the flowers. She didn’t come to the last rites either, she
didn’t matha thek, she didn’t ask for forgiveness.” Jinder had failed in her ultimate final duty as a
widow: to ensure that funeral rites were paid proper attention to help ferry Balbir’s soul to the afterlife.
Perhaps Harnoor Kaur was particularly bitter about this point, as she did not have the opportunity to
do the same with her husband after the 1984 massacre. Jinder neither came close to Balbir’s corpse nor
attended the cremation. Harnoor Kaur felt that her daughter-in-law had transgressed her role within

2 These details are violent and traumatic. In order to do justice to Harnoor Kaur’s experiences I have not included these

details here due to the constrictions of word limits.

Harnoor Kaur mentioned this disowning with a shrug, saying “Who would keep you?”

In India, “other mothering”, or the practice of women rearing children not biologically related to them, is common, especially
in situations where the biological parents are unable to care for the child financially (cf. O'Reilly 2010).
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the family power dynamics (“She used to rule like a queen here”) and that she continued to be too
brash and mobile: “She still hasn’t learned. Whenever she wants, she puts on her sandals and heads
out to the bazaar, her relatives, wherever.” These restrictions surrounding the mobility of women were
all too common and underscored the importance of the gurdwara. Such conversations allowed me
to understand, in a more nuanced manner, how gendered kinship structures interact with particular
forms of ongoing violence and how the gurdwara can provide a legitimate space for widowed bodies.

Harnoor Kaur and Religious Practice

Every morning, Harnoor Kaur would wake up around four or five o’clock in the morning and
begin her day with naam-simran, or the continuous, meditative recitation of God’s name, before taking
a bath. She told me that she went to the gurdwara twice a day, for morning (six o’clock) and evening
(seven o’clock) prayers, because, in her words “What am I going to do sitting at home?” This statement
is particularly important, as Harnoor Kaur frames the activity as being the sole alternative to staying at
home in the evenings. After returning from work in the evening, she would make a vegetable dish and
then would make two rotis (unleavened bread) when she came back after evening prayer, which she
attended for about an hour. “After 8:00 [PM], I lock my door and don’t let anyone come in”, she says.
“No sister or brother, no relative. I have stopped everyone.” Harnoor Kaur would then eat dinner and
watch one and a half to two hours of television before going to bed. When I asked her how she feels
and what she gains from going to the gurdwara, she replied:

My heart ... I get peace ... like when I do simran®® in the morning for an hour or the five
prayers.2® And it takes me one hour. And Isit, I don’t have any interruptions, just God ... It
becomes a habit. When someone stops me in the street, I say I have to go back [home]. Nor
do I go to any friend’s house. I don’t go to anyone’s house.

KA: Here, you don’t have any friends?
HK: No, I don’t like going to anyone’s house.
KA: Your own house is fine.

Harnoor Kaur nodded in agreement. She told me how her sister in Chandigarh would call her and
urge her to attend the religious ceremonies they would hold, offering to buy her travel fare as well.
Harnoor Kaur would tell her, “My heart doesn’t feel like it.”

Throughout our conversations, it was evident that Harnoor Kaur did not think it was appropriate
for women to be out socializing frequently (as described above, she would often complain to me that
her daughter-in-law, Jinder, who herself was a widow, would often dress up and go out). The gurdwara,
as a legitimate space for socializing then, serves as a homing point in the complex interplay of the
places in Harnoor Kaur’s life. She walks to the gurdwara from her flat twice a day, for the morning
and evening programmes. In the evenings, she walks home after prayers are finished. The spatial
configurations in the colony and the social restrictions on widowhood work against women in that
there are few places for women to socialize other than the cramped, narrow, open-air hallways of
the colony flats, and to be outside on one’s own seemed inappropriate to her. Whereas the space of
the colony and Delhi at large pose restrictions on the bodies of all women, the gurdwara provides a
legitimate space for her gendered, widowed body to be, a body that, given the stigmas and restrictions
associated with widowhood, has no business being out and about the city. She seemed embarrassed to
tell me that she enjoyed going to the gurdwara to participate in religious activity and socialize. Her
question, “[Otherwise] what am I going to do sitting at home now?” implied that it was an action

25
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A short-form of naam-simran, discussed in the previous paragraph.
The five prayers include the following: Japji Sahib, Jaap Sahib, Shabad Hazarey, Rehras Sahib, and Anand Sahib.
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she was resigned to do, rather than an active choice. She also did not think it appropriate to visit her
sisters-in-law, as her parents are deceased, and thus, she had no business being there. She stressed
that, even when stopped by an acquaintance on the street, she refused to visit anyone and preferred to
isolate herself in her own home other than her two daily visits to the gurdwara or going to work as a
lab assistant at a school.

“If someone invites me ten times, I'll go once. Some people, just immediately—get ready and
go (tyaar hokey chaliyaan jandiyaan), not me.” Harnoor Kaur here is emphasizing what it means to be
a “good” widow in Delhi, to be a woman who is widowed by tragedy. This is a woman who leaves
the house out of necessity (prayer and work) but rarely ventures out into social spaces—and even
then, only after great insistence by her friends or family. Tyaar hokey, or having gotten ready, implies
not only getting dressed, but also the specific way in which a woman might get dressed, by putting
on nice clothes, jewellery, and perhaps makeup, which are generally the purview of young women
of marriageable age and married women, not widows. In her view, Harnoor Kaur, is not like these
women—she knows what society expects of her as a widow and strives to prove that she meets, and
perhaps even exceeds, these guidelines. The gurdwara then, functions as a legitimate outlet for her
physical presence as a widow and her socializing—indeed, it was in the gurdwara where I first met
Harnoor Kaur.

One day, Harnoor Kaur and I were discussing how she began to attend the gurdwara regularly.
She told me that, after 1984, she stopped going to pray although she was staying at a refugee camp
within a gurdwara. She again stopped going to the gurdwara in the colony after one of her adult sons
died and only began visiting again when women in the neighbourhood came to her:

KA: So, there were some ladies in this area who didn’t do prayers, because they were very
angry at what happened to them.

HK: Yes, yes, that is what I told you, no?
KA: Yes.

HK: I never used to do it. [ never went to the gurdwara or did anything [after 1984], then
God brought me a little closer to him. I came here [to Tilak Vihar] then started going. Then,
after [my son’s] death occurred, I didn’t go to the temple for six months.

KA: So, you had the same feeling?
HK: Yes.
KA: Like, “Why is this happening?”

HK: Two or three ladies from the gurdwara came and visited me and said, “You should
come. Why don’t you come to the gurdwara?” Women who knew me. It had been a while.
Surjit’s*?” mother also said, “You should go to the gurdwara” ... . Then, I started going. I
never sit at the front in the gurdwara.

Harnoor Kaur discussed that she likes to sit at the back because she thinks that it is a humble action to sit
far away from the SGGS. She also enjoys the vantage point it provides her in terms of people-watching
and socializing.

HK: [I can see] those who come and go, they care a lot; they give a lot of respect to me;
everyone knows me. You say hello to them. Then, it makes you feel good, that we are sitting
in God’s home. We only go to beg from God, to beg. What else do we go for?

27 Surjit is the pseudonym of the young woman in the neighbourhood who I hired as a research assistant.
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KA: So, you sit at the back, meaning everyone meets you.
HK: Yes, those who have been separated [from their loved ones], you see them all.

We can see from Harnoor Kaur’s discussion how the gurdwara acts as a gendered counterpublic
in that it provides a space for widows to socialize; it is also a healing place where she “feels good”
and peaceful. Indeed, throughout our conversations, Harnoor Kaur stressed that she did not feel
comfortable making friends with anyone unless she was in the gurdwara. Although administered
by men, it is mostly populated by women and their prayers, discussions, and connections with one
another and, therefore, remains a women’s space. Issues that normally disproportionately affect
women in patriarchal societal structures, such as nurturing and caring for the young, the elderly, and
the ill, are not often included in the public sphere. Yet, the gurdwara space provides a backdrop to
bring private issues into the public sphere.

4. Gender and Religious Practice

The examination of Sikh women’s religious practices and their embodiment of mourning can
contribute to the discourse of gendered embodiment in manifold ways. First, it reemphasizes the
idea that gender is performative (Butler 1990) and embodied, and that gendered performativities
in the global South may be vastly different from Western, liberal, secular notions of embodiment
(Mahmood 2005; Ong 1988). In the context of the colony, Sikh widows’ affective and embodied
behaviours are deeply tied to their statuses and experiences as widows and their religiosity. Sikh
women’s emotional and outwardly expressive performances of mourning and grief during funeral
rites and after a death illustrate this point, as does the very prohibition of such bodily practices by the
current Sikh Rehat Maryada, or Code of Conduct, which instructs mourners to “not grieve or raise a
hue and cry or indulge in breast-beating” (Shiromani Gurdwara Prabhandak Committee n.d.).

While much of the work on gender and Sikhism by feminist scholars has focused on scriptural
analysis via exegetical methodologies or development-based discussions of Sikh women’s health
and well-being in Punjab, I am interested here in researching the intersections between embodied
experiences of affective, performative religious practice, belief, and gendered space-making in order to
interrogate binary notions of freedom and agency (i.e., free or unfree, agentive or passive subjects)
pertaining to religious women in India. Popular representations and performances of Sikh identity
tend to be strongly masculinized, with little, or cursory, treatment of women’s experiences. In scholarly
literature, however, some attention has been paid to Sikh women’s (Bhachu 1991; Jakobsh 2003;
Mahmood 2000; Singh 2000) and men’s (Axel 2001; Gell 1996; Mandair 2005) gendered Sikh bodies
and selves.

Popular explanations and discursive constructions of women'’s places and roles within Sikhism
are overwhelmingly absorbed in a discourse that posits gender differences based on biological sex
and reproduction and argues that women are closer to nature than men or that women are endowed
with feminine characteristics while men are not (a perspective that has been criticized by authors like
Jakobsh (2003) and Ortner (1972)).28 For example, many online articles?® discussing the egalitarian
position of women in Sikhism quote the following line by Guru Nanak in the Sri Guru Granth Sahib:

From woman, man is born; within woman, man is conceived; to woman he is engaged and
married. Woman becomes his friend; through woman, the future generations come. When
his woman dies, he seeks another woman; to woman he is bound. So why call her bad? From
her, kings are born. From woman, woman is born; without woman, there would be no one at

28 Ortner’s concern here is to show why “woman might tend to be assumed, over and over, in the most diverse sorts of

world-views, and in cultures of every degree of complexity, to be closer to nature than men” (Ortner 1972, p. 24).

2 See, for example, http://www.sikhiwiki.org/index.php/Equality_of_women (accessed on 1 October 2016).
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all. O Nanak, only the True Lord is without a woman (Guru Nanak, Raag Aasaa Mehal 1,
p- 473, in Khalsa 2000).

The above issues arose during a conversation with Harnek Singh* (a board member from the local
NGO Nishkam serving the Widow Colony) as well when discussing women’s positions within Sikhism.

HS: [Speaking in Punjabi] Women have gotten more than equality. The traditions of this
place [are too restrictive]; for example, someone’s pregnant and she shouldn’t do this or
that to avoid miscarriage. God would say, what are you talking about? God said, kings,
saints, everyone, it was women that gave birth to them, right? How can you disrespect
them? Look—at the time [of the Gurus], it was in fashion for women to have to prove their
innocence by going into the fire [sati]. And then it was en vogue for women to cover their
foreheads in the presence of men. But [Sri Guru Gobind Singh, the tenth Guru] forbade it.
When the Khalsa was initiated, he did something really wonderful. He asked Maa-ji [Mata
Gujri Kaur, his wife], how will you contribute to this? She said, my service is this [makes
circling motion with arm, as in mixing water]. She put pathaasas [a hardened mixture of
sugar] in the water. Sweetness. Everywhere.3’ Then, they [women] fought in wars. It's in
Sikh history. So, the character of the woman in Sikh religion is always [high] ... And I think,
if this is in books, it should be in practice also.

Harnek Singh also refers to this line in Gurbani of women as those who birth kings, using it to
support gender equality for Sikh women. There has been little critique of the discursive underpinnings
of this line in popular discourse—which, in part, ascribes a woman’s power and worth based on her
ostensibly natural reproductive capacity and relationships to men (see Jakobsh 2003, pp. 24-25).3!
In Harnek Singh’s view, however, this assertion was powerful given the prevailing practices of
sati (widow immolation) and purdah®? (gender segregation) at the time. Within Sikh studies,
many feminist scholars have debated Sikh scripture, including its exegesis, imagery, content, and
emancipatory potential.®

Debates on feminist interpretations within Sikh scripture notwithstanding, the patriarchy of
Sikhism has tangible effects on women’s autonomy and gender relations in both private and public
domains. Negative qualities and maya, or the illusory nature of the universe, are associated with
women, and the lineage of the Gurus was composed of males of high-caste Khatri status. In the Sikh
perception of marital relations and motherhood, traditional feminine qualities are valorised; women
are still positioned as invisible in the labour force and have little say in the number and spacing of
children, and the skewed sex ratio in Punjab is well known (Mohan 2006). Sikhism’s misogynistic
tendencies (rather than its emancipatory potential) have influenced male perceptions and images
of women and attitudes towards sex, gender, and codes of conduct in domestic and public spaces
(Mand 2005).3* However, Singh finds feminist potential in historical Sikh practice: women were no
longer segregated; did not observe purdah, could participate in the affairs of their religious community;

30
31

Harnek Singh is referring to the Sikh baptism ceremony, known as amrit.

In a conversation with a relative, who is a leader in the Vancouver Sikh youth community, he remarked that he believed this
line was powerful and ground-breaking in the historical context from which it arose, given the historical status of women in
India. Like Harnek Singh, he too discussed the problem of sati at the time of the Gurus. In feminist Sikh circles, I have
encountered much resistance when questioning the suppositions underpinning this line of text.

Purdah is a system concealing women from men, which can include gender-segregated spaces or the covering of
women’s bodies.

Singh posits that the Gurus strategically adopted a female voice and bridal imagery to express love for the divine, and thus,
scripture prizes a woman’s bodily activities and longing (Singh 2000, 2005). Yet, perhaps such usage reifies the definition of
“feminine” and “masculine”, essentializing these ostensibly innate characteristics of gender. Jakobsh (2003) argues that
to move from a grammatically feminine form of speech (such as the bridal symbol) to a theological argument intent on
discovering the intention of the scripture as Singh does is more of an interpretation of scripture rather than a reflection of the
actual content of the scripture as written by the Gurus.

The Sikh Code of Conduct for Funeral Ceremonies, for example, includes gendered language.

32
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34
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served, ate, and cooked with men in communal meals; and were celebrated as important partners in
spiritual growth (Singh 2000). Yet, although “herstory” and the historical inclusion of women are
fundamental to addressing inadequacies of historical knowledge, they do not always confront the
historical articulation of gendered hierarchies. As such, Sikh feminisms can fail to provide a full
account of the workings of gender in Sikh everyday practice (Jakobsh 2003; Murphy 2009). It is also
critical to note that debates about scripture and scripture itself can be far-removed from the lives of
Sikh widows in the colony, such as women who cannot read nor write, which I will discuss below.
First, however, I turn my attention to Sikh women'’s religiosity as performed in prayer.

Healing through Performing Prayer

One understanding of prayer is that it is a spiritual conversation with a higher power and a
movement towards divinity (Tiele 2016). As a central phenomenon of religious life, it serves diverse
functions. Prayer is multidimensional: it is textual, it is oral, it is an embodied act yet transcends the
body; it is repetitive and ritualistic, and it is social in that it is never free from social influence, even
when performed individually.®

The social aspect of prayer is exemplified in the ardas. The ardas, arising from the Persian word
arazdashat (Cole 2004), is a common petitionary prayer of remembrance that is recited at the end of
prayer programs in gurdwaras and Sikh homes transnationally, before or after undertaking tasks that
are deemed significant, and at the end of a prayer service. The act of ardas works against the idea of
prayer as solely an oral action, as it involves movements of the body. Ardas is an oral prayer, in that it
involves ritual locutions spoken aloud, yet it is also embodied, as it takes certain postures (bowing and
touching the ground with one’s forehead in front of the SGGS before rising to stand and recite the
prayer with hands folded and then moving again to matha thek, before sitting down once it is over).
During the ardas, one stands, hands folded at the chest or in front of the solar plexus; perhaps one
closes their eyes and slightly rocks back and forth. Ardas, which is recited morning and evening in the
Shaheedganj Gurdwara and at special events is one form of remembrance that takes on a particular
double meaning in the colony. The ardas is a prayer that emphasizes sacrifice and martyrdom, which
makes it even more pertinent in the colony, where such discourses often circulate. As a recitative
form of prayer, it enables healing and forms of memory-making to occur for women, while involving
the body.

Discussions of prayer-as-text are critical to understanding forms of Sikh prayer, yet these debates
are far removed from some women, particularly Labana women who do not speak Punjabi fluently
or read scripture. In such cases, it is the space of the gurdwara and the emotive experience of it that
provide benefit. Jhansi Kaur®, for example, told me that she does not know how to read scripture, but
she goes to the gurdwara because she likes to see other women there and she gets “peace by going”.
She then said, “God gives peace through gurdwaras. Like, when someone dies, we pray, and we get
such peace in that; we get peace by listening in the gurdwara.” Amar Kaur*, as well, said the following:

The ladies are uneducated, they don’t do prayers, like me; I am uneducated. Maybe if you're
an educated lady. . . like my daughter-in-law is one, she goes there and does prayers with the
prayer book and takes it to the gurdwara and reads. And like my grandson, he takes the
prayer book and reads there. Those who are educated will sit, read; the prayer books are

%5 Prayers can include forms such as food offerings (Banerji 2006), dances and sacrifices (Scott 1994), and bodily actions

(Henkel 2005). Prayer can incorporate “certain body postures and orientations, ritual actions and objects, designated
architectural structures or physical environments, particular times of the day or calendar dates, specified moods, attitudes,
or intentions” (Gill 2005, p. 7369). A number of authors have analyzed how forms of prayer can enable healing
(Csordas 2002; Luhrmann 2013; Tomlinson 2004; Zhang 2016) and help women cope with grief and trauma. Religious
healing, as an “elaborate and persuasive cultural performance” (Csordas 2002, p. 2) can bring about a change in the
phenomenological conditions under which one experiences suffering and hardship. In order for healing to take place,
however, a subject must be predisposed towards it and believe that the healing is working (Csordas 2002).
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lying there to use. Some do read, but someone like me will pay her respects and sit and just
listen and wait for the [end] and then leave.

KA: So, maybe some ladies, have they memorized it, like Japji Sahib?

AK: Yes, yes, some do some don’t. Those who listen daily, they may have memorized [it],
those who don’t know how to read any prayers and who go daily may memorize them.

In such instances, it is the gurdwara as a counterpublic and the emotions and relationships within
that bring about positive effects for the worshipper. Jhansi Kaur finds going to the gurdwara to be a
helpful experience, even though she cannot recite prayers, because she finds it a positive social space to
be in, and the affective power of listening to other women’s prayers brings her inner peace. Amar Kaur
also enjoys sitting and listening to the prayer while still others will participate in yet another embodied
form of prayer, recitation by memory. Harnoor Kaur mentioned to me that she has memorized various
prayers but that reading prayers from a book was a different experience. She said that praying was not
difficult because it had “become a habit”. However, for some elderly women with mobility issues,
such as Kirat Kaur*, going to the gurdwara is a difficult task. Instead of visiting Shaheedganj, which
was a twice-daily activity for her for many years, she now listens to prayers via the live television feeds
from Bangla Sahib Gurdwara in Delhi and Harimandir Sahib in Amritsar, Punjab.

In the colony, women tend to sit in the same spots when visiting the gurdwara and perform
repetitive movements, as discussed earlier—bowing, circumambulating, or touching the photograph of
the Harimandir Sahib. Repetitive too are their performances of rituals, whether reciting certain prayers,
singing along to devotional music, or rocking slightly while listening to others in the congregation pray.
The religious practices of women as habitus (cf. Bourdieu 1977) become habitual and repetitive through
ritual and prayer.3® Bodily actions and habits, especially within the domain of religious practice, are
not anchored in a specific body. Rather, these elements of the body are in affective relationships with
other bodies (cf. Ahmed 2004; Das 2007), as we see in the Shaheedganj Gurdwara. This understanding
complicates the view of the body as a “bounded system” (cf. Douglas 2002).

Sikh women’s mourning and religious practices in the Shaheedganj Gurdwara allow us a richer
understanding and complication of ritual as cultural elaborations of codes consisting of distancing one
from spontaneous expressions of emotion (cf. Tambiah 1979). Although the prayers have a repetitive
quality, they do not fall along these lines of elaboration, and there is room for exhibiting intentional
rather than conventional behaviour. While ritual can help validate Sikh women’s common behaviour
during times of grief (for example, wailing, beating of the chest, loud crying, and getting “out of control”
during funerals (Das 1996)), these behaviours complicate the Durkheimian (cf. Durkheim 1915) notion
that ritual can help control experience. Thus, I would like to suggest that prayer in this context does
not control traumatic experiences of the past; rather, the practices offer room for exploring grief in an
embodied manner. In the days after the massacre, many women were numbed and silent due to shock
and perhaps being denied an opportunity to mourn, as the bodies of the dead were missing, and they
could not perform last rites. Perhaps it is this denied opportunity that has lent itself to how grief has
become embodied in everyday life and prayer. Sikh women'’s experiences with prayer rituals also
unsettle the notion that ritual can simply provide a tool for understanding the world (cf. Douglas 2002);
indeed, their experiences show that rituals can provide a place where loss and grief perhaps cannot
be made sense of but are only enacted through raw bodily affects. At times, I would see this unfold
in front of me, when women rocked back and forth with intensity during prayer, uttered words to
God under their breath, or, during our interviews, began to cry, their voices quivering and varying
in intensity.

36 Habitus is a set of practices that point towards how we habituate ourselves to ways of being; it is our bodily socialization

and deeply orientating bodily actions, a learned process of our physical being (cf. Bourdieu 1977).
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Returning to the ardas, then, we can view the prayer as a social ritual that aids women in
remembering their loss and healing from their trauma, one where women participate wholeheartedly.
Given the centrality of the ardas in Sikh prayer, many of the women have memorized it, and so, those
women who would normally only listen to other parts of prayers will loudly chant along with the
ardas. It allows a performative, ritual social space for a communal utterance of memory, healing, and
the reinforcement of historical narratives of violence. In addition to the ardas, the act of continuously
reciting the name of the Guru, or naam simran, brings about a certain inner peace for some women in
the colony, alleviating, at least temporarily, the pain associated with loss.

Forms of healing through prayer take place in the gendered counterpublic of the gurdwara. It
is the gurdwara that provides a space for healing, where women’s bodies are linked to one another.
This relationship between women and the gurdwara underscores the importance of this place as one
that engenders healing. For instance, when interviewing Amar Kaur, she discussed how she stopped
going to the gurdwara for a while when faced with the death of a loved one and several other hardships.
She stated that, after her son broke his leg, she herself sustained injuries, and her daughter-in-law
broke her foot, she became superstitious about these negative events and began to attend prayers
again. Growing up in a village, she found it easier to attend the Shaheedganj Gurdwara in the evenings
because it was not possible to travel at night in her home village due to safety reasons. I asked her
what she received internally by going to the gurdwara. She replied, “I feel like my heart receives peace.
If I don’t go then I feel like I have lost something, I don’t feel right. When I go to the gurdwara, I feel
at peace.”

Harnoor Kaur too, echoed the positive benefits that praying in the gurdwara bring for her.
During one interview, while her two granddaughters played around us, Harnoor Kaur outlined her
complicated relationship with God and prayer. When I asked her how often she thinks about God,
she replied:

HK: I remember God daily. I stay with God twenty-four hours a day, I keep God with me,
because you know God right? God is with us in the times of pain and happiness. God is
truly a part of us at all times. This is why, if we let God lead us, then God will keep us on the
right path, keep us from bad people, bad talk, and eliminate enemies.

Harnoor Kaur further emphasized that God punishes everyone—those who commit crimes and
those who do not—and gives pain so that we remember God more. She stated that punishments were
also given out once one died (“We will get it in the next life”). Harnoor Kaur’s emphasis on having
to “endure” and “pay the repercussions” reflects her belief in karma.>” When I asked Harnoor Kaur
what she received from doing prayers, she replied, “sukh shanti” (a happy peace). I continued this
line of questioning, asking her what kind of peace. She replied, “I remember 100 things from home. I
remember the past, I remember what I have endured, by doing prayers.”

HK: Like, if I said to you today I am not going to the Gurdwara, then that entire day will
go badly.

KA: You, what do they say ... You get a blessing.
HK: Yes, I get shakti [power, strength, or energy].3
KA: When you pay your respects [at the gurdwara]?

HK: Actually, I have kept [prayer books] at home too, so when my heart feels like it, I start
doing prayers [at home].

%7 When I asked her what she thought about souls, she said, “You don’t have a soul, it leaves your body in minutes, it’s just us
who don’t know where it flies away and where it doesn’t. Our body stays here. No one looks ahead or back.”

38 Ttis interesting to note that shakti has feminine connotations. In Hinduism, shakti denotes divine feminine power.
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5. Conclusions

We can see how, through the social space of the gurdwara and the forms of prayer within it,
women cope with the continuing confrontation of loss and trauma in their everyday lives. We see too
how women have utilized the male-ruled space of the Shaheedganj Gurdwara for their own purposes
and turned it into a sort of gendered counterpublic. These employments of place, prayer, ritual,
and forms of embodiment have allowed collective forms of memory-making that enable women to
remember the past in ways facilitating healing. The Shaheedganj Gurdwara, then, helps women heal
from their grieving as it provides a social space for affective prayer—prayer that is performed and
shared with other women who have gone through similar hardships and traumas. The relationship
between prayer as a performative social ritual, belief, and trauma allows us to better understand how
women in Tilak Vihar continue to cope with long-term grief. While women’s belief in God provides an
explanatory ground for the happenings in their lives and allows them to situate their life experiences
and loss as karma, the gurdwara operates as a space for women. Performative prayers, in the form
of ritual, form as a bridge between place and belief. Based on my conversations with women and
observations of their practice in the gurdwara, we see how religious places such as Shaheedganj
Gurdwara bring women together, how belief allows women to feel closer to God, and how social,
religious rituals bridge places and belief. These intersections between gender and religious practice are
further enmeshed with the lived experiences of Sikh widowhood.
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Abstract: The paper reflects on the role of women in Sikhism in theory and social practice, starting
from a case study in northern Italy. Although the normative discourse widely shared in mainstream
Sikhism affirms the equality between man and woman and the same possibility to manifest devotion
through every kind of seva (social service within gurdwaras), empirical observation in some Italian
gurdwaras has shown a different picture, as there is a clear division of tasks that implicitly subtends
a gender-based hierarchy. This relational structure is challenged by intergenerational tensions,
especially by young women born or raised in Italy, who may want to develop a different Sikh identity,
considered compatible also with the Italian social and cultural context. In this initial process of
collective identity definition and of agency, the female participation in the religious seva within
gurdwaras is identified as the tool for change of power relations that cross genders and generations.

Keywords: women and Sikhism; Sikh women in Italy; seva performances; Sikh youth; Sikhs in Italy;
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1. Introduction

It is Saturday night. In a gurdwara (Sikh house of worship, or, “house of the guru”) on the
outskirts of Bergamo in northern Italy and housed in a small shed in a primarily artisanal area, a
celebration is taking place for guru Nanak’s gurpurb in which women are performing “Guru seva”;
that is, women are carrying out all the rituals of the evening religious liturgy.! It is these young
women—joined by others from various Italian provinces and regions—who perform Kirtan, read Path
and the Hukamnama, recite Ardas, wave the chaur, distribute prashad and who, performing Sukh Asan,
accompany the Guru Granth Sahib to the Sach Khand for its night rest.2 In a room adjacent to the darbar,
the granthi is carrying out the Akhand Path,® while these young women lead the communal worship

“Guru seva” is the religious service performed by recitation of the Guru Granth Sahib, the sacred text of Sikhs, the Guru
Granth considered by Sikhs to be their living master. In general, the term seva is understood as selfless service that takes
place within as well as beyond the gurdwara.

These activities are part of the liturgical process: Kirtan is the singing of hymns taken from the Guru Granth Sahib
accompanied by live music; Path is the recitation of prayers (Gurbani) from the Guru Granth Sahib and other texts ascribed to
guru Gobind Singh; Hukamnama refers to a hymn selected from the Guru Granth Sahib at random, which is then understood
as an order or guidance for Sikhs (historically, it was also a decree given by one of the Sikh gurus. Indeed, the terms
Hukamnama is a compound of two words: Hukam, meaning command or order, and namah, meaning statement). Chaur
is the ritual waving of the whisk over the Guru Granth Sahib; Ardas is the prayer that frames all forms of worship and
also signifies the end of the liturgical process; Kirtan Sohila is the night prayer; prashad is a sacramental food made of ghee
(clarified butter), flour and sugar; Sukh Asan is the nightly ritual performance in which the Guru Granth Sahib is wrapped in
cloth and Kirtan Sohila is recited during a ritual procession that accompanies the Guru Granth Sahib to the Sach Khand, the
room dedicated to housing “the guru” for the night.

The darbar is the room of the gurdwara in which the Sikh community (sangat) meets for religious celebrations. It is distinct
from the langar hall, which is where food is distributed. The granthi is the caretaker of the Guru Granth Sahib who is
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Religions 2020, 11, 91

for forty men and women. They are discreetly joined by another member of the community, who
occasionally intervenes with a few gestures, or a suggestion of a few words during their recitation. This
event is taking place for the first time. It is the result of numerous trials and is organized by a group of
Punjabi Sikh amritdhari* girls who were born or raised in Italy. One of these young women explains:

The idea came from us girls ... for some time we wanted to do something like this ... During
a [summer Sikh] camp [we girls proposed] ... the idea but [so far] ... we were never able to
achieve it ... I was about to graduate ... and I wanted to do something different, unique
... I know my friends have a party, [they give] “confetti” [sugared almonds] ... [I thought]
of doing something original that could bring all the girls together ... [[ wanted to] do ...
something all-female, to be able to put us in the practice of [Guru] seva too and to integrate
and show that we girls are there, to show it not only to ourselves but also to the sangat, that
has the habit of seeing only male sevadars [volunteers].

(H. K., 23 year-old amritdhari woman, interview)

This paper reflects on the role of women in Sikhism in theory and social practice, starting from
a case study. The normative discourse widely shared in Sikhism affirms the equality between man
and woman before God, the equal possibility of liberation, the opportunity to perform the same
roles and functions in religious practice and, for both genders, to manifest their devotion to the guru
through the performance of every kind of seva.> However, observations of other Italian gurdwaras
present a very different reality: Men and women hold distinct roles and there is a clear division of
tasks that implicitly promotes a gender-based hierarchy. Nevertheless, this relational structure is
increasingly being challenged, particularly by young women born or raised in Italy, that is resulting
in intergenerational tensions. Compared to their mothers, these young women want to develop a
different Sikh identity, one which is considered acceptable and compatible with the Italian social and
cultural context. Some of the women I met understood female participation in all types of religious
seva as an attempt to overcome gender inequalities.

In the nextsection, Iwill try to contextualize these developments within the context of the prevailing
characteristics of Indians and Sikhs in Italy and, above all, in Emilia-Romagna and Lombardy, the two
regions in which I carried out my study. I will later refer to some contributions in the literature on
women in Sikhism to clarify my initial hypotheses and the questions upon which I concentrated my
empirical observations. In the fourth section I outline the methodological choices adopted during
this empirical research. I will then present the results of my study and, in the conclusions, offer some
final considerations.

2. Prevailing Characteristics of Indians and Sikhs in Italy

The Sikhs in Italy have become the second-largest community in terms of their numbers in
Europe after Great Britain, according to recent research, and; therefore, the largest Sikh community in
continental Europe (Denti et al. 2005). However, numbers differ considerably, ranging from 25,000 to
100,000 devotees, due to the absence of an official census and to the different criteria used to estimate

responsible for the performance of a series of daily rituals, while Akhand Path is the continuous reading of the Guru Granth
Sahib which is recited over a span of 48 h. Akhand Path usually begins at 10:00 a.m. on a Friday and ends on Sunday at
10:00 a.m., during which the worshippers alternate with the granthi for the recitation of scripture every few hours.
Amritdhari Sikhs are those who have been initiated to the Khalsa brotherhood and that follow a precise code of conduct
(Rehat Maryada).

The role of panj piare is a disputed issue within mainstream Sikhism. According to tradition, guru Gobind Singh, during the
Vaisakhi festival in 1699, presented himself to the crowd of devotees with a drawn sword, asking who, among his followers,
would sacrifice himself for their guru (McLeod 1996). Only five men came forward (known as the panj piare) and this is at
the origin of the exclusion of women from this role. According to Jakobsh (2014, 2017), this has prohibited women from
contributing to Sikh ritual life in significant ways, as panj piare must be present in all central rites and ceremonies. Exceptions
to the exclusion of women as panj piare can be found within groups outside of the Sikh mainstream such as 3HO Sikhs, also
known as Sikh Dharma of the Western Hemisphere and others.
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them (Thandi 2012; Introvigne and Zoccatelli 2006; Gallo 2012; Bertolani 2013). Moreover, Sikhism
has become part of the Italian religious landscape because most Indian immigrants in Italy come
from Punjab, a region where, according to the 2011 Indian census, the Sikhs are the largest religious
community, amounting to 57.69%.°

Lombardy, Emilia-Romagna, Veneto (in northern Italy) and Lazio (in central Italy) are the four
regions where the historical settlement of the Indians (Table 1) and, consequently, of the Sikhs, has
taken place.

Table 1. Indian residents in the various Italian regions and percentage distribution at 31 December

2017.7.

Italian Regions Indian Residents %
Valle d’Aosta 75 0.1
Trentino Alto Adige 2157 14
Friuli Venezia Giulia 2260 1.5
Lombardy 46,274 30.5
Veneto 14,693 9.7
Piedmont 4863 3.1
Emilia-Romagna 16,790 11.1
Tuscany 6476 43
Liguria 1911 1.3
Marche 4025 2.7

Umbria 1569 1
Abruzzo 910 0.6
Lazio 29,162 19.2
Molise 575 04
Campania 7992 5.3
Puglia 3842 25
Basilicata 998 0.7

Calabria 4579 3
Sicily 2046 1.3
Sardinia 594 0.4
TOTAL 151,791 100

The opening of the first gurdwara dates back to the early nineties in the province of Reggio
Emilia in Emilia-Romagna (Bertolani 2004). This has given impetus to dynamics of religious rooting
which have extended—in different ways and times—to other Italian regions, fostering a progressive
manifestation of Sikhism in public space (Gallo and Sai 2013). In the last twenty years, a process of
gradual institutionalization of the Sikh religious community in Italy has occurred, with the opening of
various gurdwaras (today about forty) in addition to the inauguration of two national associations,”
directly tied to Sikh claims for recognition from the Italian State, a request that has not been successful
thus far (Bertolani and Singh 2012).10

Official data are accessible from the site: http://www.censusindia.gov.in/2011census/Religion_PCA.html (last access:
20 January 2020). In Italy, it is estimated that the Italians who converted to Sikhism are minimal, about one hundred, mostly
living in the urban areas of Rome and Bologna and generally linked to the “3HO” (Healthy, Happy, Holy Organization) or
Sikh Dharma movement, which was officially founded in the USA by Yogi Bhajan (1929-2004) and subsequently spread
throughout the United States and Europe through the practice of meditation and kundalini yoga (CESNUR 2014).

7 Elaboration conducted on ISTAT data, accessible from the site: http://demo.istat.it/ (last access: 23 June 2019). The data are
based on citizenship. They do not include the Indians who have accepted Italian citizenship.

A gurdwara is per definition is a place in which the Guru Granth Sahib is installed and can be temporary or permanent.
The “Associazione Sikhismo Religione Italia”, based in Castelgomberto (province of Vicenza), and the “Italy Sikh Council”,
established in 2007 and based in Cortenuova (province of Bergamo).

The reasons for the non-recognition are mainly due to the kirpan (a curved and small sword), one of the five religious
symbols worn by the amritdhari Sikhs, since it is considered a weapon by Italian legislation. However, other motivations are
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Table 2 shows an estimate of the number of gurdwaras in the various Italian regions.'! As is the
case with the actual numbers of Sikhs in Italy, it is difficult to account for all the places of Sikh worship
because there is no official mapping and, above all, because there are regions in which the presence
of gurdwaras is precarious and characterized by frequent openings, closures, and displacements,
reflecting a characteristic of local Sikh settlements. Furthermore, the number of gurdwaras varies
according to the criteria of their definition which may lead to the inclusion or exclusion of certain
minorities or movements inscribable in the tradition, but distinct from Sikh orthodoxy, such as the
Ravidassi, the Namdhari, the Nanaksar, etc. (Bertolani 2013, 2019; Kaur Takhar 2011; Nesbitt 2011).

Table 2. Estimate of the number of gurdwaras in the various Italian regions.

Italian Regions N. of Gurdwaras

Valle d’ Aosta
Trentino Alto Adige
Friuli Venezia Giulia

Lombardy
Veneto
Piedmont
Emilia-Romagna
Tuscany
Liguria
Marche
Umbria
Abruzzo
Lazio
Molise
Campania
Puglia
Basilicata
Calabria
Sicily -
Sardinia -

TOTAL 36

—= N R W N = =

Lo =

LN

N

According to Ferraris and Sai (2013), in some localities, particularly in northern Italy, Sikhism
and the consequent opening of gurdwaras are a resource that has led to increased stabilization and
economic and social integration of the Indian minority. This is the direct result of Sikhs being able to
elaborate and share two prevailing and coherent narratives of their religious identity with the local
communities. On the one hand, Sikhism, as it has been presented to Italians, is a universal religion,
respectful of other religions, and is based on the idea of the equality of all men and women before
God. The Sikhs present themselves as saint soldiers, ready to fight against injustice and for freedom,
democracy and the common good. They refer to their history to support this narrative of their values
and their identity, recalling their participation and their sacrifice as soldiers in the British army during
the first and second world wars to free the local populations from the oppressors and sustain the birth
of the Italian democratic state, similar to local partisans who fought against fascism. On the other hand,
Sikhism is presented as a non-threatening religion through a process of ethnicization and reduction
to the folklore of practices and objects linked to the Khalsa tradition. Daggers and swords, present
in religious processions (Nagar Kirtan), on the occasion of the religious festival of Vaisakhi held every
spring, are explained to the Italians as martial symbols and as harmless ritual objects that belong to a

also linked to the deep divisions that Italian Sikhs are experiencing and that have so far prevented the creation of a unitary
leadership capable of confronting Italian institutions.

The table is based on first-hand information and from the web sites https://it.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sikhismo_in_Italia,
(last access: 26 June 2019) and http://www.sikhisewasociety.org/templi-sikh-in-italia.html (last access: 20 January 2020).
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religious tradition along with colorful clothes, turbans, uncut hair and beards, spicy food and Punjabi
music (Bertolani 2015; Gallo and Sai 2013; Sai 2009).

These positive self-narratives have been used by Italian Sikhs to differentiate themselves from other
religious minorities of immigrant origin. As Jakobsh (2015) states, the definition of one’s identity is a
process which is carried out through the comparison not only with the majority group but also with other
minorities in a given territory. The Italian mass media often stereotype Muslims “bad migrants”, bearers
of cultural and religious traditions that are antagonistic to Christian identity and oppressive towards
women (Frisina 2013). In an equally simplistic interpretation, the Sikhs tend to present themselves as
the “good migrants” that work hard, pray, fight for justice altruistically and respect women. These
representations have proved effective as in newspapers they are often described as a cohesive community
of harmless farmers, steeped in a religious dimension of life (Bertolani et al. 2011). Actually, social
reality is much more complex. The Punjabi Sikh community in Italy is characterized by profound and
multiple internal differentiations that are linked to the rural or urban contexts in their country of origin,
caste, social class, migratory seniority, age, and gender, as well as to the resources and socio-economic
opportunities present in the various Italian territories of settlement.'?

In Lombardy and Emilia-Romagna, regions in which I carried out my research, the Sikhs are well
integrated socio-economically, especially in the agricultural sector. Moreover, they are well organized
from a religious point of view, given the presence of numerous gurdwaras in the region that provide
religious, cultural, social, and historical continuity. Like Indian Sikhs in other European countries
(Myrvold 2011; Jacobsen 2011), there is a strong tendency among the first generation of Sikhs in Italy
to combine religious and ethnic elements when organizing functions in gurdwaras, and, to perform
services to the Guru Granth Sahib according to ritual patterns that are followed in India. Similarly,
Sikhs have maintained the distribution of Punjabi food in the communal kitchen (langar) and the
practice of voluntary service (seva). The organization of these social and religious activities tends to
enact traditional power relations between genders that originate from Punjabi and Indian traditions.
These last stem from patriarchal social structures that seem to have little to do with the original message
of Sikh sacred scripture.

3. Women in Sikhism in Theory and in Practice

Within the Guru Granth Sahib, both male and female images and metaphors for “Akal Purakh”,
the divine, are used by Sikh gurus (Jakobsh 2014, 2017). The divine is understood as transcending
every binary and category, moving beyond an exclusively masculine-gendered image of a monotheistic,
patriarchal God. Sexism and taboos against women, female pollution, menstruation, and sexuality
are rejected and the female body is celebrated in its creative power. Apart from these gendered
understandings from the Guru Granth Sahib, during the late nineteenth century a process of female
identity construction by the Singh Sabha reform movement took place. Trying to distinguish Sikh

12 1o highlight some socio-demographic characteristics of Sikhs in Italy, I will refer to the population of Indian residents, the

only one with official data available. The first settlements of Indians in Italy date back to the end of the 1970s. Indian
immigration is; therefore, a recent phenomenon and is still unbalanced due to the greater presence of men (about 60%)
compared to women. If we consider the employment status of the Indians as a whole in 2016, 52.7% of them between 15 and
64 years is regularly occupied. The main sectors of economic activity for them in 2016 are industry (34%) and agriculture
(30%), as for example vegetable growing in Lazio, Puglia, Calabria, and Campania, and bovine breeding and dairy activities
in Emilia-Romagna and Lombardy. According to official data (MLPS, Ministero del Lavoro e delle Politiche Sociali 2017),
this last rate is particularly high if compared to other non-EU workers (reaching 5%). Nevertheless, Indian employment
status is lower if compared to the average of non-EU citizens and this is explained considering the difference between the
male (76.2%) and female (18.1%) employment rate. Indian women are, in fact, much less prevalent in the labor market,
even when compared to women of other non-EU communities. The low incidence of employed Indian women brings
about that the inactivity rate stands at 39.8%, a value that is higher than other control groups. Moreover, 9.9% of Indians in
Italy are in the category of the so-called NEET, which includes boys and girls between 15 and 29 years old that are “Not
in employment, Education and Training” (MLPS, Ministero del Lavoro e delle Politiche Sociali 2016). The young Indian
women represent 63.4% of the category (while on the total of non-EU NEET, women are 46%); this may be an indication
of particularly difficult social integration processes for girls, or of a lack of family investment in favor of secondary and
professional training courses that would encourage girls” economic autonomy.
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women from Hindus and Muslims, this reformist effort redefined and re-imagined the role, status,
and history of women in Sikhism and provided a narrative of gender equality that seems to have
little historical foundation, but which has been widely diffused in the Sikh imaginary, becoming part
of an identity representation within the current normative discourse on Sikhism. More recently, the
Sikh Rahit Maryada (the ethical code which was published in 1950 by the SGPC)!? contains a series of
provisions aimed at combating forms of female oppression which can be traced back to the Indian
tradition: it bans dowries, prohibits infanticide (especially of females), and allows the remarriage of
widows.!* This code of conduct—by defining Sikh religious identity, correct behavior, proper ways of
conducting birth, marriage, and death rituals—also enshrines non-gendered practices and leadership roles.
Indeed, women are allowed to serve as ragis (musicians) and granthis (the readers and custodians of the
Guru Granth Sahib) and; therefore, to take on leadership roles within gurdwaras (Jakobsh 2006, 2014).
Though their heads must be covered, they can read the Guru Granth Sahib in public, receive initiation
into the Khalsa through a ritual process that is identical to males, and can also be part of the panj piare
who administer it (McLeod 1997).

The Guru Granth Sahib, Singh Sabha reformist attempts, as well as the Sikh Rehat Maryada are;
therefore, radically innovative with regard to the relations between genders. However, they are lodged
within a patriarchal social structure, with the consequence that much of their revolutionary reach has
been set aside in everyday interpretations and social practices over time (Kaur Singh 2014; Jakobsh 2017;
McLeod 1997). This includes the very identity of the divine, conceived initially as without substance
or gender and as entirely transcendent, but to which gender identity has been attributed through
social practice. Indeed, according to Jakobsh (2014) the use of the term “Sahib” for the Guru Granth
denotes a male perspective, as it is an honorary title reserved for men. Furthermore, the Sikh gurus
themselves often referred to the divine as “Master” or “Lord”, that is, with masculine epithets. All the
gurus were males; although they have clearly refused to divine status, yet due to the authority of their
religious message they have often been identified as God’s representatives (Jakobsh 2017). During
colonialism, some scholarship maintains that the British produced a hypermasculine male identity
by emphasizing the “martial” character of the Sikhs and massively recruiting them in their army
(Kaur Singh 2014). This identity was attributed to the Khalsa brotherhood, thereby reinforcing the patriarchal
social structure and paternalistic attitudes toward women who were considered instead to be repositories
of family prestige and honor, and; therefore, as objects of control, particularly women’s bodies and conduct,
by male family members. In other words, a masculine identity founded on bravery and prowess in battle
and on physical strength was consolidated, while the feminine instead came to be defined by virtues such
as modesty and submission, respect, and preservation of male authority. As a consequence, even today, the
public and the privileged traditional role of men translates into social superiority, “with the result that male
domination is reproduced in the family, home, and Sikh society at large” (Kaur Singh 2014, p. 620). As
regards religious practices, and although there is no official priesthood in Sikhism, in India as in Sikh
diasporas, women are tacitly discouraged from conducting public ceremonies (Jakobsh 2006, 2017;
Singh 2006). They may perform an active role in devotional practices at their homes, or, in all-women
gatherings, while men usually lead the main worship services in gurdwaras.

In recent years, religious studies have engaged with discussions on the existing gap between
normative ideals and praxis, referred to as a “lived religion” approach (Nyhagen 2017). Instead of
concentrating predominantly on the study of religious institutions and organizations, this approach
considers the experience of religious persons in everyday life (Orsi 2003), assuming that people have
an active and reflexive role in changing and negotiating their spiritual practices and beliefs, as well as

Kashmir Singh's essay (Singh 2014) explains the role and origins of the Shiromani Gurdwara Parbandhak Committee (SGPC),
while Fenech (2014) provides a historical perspective on the Sikh Rahit Maryada.

According to Jakobsh (2014), this ethical code is much more far-reaching than other early prescriptive texts, that focused for the
most part on male identity and ritual life and were contradictory or silent about women'’s inclusion into the Khalsa. the Sikh Rehat
Maryada is available also in English at: http://www.gurunanakdarbar.net/sikhrehatmaryada.pdf.
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engaging with institutional forms of religion. It also assumes that religion is not merely a private or
individual phenomenon. On the contrary, religion is always linked to the social and relational contexts
in which individuals live and act, giving its adherents a sense of belonging. This approach allows
the study of “what people do” with respect to religion (Ganzevoort and Roeland 2014, p. 94) and to
consider people’s agency and reinterpretation, concentrating on praxis as a patterned configuration of
action, experience, and meaning.

Starting from these assumptions, I analyzed religious and mundane practices in a number of Italian
gurdwaras. In particular, I studied the distribution of seva tasks and official roles, both religious and
secular, between men and women in gurdwaras (for example the responsibility of granthis or presidents
and members of the leading committees) and, finally, women’s forms of agency to introduce changes
in those social and religious activities. My attention was mainly focused on the processes of collective
re-signification of some spiritual practices and of female engagement in them, in overcoming the
potential distance between religious norms and their concrete application in the social contexts studied.

I decided to focus my analysis on seva in gurdwaras as a central aspect of Sikhism and as a
set of activities considered very important by all my female interlocutors. The concept of seva can
be translated as “selfless service”, which is performed individually or collectively not only in the
gurdwara, but also beyond, as means to realizing and manifesting the gurus’ teaching in the social
world. Seva is also understood as acts of worship as well as a complete surrender to the guru and God
(Myrvold 2008; Murphy 2004). Some forms of seva fulfill the role of maintening, managing, and general
material functioning of the gurdwara, including offering of service to the community (such as liturgical,
the distribution of food in the langar, the transmission of Sikh history and Punjabi language and
culture), and the overall care of the Guru Granth Sahib, considered a living guru by Sikhs. In the more
established Italian gurdwaras, some of these activities are carried out by paid staff (for example the
granthi who takes care of the Guru Granth Sahib, the cook who guarantees the constant functioning of
the kitchen, etc.), while in the smaller ones it is the sangat that carries out all the necessary functions. In
all gurdwaras; however, devotees are encouraged to participate in religious life through seva, according
to their capabilities. Therefore, the gurdwara “is entwined with the principle of seva” and “the meaning
of a gurdwara ... is in the words of the Guru Granth Sahib, and the practices of the people who put
their perception of those words into action” (Canning 2017, p. 69).

4. Data Sources and Methodology

I conducted qualitative analysis from May to November 2019 in five gurdwaras in Emilia-Romagna
and Lombardy, precisely in one of the two gurdwaras of Parma, and in those of Novellara and Correggio
(province of Reggio Emilia), of Casalecchio di Reno (province of Bologna) and of Covo (province
of Bergamo). Thirteen women, including nine amritdharis, were involved through semi-structured
interviews and focus groups. Eight of them were between the ages of 18 and 25 who were part of the
so-called 1.5 generation: They were all born in India, emigrated as children, and attended school in
Italy. Five of my interviewees were first generation migrants and were around the age of 40. All of
them came from villages or rural areas in Punjab. When I met my female interlocutors, seven of them
were gainfully employed, four were students, while two women were housewives.

In particular, I conducted the first focus group in the gurdwara of Parma with four young women:
They were all between 20 and 25 years old, and three of them were amritdhari. The second focus group
was conducted at the home of one of my interlocutors in Casalecchio di Reno and involved four women
in their forties, two of whom were amritdhari. Both focus groups were engaged through a series of
open queries and other in-depth questions, aimed at stimulating a discussion on the role of women in
Sikhism, on the importance of seva in gurdawaras, and on the actual involvement of women in seva,
starting from the experience of my interlocutors. I also conducted five semi-structured interviews at
different times with the president of the gurdwara of Correggio (an amritdhari woman in her forties) and
four additional young women. Two of them were part of the group that had organized the celebration
for the Nanak’s gurpurb in Covo, while the others attended the gurdwaras of Novellara and Parma.
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I selected my interviewees through the snowball sampling technique (Samoggia 1989; Ferruzza 1988).
In this case, snowball sampling consists of identifying respondents who are then used to refer researchers on
to other potential respondents (Cipolla 1991). This type of sample is particularly useful in the case of research
conducted on specific populations which are difficult to reach through other sampling techniques, or may
be vulnerable or part of an impenetrable or isolated social grouping. It offers the advantage of facilitated
initial contact between the researcher and members of the sample and is based on the assumption that the
individuals belonging to the group know each other (Atkinson and Flint 2001). In my case, this sampling
technique seemed to be particularly suitable, as I wanted to conduct explorative research on a specific
group (amritdhari and non-amritdhari women attending gurdwaras) within a religious and ethnic
minority (the Sikhs) in northern Italy. Nevertheless, the nature of similarity within social networks may
mean that people who are isolated or have different characteristics are not included in the sample. To
avoid this outcome, at the beginning of the construction of the sample, I identified women who were
amritdhari and non-amritdhari of different ages and with different migration backgrounds, asking them
to refer their friends, acquaintances, or relatives who wanted to participate in the research. I identified
my contacts by going to the gurdwaras. Only in one case, I was introduced to an interviewee by an
Italian friend. Data collection was also carried out through participant observation and numerous
informal interviews with women as well as men. The interviews and focus groups were transcribed
and integrated with a series of field notes that I wrote during the whole research period. I conducted a
qualitative analysis of the collected material, isolating the recurring themes, the answers to the most
important questions, and the exchanges of opinions, even divergent, during the focus groups. Through
the qualitative content analysis, I identified two main themes: The participation of women in various
forms of seva and the varied importance attributed to this participation by women of different ages and
backgrounds (first and 1.5 generation Sikh women).

This is an exploratory paper. As such, it does not claim to be representative of the whole
reality of Sikhs or Sikh women in Italy, but rather it will present some hypotheses that require
further investigation.

5. Sikh Women in Italy: Some Considerations Starting from a Case Study

All my female interlocutors described the gurdwara in numerous and positive ways: It is “an
important place”, “like a home”, “a meeting and a reference point for the community” where “one
feels welcomed”, and part of a wider community. However, they also expressed criticisms concerning
the ways that activities were organized, which they perceived as reproducing power relations between
men and women and between the “old” and “new” generations of Punjabi Sikhs (Myrvold 2011).

The main area of controversy concerns seva. In speaking about the distribution of these tasks
between men and women, my informants distinguished Guru seva from other types such as langar
seva and gurdwara management. The first involves a physical closeness and concrete and emotional
relationship with the Guru Granth Sahib by the worshipper who is performing seva in the sangat. Guru
seva implies a public performativity and, consequently, a community role and a certain degree of
symbolic power, religious authority, and personal prestige. To perform this type of seva it is necessary
to acquire a series of skills, and to know the prayers and all the rituals surrounding the care of the
Guru Granth Sahib. Given that in the diaspora there is no official training on these issues, usually the
granthis—who are in charge of looking after the Guru Granth Sahib—come from India. The members
of the sangat who wish to perform Guru seva must; therefore, learn through practice, supporting the
granthi during daily rituals. Other types of seva—such as cooking, cleaning, serving in the langar hall,
teaching the Punjabi language or gatka to children—are distinguished by different degrees of public
performance. Consequently, although in the official and normative discourse all forms of seva are
considered to be equally important, in reality they do not seem to imply the same degree of respect.
Finally, the management of the gurdwara is another type of seva that involves organizational skills and
involves significant administrative acumen. The gurdwaras in Italy are generally the headquarters
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of registered cultural or religious associations which provide for management bodies and formal
assignments. The sangat periodically elects people who carry out these tasks.

5.1. The Participation of Women in the “Guru seva”: Reasons, Interpretations, and Practices

With few exceptions, in the gurdwaras where I conducted my study, I noticed a clear separation
of roles between men and women, which also corresponds to a certain separation of space. Men are
almost always engaged in the Guru seva, alongside the granthi, while women are more often occupied
in educational roles (for example, they teach children Punjabi) or they are busy inside the kitchen
preparing roti. Therefore, men are typically engaged in tasks which are in “front” of the sangat, while
women occupy hidden spaces. Even in the langar seva, it is the men who usually serve the food in the
langar hall, clean it, and remove the dishes, while women generally stay in the background. In other
words, within the gurdwaras, numerous physical and symbolic thresholds exist that regulate access
to space according to gender. This differentiated access to these spaces reproduces the traditional
spatial organization still widespread in Sikh families in Italy, which corresponds to a division of tasks
between the sexes: The unpaid work of family education, care, and reproduction in the domestic space
is delegated to women, while men perform more public tasks that mirror paid work outside the home.
In the gurdwara, this involves the customary separation of genders, starting with the darbar and the
langar, where men and women sit together but are separated by carpets that act as thresholds and
delimit space, and where only men may invade the feminine spaces for the distribution of prashad or
food. This separation is carried out and is even enforced by mothers who are in charge of transmitting
norms and values related to Punjabi culture to their daughters. The daughters; however, struggle to
understand their meaning, as the social, scholastic, working context, and daily life in general in Italy
does not reflect this separation of genders, as one of my young interlocutors testified:

[Sitting separately in the darbar is a habit]. It happened to me that once ... I sat on the side of
the boys and my mother told me "But go on the other side!" And I said "Why do I have to go
to the other side? I sit here!” And she said “No, here the males have to sit, go to the other
side!” T had to move, but I didn’t understand why.
(J. K., 22 year-old amritdhari woman, focus group)

In the performance of seva, the separation between men and women usually determines an
absence of mixed groups of sevadars and the exclusion of women from certain types of seva in the darbar
and the langar hall. This organization seems to reflect the need to protect the respectability of women,
traditionally considered to be the custodians of male and family honor (Jakobsh 2015; Mooney 2006).
During my research, the issue of the protection of women outside of the physical and metaphorical space
that they traditionally occupy to carry out tasks of seva is an aspect that was also identified by men:

Usually, [men] make up stories not to let [women] perform [“Guru seva”. They say] “No,
she’sa woman ... she cannot pray, she cannot be granthi ... ” It's always a question of respect
also towards the woman ... to leave her alone to practice [this kind of seva] when men come
and go ... in the sense that you must also be a little careful from this point of view ... .

(V. S., 20 year-old amritdhari man, informal conversation)

According to some of my young interviewees, the control of space and certain types of seva in
gurdwara reflects a hierarchy of roles and reproduces different degrees of power between genders.
Consequently, the gender-based monopoly of specific tasks appears strategic. In some of the gurdwaras,
women are encouraged “in words” to engage in the Guru seva. In practice; however, it is challenging
for them to take part in its performance. On the one hand, there is a lack of availability of men to
teach women prayers and religious rituals; on the other hand, the preservation of personal reputation
forces women to interact with other men only in larger groups. In this regard, a young non-amritdhari
woman noted:
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[With a friend of mine] I discussed the role of women within the gurdwara and Sikhism
... [for example, regarding] seva. [We were considering the fact that slowly] the girls are
becoming a little more integrated, they are giving themselves a boost to be able to do even ...

“men’s stuff” ... In my opinion in the langar it is much easier to do this, but if you go “up”
[upstairs, in the darbar, near the] holy book, it’s almost impossible ... They would almost
never allow it ... those who are the “baba ji”, that is [those who are] around the sacred book,
who take turns and everything ... [and who are] however supported by the men who attend
the temple ... Because [otherwise] I think that ... patriarchal society would collapse! In the
sense that, within each Indian family [as well as in the gurdwaras], the one who commands

. is the man, the father of the family.

(K. K., 23 year-old woman, interview)

Appealing to the sacred texts and the normative discourse that affirms the absolute equality
between men and women in Sikhism, some young women I interviewed manifested their agency
and tried to regain possession of spaces and roles from which they have been traditionally excluded,
distinguishing between religious (indisputable) and cultural (transformable) practices. The desire to
perform seva in the gurdwara is interpreted and publicly motivated as the religious duty in obeying
the words of the Sikh gurus and as an effort that women must make to overcome their own inner
resistance and insecurities. While explaining her participation in the public event which took place in
the gurdwara of Covo, a young woman says:

The primary motivation [in wanting to do Guru seva] is Guru Mahraj ... what he is telling us
and teaching us through everyday prayers, with the Nitnem and with all the teachings he
gave us? The teaching is: women and men are on the same level ... I wonder: am I really?
Do I really feel [like men]? And to answer this, I got involved to demonstrate to myself and
to respect the order of Guru Sahib ... Because [he] said that we are at par and therefore why
not do it? Why not get in it? Why not show the other women, the other girls, that “you too
can doit”? ... In practice ... so many girls are afraid [of doing Guru seva] ... you must first
of all have the desire to do it within yourself, and you must have a path that allows you to
practice and perform it during a particular event [in gurdwara] ... I want [this desire] to be
born even in the hearts of other girls, [l want] that they don’t feel inferior and that they are
involved ... to show that we [women] can also do all these things.

(H. K., 23 year-old amritdhari woman, interview)

Thus, in the opinion of some of my young interviewees the feminine commitment to Guru seva
becomes a quasi-political sphere, an initial activity within the religious community, and a tool through
which to promote a new role, a different collective female identity and relations between the sexes
based on real equality, not only in the gurdwara but also in the family and society in general.

I'hope that women will succeed ... [to integrate] more and more, not only in the part of the
langar seva but also [in the Guru seva] ... because this would go hand in hand ... with the
cultural aspect because in Indian families women do not have this power and authority. If
they acquired it within religion, perhaps even the family model would change slowly ... The
cultural and religious aspects are connected, closely connected, and one depends on the other.

(K. K., 23 year-old woman, interview)

In the aspirations of the young women I met, this goal of equality also means achieving the
objectives of a rotation of seva tasks between men and women, a sharing of skills in mixed groups of
sevadars and common access to all spaces in the gurdwara. In other words, it is precisely in overcoming
the physical and the symbolic thresholds in the occupation of all spaces and in the execution of all
tasks by women and men that gender disparities can be changed. A young woman explains:
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For me this thing ... that the kitchen is run only by women, I don’t really like it. I want there
tobe men ... [I wish] that women who are in the kitchen can come in and do “Maharaj seva”1d
and [men] ... who are inside can do seva in the kitchen because ... my wish is to be able to see

us women that we can do all the roles, as well as the men because equality means just that.

(H. K., 23 year-old amritdhari woman, interview)

According to some of my interviewees, it is the woman who must first authorize herself to perform
the “Guru seva” in the gurdwara, regardless of what other people may say. Some women who wish to
participate in this activity wish to be trained but dare not ask for guidance from those (males) who hold
this knowledge. Therefore, they initially may join a group to be able to learn in the company of women,
with the hope of then practicing in mixed groups. However, this desire may be still absent among
many first generation migrant women who prefer not to raise controversial questions and among
young women, who may not wish to be in conflict with their parents. Indeed, when young women
insist on playing a more active role in the gurdwara, the differences in views and expectations between
mothers and daughters regarding women'’s appropriate behavior and roles are likely to emerge. One
of my young non amritdhari interviewees reports:

I'asked my mother: Why here in this gurdwara no woman does Sukh Asan? And she answers
“Of course women can do it, there is no difference!” so why does no woman do it? And she
replies: “there are men, [they already do it]!” That’sit! ... It is just a habit, isn't it? [It is like
saying]: “They are doing it, that’s fine, why do we have to question? ... Why do we have
to tire ourselves?” But I wonder: if both can really do it, why [even women] don’t? It’s the
mentality, isn’t it? We are used to it, let’s continue like this! ... [We must] break ... these
constraints ... Let’s say we're equal, but ... until [we don’t do the same things], we don’t
show that we're [really] equal ... When there is a change in Sikhism, this is not a change of
the system, it is a change in oneself and in saying “Okay, I don’t have to think about what
other people think ... it’s something I can do, I just do it! ... ” But in my opinion [for me and
my sisters-in-law] ... it will be different in five or ten years: maybe today we wonder: [what
will others think of me?] ... maybe when you are 30 or 35, you don’t think anymore about
what other people may think ... .

(M. K., 25 year-old woman, focus group)

It would appear that when there is a desire for change regarding seva practices, intergenerational
conflicts between women may transpire. According to anecdotes from my interviewees, they were
“sent to the kitchen with the other girls” by their mothers or aunts when they want to do Guru seva,
often with the justification of “not being pure enough” during the menstrual period. A young amritdhari
woman reports:

[This belief blocks women a lot], but I don’t think there should be ... because they put it in
our heads that ... “No, if you are like that you should not [touch the Guru Granth Sahib] ...
” and then one thinks “No, maybe I do a sin, maybe if I do it, maybe this and that happens ...
” Honestly ... [I hope] that the woman joins the man in all the roles ... until we let ourselves
be heard, nobody tells us “Come on, I'll give you everything ready!” right? [I hope] that one
day we will all be able to understand the importance of this thing and we will be able to
goon... Itis true, it is difficult to convince the generations of our parents and wait for the
men of this generation to give us everything, but I think it will be much easier [for future
generations] ... .

15 The term “Maharaj seva” was used by one of the girls that I interviewed to refer to Guru seva or the religious service close to the

Guru Granth Sahib. Since “Maharaj” means “king” or “ruler” and is a political epithet, while guru is a spiritual one, I chose to
use the expression Guru seva throughout the text.
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(A. K., 29 year-old amritdhari woman, focus group)

However, these statements should not suggest that only young women want to engage in the
Guru seva. As I noted earlier, I attended a service at a gurdwara led by women. It took place in the
gurdwara in Covo during the celebrations of Nanak’s gurpurb and was organized by a group of girls
who, for months, trained together and prepared themselves to conduct prayer and to perform rituals
in front of the sangat. According to some of these girls, it would not have been possible without the
support and encouragement of a group of first-generation Sikh migrant women, who gathered weekly
in the local gurdwara to pray and perform Guru seva:

They gave us a lot of support, [and urged us to go on] ... we [young women] are still a little
inexperienced, they gave us experience because every Wednesday [in Covo] ... all these
ladies gather to do Path, the Sukhmani Sahib Path ... They are five or six [women] ... and
they do everything: Ardas, Hukamnama ... and this is something that has been going on for
two or three years ... Not many people come because it is on Wednesday afternoon ... [due
to work commitments, most of the sangat] cannot come ... Every evening there is a family
who brings food for the [granthi] who lives [in the gurdwara] ... On Wednesday it’s the turn
of one of these ladies. With this excuse, they say: “while we are here, we do Path” ... that’s
why ladies who live in the surroundings come.

(H. K., 23 year-old amritdhari woman, interview)

These words testify to the fact that some Sikh women of different ages are trying to build up their
spaces in the gurdwaras through their lived religious practices, in search of compromises amid the
normative discourse, traditional customs and their desire for change. The main difference between the
first migrant women and the young devotees I interviewed seems to be, above all, in the willingness of
the latter to engage in the Guru seva not just as an intimate or restricted religious practice for a small
group of women, but rather as a collective event to be performed in front of the whole sangat, together
with the male sevadar. In this respect, the Guru seva becomes for them a practice of equality between
the sexes with a religious as well political import.

In addition to the event in Covo, I also witnessed the participation of women of all ages in
the recitation of the Guru Granth Sahib during the Akhand Path, Sukhmani Sahib and even, though
rarely, in the recitation of Ardas. In general, according to my observations, female involvement in the
performance of the Guru seva has always been minimal and has only occurred in the smaller gurdwaras
(like that of Covo, Parma and Casalecchio di Reno) that do not have a full-time granthi and where
there is a lack of organization with regard to gurdwara activities. In all these cases; therefore, female
participation is indispensable for the performance of normal liturgical functions and amritdhari women
are generally involved if no men are available.

Female participation in Guru seva also depends on whether women were amritdhari or not. A tacit
and implicit hierarchy seems to exist in that only amritdhari devotees are permitted to do Guru seva in
front of the sangat. This criterion is the same for women and men and was vigorously defended by
some young women, though much less often by first-generation Sikh women. It was justified by the
belief that being amritdhari offers certain guarantees of higher “purity” due to a precise conduct of life.
In this regard, a young woman explained:

Guru seva ... [like performing] Sukh Asan or reading Gurbani in sangat: these [things] can
only be done by an amritdhari [person], simply because an amritdhari has a daily routine and
conduct that can allow him [or her] to go there. Let’s say [that this] gives a sort of guarantee
that it is not a person who smokes ... who does not go to steal ... if you are non-amritdhari it
may be that you eat meat or other things that do not allow you to go to the sangat and to do
this seva ... In the gurdwara, where it is also about giving an example to the children ... [If
you are not an amritdhari, the fact of doing Guru] seva in front of the sangat takes away the
value of the amritdhari person, so it absolutely must not happen.
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(H. K., 23 year-old amritdhari woman, interview)

This distinction was not questioned by the non-amritdhari women themselves, even by those who
reserve an important place in their lives for religion:

She [indicating her amritdhari friend] can read [the Guru Granth in the gurdwara], I cannot
... because I'm not amritdhari yet ... [I don't feel like doing it]. At home, I read the Path ...
Japji Sahib, Sukhmani Sahib . .. but there [in the gurdwara] ... I feel that it is a place only for
amritdhari [people] ... .

(D. K., 38 year-old woman, focus group)

In fact, the distinction between amritdhari and non-amritdhari seems to resume the exclusion
thresholds claimed by some men towards women, according to which—to perform the Guru seva in
the gurdwara—the devotees must know how to read the Guru Granth Sahib and know specific rituals,
a skill-set which is more common among amritdhari Sikhs. At the same time, this distinction adds
to the differences between genders and generations, increasing the degree of complexity within the
Sikh community.

5.2. Women's Participation in Official Roles in Gurdwara: Obstacles in the Relationship between Genders and
Generations

In addition to Guru seva and langar seva, I also observed another type of service, particularly with
regard to the management of gurdwaras and the distribution of official roles between men and women.
This includes, for example, taking on responsibilities as granthis or as presidents and leading members
of committees. Women were not in charge of these offical assignments in most of the gurdwaras I
encountered, except for the Sikh temple of Correggio, whose president is a woman. This is perhaps the
only example in all of Italy because women are unlikely to get involved in this type of task. According
to the narratives I gathered, the reasons are many. On the one hand, in speaking of first-generation
migrant women, they prefer not to come forward in gurdwaras as they know they will encounter some
ostracism by the sangat, mainly by older men imbued with a traditional mentality. As a first-generation
amritdhari woman explains, highlighting the commonly divergent views between Sikh women of
different generations on the issue of power relationships:

Our guru has given more importance to women, but [some] men think that man is more
important ... [During meetings in gurdwara] even if men talk, I intervene to say my opinion,
Idon’t care! ... What is right, I say it directly, even if they think badly of me ... because I
want to tell the truth ... Then, some say “But no, you're a woman, let men talk!” What does
it matter if I'm a woman? It does not matter! What I see well, I say it well ... Athome... I
am the same as my husband, and I am not “woman” ... [I am] like him because I work, I
have a scooter and I go where I want ... Now the new generation ... does not behave like
the first generation that thinks men are superior and women ... should be “submissive” ...

[Young women] say ... “If women can go to work outside the home, why can’t they do the
same things men do?”.

(S. K., 40 year-old amritdhari woman, focus group)

On the other hand, those who take on formal roles often encounter opposition from their own
families, which are anxious to preserve the honor of the family as well as the integrity and respectability
of the woman who finds herself acting in predominantly male contexts. A first-generation amritdhari
woman who is the president of the gurdwara of Correggio explains:

When I was [elected] president [of this gurdwara], my family was very angry with me, yes!
"Why are you doing it? Now you go among men! Then you will have lots of things to do!
Many bad words will come out ... " But the members [of this committee] respect me a lot,
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this didn’t turn out to be a problem ... My family [was worried], but I wasn’t. I go when I
want, and that’s it!

(S. K., 38 year-old amritdhari woman, interview)

However, the main obstacle in taking on formal responsibilities in gurdwaras seems to be linked to the
rigid division of labor within the family. Domestic chores and the raising of children are almost entirely
the responsibility of women, even when they are working outside the home. They consequently
complain of not having enough time or of not being able to afford absences from home:

Many times they told me that “Look, we will put you in the gurdwara committee ... ” I say
no, I don’t have time because I have to think about the needs of the family, the children, the
work ... if [ had free time maybe I would do it... A man does not have to do housework, he
does not look after his children ... [who does it?] It is the woman, isn’t it? Then [men] have
more time.... .

(S. K., 40 year-old amritdhari woman, focus group)

For the same reasons, it seems virtually impossible for women to become granthis, as noted by a
23 year-old amritdhari woman:

“The woman has never managed to free herself from all these ... [family duties] [it is easier
for a man] because this means just living in gurdwara sahib and always being close to [Guru
Granth Sahib] to do seva ... ”.

(H. K, 23 year-old amritdhari woman, interview)

Many first-migrant Sikh women experience a drastic reduction in their autonomy once they are
reunited with their husbands in Italy, compared to the relatively autonomous conditions in which they
found themselves in their country of origin. These women play an important role in the migratory
project of the first Sikh migrants in Italy: Through their care and educational work they support family
reproduction and their (unpaid and hidden) work allows for male economic success outside of the
family. Most of the first migrant women I met have rural origins in India. In Italy, they settle in the
countryside since their husbands are engaged in agriculture, particularly in breeding and cow milking,
activities that are related to the production of Parmigiano Reggiano or Grana Padano (two products of
Italian gastronomy). Migration and isolation in Italian rural areas favor a loss of autonomy for these
women; the absence or scarcity of public transport services and the difficulty in reaching and attending
Italian language courses are factors that further limit their chances of movement, self-determination,
and acquisition of skills useful in the migration context, increasing their dependence on their husbands.
For many first-generation migrant women, the prevailing social environment becomes the gurdwara;
in many cases, they do not speak Italian correctly even after many years of residence (Bertolani 2011;
Provincia di Cremona 2000). Therefore, for some of them, their arrival in Italy has led to a reduction
of personal independence and the strengthening of the division of roles in the family. Some young
women | interviewed describe their mothers as much more autonomous in India, where they moved
about freely and interacted with the outside world on their own, even if their primary role was that
of a housewife. From the perspective of these young women, the difficulties that their mothers are
experiencing in Italy are one of the causes that prevent first-generation migrant women from engaging
in the formal management of the gurdwaras.

To be president [of a gurdwara] you must be able to go to the bank, be able to go to the
accountant ... all these things, which are things that so far our women [did not manage to
learn because having to take care of the family] ... they couldn’t get out [of the house] ...
But this doesn’t mean that in the future a girl ... cannot become president, on the contrary!
... I'think that in India women are more autonomous because ... for tasks like bringing
the child to school, talking to the teacher, going to the bank, going to the post office, to the
market, to the supermarket: in India women have no language problem ... .
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(H. K., 23 year-old amritdhari woman, interview)

As far as second-generation women are concerned, many of them would have the necessary skills
to perform roles in committees, yet they still do not feel authoritative enough to be able to confront
their male elders. For some of my young interviewees, the comparison between their behaviors and
those of Italian women in similar situations leads to criticism of their female identity. In their opinion,
unlike many Italian women, they still do not view themselves as behaving equally to men, even if they
are living in a social and cultural context which is different from that of the country of origin.

If I went [to committee meetings], nobody would stop me, but it would be difficult to take
the floor between them because maybe they are already discussing things they know better
than me ... If I think of Italian [women] in a meeting, they say what they think, maybe we
[Punjabi] women sometimes don’t speak out what we feel because we say “Oh well, what
[old men] say is right” ... this is not something related to Sikhism, it is just a ... mentality
typical of the Punjabi culture ... today for a woman it is difficult to express one’s point of
view in a committee ... and then again here in Italy it is different, if we think in India ... this
thing simply does not exist, that a woman goes to a meeting!

(M. K., 25 year-old woman, focus group)

Although there are many differences within the Punjabi Sikh community, there seems to be a
double cleavage that concerns, on the one hand, the hierarchical relationship between the genders and
on the other, between generations. In the second case, sometimes it is the mothers themselves who—for
fear of the community’s judgment on their maternal role and their daughters’ respectability—may
adopt traditional models of evaluation and behavior, reproducing a patriarchal order.!® This can
generate conflict with regard to the role of women in the gurdwara as well.

I’d be curious to know the answer to a question like “Why can’t a woman be a granthi?”
Because ... I would like my father to change some things, because maybe sometimes ... he
says “No, other people don’t do this!” It’s not right that if others don’t do, he must necessarily
imitate them, right? ... Things will change a lot from our generation onwards ... because
we ... also want to contribute ... The desire for change [in us] must be so much to overcome
these little things ... We are already a different generation [from that of our mothers]. Our
mothers ... their answers are very different [from ours], because in any case they lived both
in India and here, and therefore there is a difference ... .

(M. K., 25 year-old woman, focus group)

Some young women experience a generational gap; unlike their mothers, they have studied in Italy,
know the Italian language, work, drive cars, and aspire to non-traditional roles in the family and the
gurdwara. At times they feel that they are not living up to the expectations of their parents and relatives,
as they continue to develop a female identity that challenges the “Punjabi mentality”. These expectations
may take on the appearance of implicit forms of coercion, which are difficult to detect and define. While
trying to elaborate original kinds of agency and change, these young women are also concerned about
not losing their place in the family and the Punjabi Sikh community at large (Thapan 2015).

16 Tt should be remembered that the granthis that serve in the Italian gurdwaras have normally been trained in India in the
educational Sikh institutes that are almost exclusively designed for men. On the issue of the training of granthis and “Sikh
preachers” in diaspora see (Myrvold 2012). The questions of separation of the sexes, of the inopportunity for a woman
to live alone in a building like the gurdwara to perform the functions of granthi and of the need for men to protect the
female reputation and honor are only hinted at here and they deserve a separate study. For an overview of these issues, see
(McLeod 1997).
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5.3. Women’s Agency

Evans (2013) and Wilson (2013) argue that the concept of “agency” is strongly imbued with liberal
assumptions related to western culture and male gender ideals. There are in fact preconditions of
individualism, self-sufficiency, voluntarism, and free action underlying the idea of agency or autonomy.
These assumptions run the risk of devaluing the initiative of women living in oppressive social contexts
and judging them incapable of owning their own agency. According to Madhok (2007, 2013), this idea
of autonomy and agency suffers from an “action bias” since it focuses solely on the action preferred
by the individual, in isolation from the context in which it should be enacted. It also emphasises
individual sovereignty and emotional separateness, ignoring other value codes which allow and even
favour interdependence and relationality. The sociality of persons in their real-life context is therefore
disregarded. Madhok (2007, p. 344) suggests that “persons do not always act in accordance with their
preferred desires or preferences” and, considering the process of action, we have to “shift our focus
from the act itself to the reasons behind the actions”. This shift enables a redefinition of concepts of
agency and autonomy in relational terms, starting from the idea that people’s identities are made up of
several contextual factors. This conceptual shift allows for the recognition of implicit forms of coercion.
It is these implicit forms, according to Evans (2013), that affect women at a time when, for example, the
pursuit of their personal aspiration might mean abandoning those relational bonds or cultural practices
that make up an individual’s sense of identity. In the stories of the young women I interviewed, the
wish for equality between women and men goes hand in hand with the need to continue being part of
meaningful relationships. The actions taken to pursue one’s desire are; therefore, always subject to
compromises and incremental objectives. This includes concerns regarding the role of women in the
gurdwara, but also outside of it. A young woman noted:

In our house [in the rural village where I come from] ... my grandfather still commands ...

So ... [this summer when I returned to India and] I told my grandfather that I didn’t want a
dowry ... because [usually] the girls get the dowry and the males a piece of land and T asked
for a piece of land ... He was a bit shocked! ... because I told him that “I will never marry,
so I want a piece of land.” This discussion became a problem in the family! Everyone started
telling me ... my uncles, my aunts ... that this is not beautiful, that this is not according to
our culture and tradition, etc. I had no support from anyone ... It’s like this in a family ...

Women continue to practice the same rules ... they cannot get out of this circle ... In India it’s
impossible ... there in the village, I too had to do what they said ... For my safety and my
well-being, I had to do as men said, which was not good for me ... [for] the Western part in me.

(K. K., 23 year-old woman, interview)

Some young women I interviewed took the opportunity affording by this research to manifest
their agency. Those who were involved in the focus group at the gurdwara of Parma transformed
their participation into an occasion to continue discussions among themselves. The external gaze of
the researcher allowed them to relativize consolidated and taken for granted practices. They raised
difficult questions regarding the discrepancies between theoretical statements and social practices
of Sikh women to trigger collective dynamics of awareness-raising, self-criticism, elaboration, and
cultural change. They used research participation as an opportunity to make some claims within
their community and to challenge the religious practices established in the gurdwara regarding seva,
trying at the same time not to generate a lacerating and destructive conflict with their families. All this
resulted in an unexpected request.!” I wrote in my field notes:

17 My position as a woman researcher, white, Italian, older than the young women I interacted with, who involved them in a
research on the role of women in Sikhism in Italy, where the language of communication was Italian, are all conditions
that initially defined a power relationship with my interlocutors. The focus groups and; therefore, the interaction in group;
however, allowed these women to advance their own agency, asking me to organize a subsequent meeting extended to
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At the end of the focus group in the gurdwara of Parma one of the participants told me
to leave her the sheet with the questions I asked them, as she wanted to ask them to her
father. Moreover, some of the participants proposed that I organize another meeting that
could be extended to the rest of the sangat, to talk about the same issues with older women
(especially with their mothers) and with men who should be “more experienced” from a
religious point of view. My impression is that the discussion in the group has brought out
a desire for change that has been mutually legitimized in this small group, but which now
needs a broader authorization, between genders and generations. My position as a researcher
has generated a need for clarification on some issues, indeed one young woman said that
“sometimes ... it is an external person who points it out [things we had not thought about]”.
Shortly after, in the corner of the langar, I found one of the participants talking animatedly
with her father. The urgency of the confrontation highlighted the need to find answers and
to ascertain that she had not been deceived by her parents as regards the issue of equality
between men and women in Sikhism. There was a need to look for a plausible explanation
for the discrepancy that exists between the theory and the order of things.

In the following weeks, a meeting took place with the rest of the sangat. In my field notes I wrote:

I am struck by the spatial arrangement in the room: One of the girls who participated in the
focus group and I are asked to be seated in front of a row of adult amritdhari men. I feel her
tension, while she translates for me from Italian to Punjabi. The other women, children, and
young people sit in a group on my left and listen in silence. I feel as though I am in front of
an examination board. I introduce myself and ask my questions: Can women be granthi in
Sikhism? Can they do the Guru seva? Are there women in this gurdwara who do it? I am
assured that women in Sikhism are equal to men, and it is; therefore, possible for them to
do all the functions, except for being Panj Pyare. The reason lies in the fact that “no woman
stood up when guru Gobind Singh asked for the five heads at the time of the founding of
the Khalsa.” A man who normally helps the granthi in his duties; however, objects that to
perform the Guru seva one must know how to read the Guru Granth Sahib, be amritdhari, and
must have studied and possess specific skills. I ask if the women who already participate
in reading shifts during the Akhand Path in the gurdwara meet these requirements. At this
point, the men begin to discuss among themselves in Punjabi. Then, I am told that it is not
necessary to have “attended a school” and that, if women so wish, someone can teach them
how to do Guru seva. Five amritdhari women timidly raise their hands. They say that they
would like to “do everything”: The rituals of the Sukh Asan and the Prakash, the recitation
of the Path, the Ardas, the Sukhmani Sahib and the Hukumnama, as well as the managing of
the rumallas (clothes) that cover the Guru Granth Sahib. The meeting ends. Later, in the
langar, one of the women tells me that she is very satisfied and surprised, because she did
not think that “men were so open-minded.” A few days after this meeting, one of the young
girls tells me that the granthi has gone. I still wonder if my questions and the answers that
have emerged in the sangat have contributed to his leaving the gurdwara.

6. Conclusions

According to the women I interviewed, each type of seva has the same value and importance from
a religious point of view. However, in social practice, the Guru seva becomes a device of maintenance
and affirmation, within the Sikh community in northern Italy, of a power based on gender, and is
generally controlled by first-generation migrant amritdhari men. This control by male sevadars is based

other members of the sangat, in some way reversing the power dynamics which are inherent in the research process. On the
subject of reflexivity, see also (Singh Brar 2015).
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on two implicit and tacitly accepted rules, which define symbolic thresholds of inclusion/exclusion:
Being amritdhari and being able to deal with the Guru Granth Sahib, with little concrete possibility on
the part of the women, even if amritdhari, to be able to learn the rituals in their gestural and material
aspects, precisely because they are scarcely involved in their direct practice. In fact, some women
already perform these same religious rituals at home because they have created a domestic gurdwara
where they take care of the Guru Granth Sahib or the “Pothi Saroop”!® every day, performing Prakash
and Sukh Asan, and reciting Ardas and all other prayers. Therefore, in practice, these amritdhari women
may perform Guru seva within the family and in the privacy of their home, but rarely in the gurdwara.
If this does take place, it is usually between women and not in mixed groups. As noted earlier, women
are also more involved in this type of seva in small gurdwaras, recently opened and still relatively
unstructured, because in this context, their participation is essential for the performance of religious
functions. There is instead an almost total absence of women in covering more institutional management
roles. In no gurdwara I visited in Italy so far have I ever met a woman who served as granthi.

As in other contexts of the Sikh diaspora (Myrvold 2011; Jacobsen,2011; Qureshi 2013), in Italy
questions highlighting inconsistencies between Sikh ideals and Sikh practices concerning the status
of women appear to be of significant concern, especially among young women. In this paper, I have
described some outcomes that emerged during my exploratory research. They raise numerous other
questions which deserve further analysis. For example, all the Sikh women who contributed to the
study showed some interest in women’s engagement in religious practices. Therefore, I have not dealt
directly with those who have no interest in participating in religious activities because they wish to
avoid the conflict that would then arise through questioning some social and religious customs. My
sample did not include those women who think that Sikhism is a marginal aspect of their identity, or
who believe that to integrate fully into the host society they must adopt a secular behavior, one that
might be considered more compatible with the general Italian lifestyle. However, as far as I could see,
the local social environment was an essential factor in defining women’s religious engagement. For
example, speaking about the importance of getting involved in Guru seva by women, one of my female
interlocutors said:

The teaching [of our gurus] is: “women and men [are] equal. We now come here to a society
where we are asked for this, whether in your [Indian] society this happens or not ... ”.

(H. K., 23 year-old amritdhari woman, interview)

In this case, the perception of the Sikhs by Italian society is evoked instrumentally to carry forward
the desire for a change. According to the interpretation of this young woman, it is not so much the
abandonment of religious identity but rather its fulfilment (for example, being able to put religious
dictates into practice by overcoming cultural boundaries) that would allow Sikh women to be in tune
with “Italian culture”, considered fairer in the male/female relationship than the Punjabi one. This
result would also confirm the prevailing narrative on Sikhism which was mentioned at the beginning
of this essay and that is normally promoted in Italian public discourse by Sikhs, according to which
Sikhism is respectful of both men and women, and, considered equal by God.

18 The “Pothi Saroop” is the Guru Granth Sahib published in two volumes.
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Another question that deserves further research is whether the amritdhari identity may promote
a stronger feminist consciousness among Sikh women. The fact that among my female participants
there is a greater number of amritdhari women might suggest that this is the case. However, as  noted
earlier, many differences also emerged within this group regarding the desire to actively engage in
Guru seva and the meaning that was attributed to this devotional act. On the other hand, at least three
of the non-amritdhari women who joined in the research expressed a strong feminist awareness and
a critical attitude concerning the role of women in Sikhism. However, it can also be safely said that
when young amritdhari women did manage to participate in Guru seva, the support (and authorization)
of the first-generation migrant amritdhari women was a decisive factor.

A few weeks after the end of my fieldwork in some of the gurdwaras thatI visited, the involvement
of women in the act of Guru seva seems to remain on an occasional basis. In one of them, the granthi has
changed. The new granthi appears to be open to women'’s religious training, though this training has
not yet begun. According to one 18 year-old amritdhari girl, “the granthi is very good and he is also kind,
but among women none has the courage to start new things.” Yet, another young amritdhari woman
attending the gurdwara of Covo asserts that “the [Guru] seva ... continues very well ... slowly we girls
... are routinely trying to do as much seva as possible, so as to learn more and more, therefore [on Sunday
we are practicing in] mixed groups. Then it always depends ... on when we are [in gurdwara] or not.”

If only concrete results were looked at, it would seem that little has changed, or that each gurdwara
is acting on its own terms. Thus, according to each specific context, women’s desires to be involved in
the Guru seva find different degrees of realization. However, from the perspective of lived religion
and women'’s agency, it is clear that these forms of agency are not intended as rebellion or action in
the strictest sense, regardless of the relational and identity repercussions on the people involved, but
instead as varied positions and negotiations that come to the fore through religious practices. These are
slow changes that are only gradually accepted and implemented. They derive from a female awareness
that is contextual, progressive, and subject to continual reinterpretations.
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Abstract: For decades, Sikhs have made the choice to migrate to the United Kingdom (UK), the United
States of America (USA), or Canada, as these countries are held in high esteem by Sikh communities
and appear to afford prestige in socio-cultural terms to those who settle in them. However, changes in
border policies (among other considerations such as the greater difficulty of establishing themselves
in other countries, the opening of borders by regularization processes in Spain, commercial business
purposes, or political reasons) have compelled Sikh migrants to diversify their destinations, which
now include many European countries, Spain among them. The first generation of Sikhs arrived in
Spain as part of this search for new migratory routes, and there are now sizable Sikh communities
settled in different parts of this country. All migrants need to follow a process of adaptation to their
new living environment. Moreover, a novel living context may offer new possibilities for migrants to
(re)negotiate old identities and create new ones, both at individual and collective levels. This article
will explore a case study of a Sikh community in Barcelona to reflect on the forms in which Sikh men
and women perceive, question, and manage their identity and their lives in this new migratory context
in Spain. The present paper argues that adaptation to the new place implies identity negotiations that
include the redefinition of gender roles, changes in the management of body and appearance, and,
most particularly, the emergence of new forms of agency among young Sikh women. In addition, we
argue that new forms of female agency are made possible not only by the opportunities offered by the
new context, but also emerge as a reaction against the many pressures experienced by the young
women and exerted by their male counterparts in Sikh communities, as the latter push against the
loss of traditional values.

Keywords: Sikhs in Barcelona; identity (re)construction; gender relations; agency

1. Introduction

This article explores the diverse dynamics and negotiations carried out within the Sikh community
in Barcelona as part of migrants’ processes of integration to their new context. The Sikh communities
which have settled in diverse European countries face a variety of separate challenges, as their
relationship to the host society and the conditions for their integration are quite dissimilar, depending
not only on national regulations but also on political, economic, social and cultural environments.
Moreover, national contexts intersect and combine with transnational dimensions, especially in the
case of the European Union, thus generating a complex range of possibilities that make it impossible to
generalize about the practices and forms of integration of different Sikh communities around Europe!.

1 Jacobsen and Myrvold (2011, 2012).
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In order to provide some context for the particular case study examined in this article, it is an
important point out that Sikhs have only recently started migrating to Spain. Changes in border
policies, the greater difficulty of establishing themselves in other countries, the opening of borders by
regularization processes in Spain, commercial business purposes, or political reasons among other
considerations have compelled Sikh to come to Spain®. According to my informants in Barcelona, the
first Sikhs arrived in this city in the late 1970s and early 1980s. The current size of the Sikh community
in Barcelona is difficult to ascertain as Spanish Government census data does not establish categorical
differences between people in terms of their religion. However, in 2007, the Sikh Council of Catalonia
and other institutions made an estimate of the number of Sikhs settled in Spain, taking into account both
legal (“regular”) and illegal (“irregular” or “without papers”) migrants, and came to the conclusion
that, at that time, there were around 5000 Sikhs living in Catalonia and around 10,000 in all of Spain. In
addition, the number of gurdwaras (Sikh places of worship and assembly) has increased significantly
in recent years. The fieldwork carried out for this research reveals that there are currently at least 22
gurdwaras spread throughout Spanish territory, most of them in Catalonia; there are 6 gurdwaras in and
around Barcelona.

As can be observed in the case of Barcelona, the dynamics of integration of Sikhs to their new
situation and to a new geographic, political, social, and cultural environment vary according to gender
and age. This has led to tensions among community members. However, they have also promoted the
emergence of new forms of agency, particularly among young Sikh women. The aim of this work is to
reflect on the processes of gender construction and reconstruction among Sikhs in a new migratory
context. This paper unveils the tensions and responses which result from the pressures exerted by a
strong patriarchal system on a new generation of Sikh women in Spain, who, in turn, use their newly
(re)created agency as a response to these pressures and as an exit strategy from them. In addition,
we also show the ways in which Sikh men negotiate their own integration through their bodjies, in
order to navigate their migratory project in a successful manner. We describe and analyze the gender
(re)configurations that occur in the process of migratory adaptation, as well as the motivations and
consequences that accompany such gender negotiations, as well as the transformations and uses of new
forms of agency. In fact, the changes that take place within the dynamics of migratory adaptation and
integration are closely linked to, or at least can be analyzed from, the perspective of body management
and appearance, which represents a significant part of Sikh identity. We also reflect on those situations
where the negotiation of corporeal (re)presentations through individual agency subverts the constraints
imposed on culturally mediated bodies. We place some emphasis on negotiations and changes, but we
also find continuities in processes that link individuals to their places of origin.

In this article, we explore the concepts of body and corporeal management and appearance and
the debates that surround them, as well as their relationship with processes of identity construction?,
given that identity can be conceptualized as fluid* and thus is always under (re)construction. Bodies
and corporeal (re)presentations are influenced and constrained by culture. However, at the same time,
bodies and forms of corporality make culture. Both concepts offer useful prisms through which a society
can be analyzed and understood. We also include notions and considerations around the migratory and

According to my informants. Spain is not usually the first choice of destination for Sikhs who ended up migrating to this
country. They came here mostly due to barriers they encountered when trying to move first to their preferred destinations
(USA, UK and Canada) and then to more popular western European countries. As it is common in processes of chain
migration, a small number of Sikhs arrived in Spain as tourists, secured themselves in terms of jobs and accommodation,
and then called upon relatives and other co-nationals to join them, thus becoming a pull factor for other members of their
community in India. In general, Sikhs migrate due to work and other economic reasons, although they might also move
in search of the prestige afforded by countries of the Global North, or to escape political or religious intolerance in their
country of origin. For literature on border policies and migratory movements in Spain see, for instance, Alonso et al. (2015)
or Recafio and Domingo (2005).

3 Barth (1976); Baumann (2001, [1996] 2003); Gupta and Ferguson (1992).

4 Bauman (1999).
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diaspora phenomena®, which represent fundamental milestones and experiences in the lives of those
included in the case study. Gender, defined as a social construction that establishes the roles of men
and women in any given society, is also a vertebral concept in this work. A gendered perspective® is
essential since gender structures the relationships—as well as the processes of identification, difference,
and power relations—between men and women within and outside the community of study. Finally
we must consider agency’—the capacity of individuals to subvert the limitations or constrictions
imposed by culture and religion; the notion of agency enables us to discuss how individuals actively
take sides (or not) when confronted with the conditions, limitations or potentialities that surround
their lives at social, political, economic, and religious levels.

As analyses of the body and sexuality from a gender perspective have shown, ideological
representations shape and condition human bodies in a very significant way®. In this sense, it could be
said that religion is the ideal ideological arena from which prescriptions and models regarding proper,
acceptable bodies are issued; such prescriptions also have a bearing on the individuals who possess
the malleable® bodies. Our point of departure is twofold: on the one hand, bodies are political since
forms of control over individuals within groups or religious communities are established through
their bodies'’; on the other hand, individual bodies are the sites through which individuals, as agents,
manage (through their corporeal expressions and representations) to develop themselves in tune with
the context and achieve their goals or desires. The main aim of this text is to explore and analyze the
changes that take place among individuals and the questions that assail them as a result of their efforts
to adapt to and integrate into a new society. We argue that body management and (re)presentation,
and especially the changes related to both of them, are unavoidable elements for the analysis of general
social transformations. Our perspective involves using body and corporeal management (as a result
of embodiment) as key concepts in the analysis of changes that occur at the level of the body but
affect wider areas of people’s lives, such as economic, political, or social realities. We are particularly
interested in those changes that individuals assume to be not only necessary for their integration into
the host society but also advantageous as strategies for adaptation, which are enacted through their
own sense of agency. These changes could also entail the rethinking of conceptualizations of gender in
relation to the culture of origin, and such rethinking and reconceptualizing might become embodied in
turn. In this sense, we contend that the analysis of women'’s experiences can be particularly productive
in order to ascertain whether the new situations they face bring about a process of self-reflexivity, both
as members of society and in terms of the gender roles they play.

Finally, we describe and explain the processes of cultural socialization and the modes of
embodiment through which they occur, considering political, economic, or work spheres as gender
substructures which become incorporated by individuals in their process of adaptation to their host
society, mainly to be accepted within it. We examine and delineate the emergence of new values and
bodily practices, which are different from those held and enacted at the place of origin (the Punjab)
but which become performed at the place of arrival (Barcelona). Taking into account this premise,
the concept of emergence, as described by Raymond Williams'!, is fundamental. We utilize Williams’
notion of emergence since this concept encompasses both new meanings and values, new ethics,
new relationships, and types of relationships that are created continuously, as well as those that are
alternative or oppositional'?.

5 Brown (2006); Gavron (2005); Sayad (2006); Vertovec (2009).

6 Butler ([1993] 2002, [1990] 2007); Mathieu (1991, 2002); Stolcke (1996, 2003).

7 Esteban (2004); Erickson and Murphy (2008); Lyon and Barbalet (1994); Salzman (2001).

8 (Martinez Guirao and Infantes 2010, p. 10).

9 Bodies are malleable since they are adaptable, they can be changed or modified depending on the circumstances and
decisions of their owners.

10 Foucault (1976, [1976] 2006).

1 (Williams 1997, p. 145).

12 In del Valle (2002, p. 31).
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In the first part of this article, we discuss how gender construction works and how gendered
practices are carried out in the constitution of Sikh subjects in Barcelona. Later on, we deal with the
forms in which the negotiation of male bodies is produced in order to adapt to the new migratory
context and how this negotiation varies depending on the processes of integration and the precise
socio-historical context when these processes occur. Finally, we explore the use of agency among young
Sikh women migrants, an agency that is enabled by the opportunity to become relatively invisible in
the new context and is also related to the possibilities afforded by the use of new technologies.

Since Sikhs in Spain are a relatively new ethnic and religious migrant group, they are not identified
by the local population as a distinct community and they tend to be confused with other Asian groups
such as Pakistanis or generalized simply as “Indians”. Being a recently arrived migrant group, they
are still shaping their identity as a community in this new geopolitical and cultural setting and are still
working on how they want to present themselves to the host society. This process of (re)construction
as a community interpellates and questions issues of gender and identity as well.

2. A Brief Methodological Note

This article is based on data gathered through ethnographic fieldwork and subsequently analyzed
to form the basis of my doctoral thesis. I used multi-sited ethnography (the practice of pursuing
ethnographic fieldwork in more than one geographical location) as research methodology, and carried
out in depth, continuous fieldwork for 18 months!? in diverse and distant locations: Barcelona, London,
Delhi, and Punjab.

The present work relies fundamentally on qualitative techniques for data gathering, whilst
quantitative data has been used to obtain only a certain kind of information, such as Sikh migrants’
places of origin and settlement. As has been mentioned before, Spanish census data does not contain
information on the religious affiliation of people, so it does not offer sufficient information to differentiate
Sikh migrant groups from other groups from the same geographical region. Additional bibliographic
and archival research was carried out in London and Delhi.

As I alternated between field locations, living side by side with Sikh communities in Barcelona and
accompanying individuals and groups in their sojourns to India, I developed deep links and widened
my contacts with people within this transnational community, which was crucial for the purpose of
comparing practices and values in the different locations. This is why a multi-sited ethnography, as
defined by Marcus' (“follow the people”, “follow the thing”) became paramount from the beginning
of my research and gave shape to my methodological design. This type of ethnographic investigation
allowed me to gain a profound knowledge of Sikh communities and of Sikhism, and to compare and
contrast their ways of life in the different geographical settings.

I have used a variety of qualitative and mixed-methods techniques for this research, which
include direct and participant observation, semi-structured and open interviews, and video recordings.
Although formal interviews felt quite threatening to informants, informal conversations facilitated
a better understanding of their statements, perceptions, and reflexions about their own practices.
I have also conducted internet searches to obtain information from news outlets, individual and
community webpages, and social networks, although those materials have been differentiated from
proper academic sources for analytical purposes.

3. The Construction of Gender

Socially and culturally constructed meanings based on sexual differences are created and re-created
within the arena of gender relations. It is thus necessary to first explore the social places and spaces

13 The main research took place between 2006 and 2010. After the main body of fieldwork was completed, I kept in touch with

informants and carried out additional research activities up until 2017.
4 Marcus (1998).
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that men and women occupy in Sikh society, as well as their gendered roles and hierarchies. As
Punjabi society is a traditional and highly patriarchal society'?, it is generally accepted that men have
preferential access to the majority of the social, cultural, political, and economic assets and resources,
as well as making most relevant decisions in domestic and public settings. Men also hold the bulk of
the property and inheritance rights, while women remain in a position of subalternity. Furthermore, in
addition to the ideology that helps to build gender relations in Sikh society, we must take into account
social and cultural discourses in relation to gender. Despite the impression of the existence of a strong
gender ideology within the Sikh community, Nikki-Guninder Kaur Singh argues, in her book entitled
The feminine principle in the Sikh vision of the transcendent that Sikh gender construction processes and
practices are full of contradictions. Speaking of Sikh women, this author states that “the characterization
of girls and women in my society was a source of constant ambivalence”!®. Kaur Singh portrays an
extremely patriarchal society in which, on the one hand, a woman can become Prime Minister, while,
on the other hand, many other women are killed with full impunity due to dowry issues”
mistreated and rejected because their perceived inability to produce offspring!. Thus the constitution
of the female gender intersects with cultural notions of class, sexuality, and reproductive capacities,
and accordingly, there exist different kinds of womanhood, which are attributed different values.

It is said that Sikh ideology considers that women occupy a prominent place in Sikh society,
as they are invested with positive values and are also deemed fundamental for the creation of the
world and persons. Most literature focusing on Sikhs!® maintains that men and women are equally
positioned to attain progress in spiritual practice and emancipation?. In fact, it is believed that the
female dimension is essential to interconnect all human beings, undoing social, creed, racial, or gender
hierarchies?!. Kaur Singh goes as far as to say that the literature of Sikhism is in harmony with western
feminists’ voices since there is a centrality of female symbols and imagery in Sikh literature, both sacred
and secular. As the author states, female models are presented frequently either in prose or in verse,
portraying the physical and mental strength of women, their spiritual awakening, their existential
Angst [sic], ethical values, and mystical union, thus providing a picture of a multivalent and complex
feminine imagery224 Finally, the author states that “feminine phenomena, feminine tone, feminine
terminology, feminine imagery, and feminine consciousness form the heart and muscle of it. (... ) She
is the subject"23. On a more concrete level, this vindication of the feminine and of the substantial role
that women play is also highlighted in sacred texts where Sikh gurus vehemently criticize practices
and customs of their time that were degrading towards women, such as wife purchasing, dowries?*,
seclusion, the veil, the custom of suttee (or self-immolation of the widows on the funeral pyre of the
husband), or feminine infanticide. Some of these practices are still being carried out today?’.

At the present time, this idealization of women and of the feminine, which in many cases is
