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Abstract of Thesis 

 
Female Identities in Flux: Marriage, Education and Biculturalism among Sikh 

Women in Vancouver 

 

 The South Asian presence in North America is well over a century old, with the 

first settlers arriving along the West Coasts of the US and Canada, to work on farms and 

in lumber mills.  Contrary to studies on the South Asians living in the West, recent data 

suggests that members of the diaspora are indeed adapting to life in their new countries.  

One of the most closely scrutinized South Asian groups is the Sikh diaspora of 

Vancouver.  Explanations have long been offered about Sikh tradition being born out of 

an agricultural and collectivist society, and its subsequent incompatibility with an 

individualist and industrial Western culture.  However, such notions were quickly 

challenged by interviews with women from seven families showing that, although 

finding a compromise between tradition and a new Western life is a slow process, 

Vancouver Sikhs are breaking traditional expectations and slowly but surely adapting to 

the customs of Canada - a place they perceive not as their host country, but their home 

country.  Their adaptation is demonstrated in the following study of three generations of 

women and their changing attitudes toward arranged marriage and education, and their 

fluctuating expressions of culture. 
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Introduction 

 
  

The South Asian presence in North America is well over a century old, with the 

first settlers arriving along the West Coasts of the US and Canada, to work on farms and 

in lumber mills.  Perhaps the most closely scrutinized South Asian group is the Sikhs of 

British Columbia, Canada; that Sikhs, and Vancouver Sikhs in particular, have trouble 

adapting to Canadian culture has been called an ÒunderstatementÓ (Nayar, 2004). 

 Contrary to studies on the South Asians living in the West, recent data suggests that 

members of the diaspora are indeed adapting to life in their new countries.  Explanations 

have long been offered about Sikh tradition being born out of an agricultural and 

collectivist society, and its subsequent incompatibility with an individualist and industrial 

Western culture.  Sikhs are frequently viewed as Òthe otherÓ, who take jobs and segregate 

themselves from majority Canadians, refusing to adapt to Western ways of life, 

sometimes to the extent of performing the infamous honour killings (Brown & Lakshmi, 

2003) of recent years.  ÒThe SikhsÉ they are not very openÉÓ one Muslim shopkeeper 

told me in a resigned tone.    

Such notions of Sikh inassimilability were quickly challenged by my interviews 

with women from seven families showing that, although finding a compromise between 

tradition and a new Western life is a slow process, Vancouver Sikhs are breaking 

traditional expectations and slowly but surely adapting to the customs of Canada Ð a 

place they perceive not as their host country, but their home country.  I will demonstrate 

this adaptation through my study of three generations of women and their changing 
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attitudes toward arranged marriage and education, and their fluctuating expressions of 

culture. 

Transfer and Negotiation of Cultural Values Among South Asian Immigrants 

 

In a 1998 study, Dasgupta looked at attitudes toward South Asian women and 

dating as indicators of the transmission of cultural values from one generation to the 

next.  Forty-six well-educated, middle class families responded to questionnaires entitled 

“attitudes towards women,” and “dating scale.”  The results between parents and children 

were surprisingly complementary, although some generational difference was starkly 

evident. The author found instances of judicious biculturalism in the parents which, 

through the preservation of traditional values and behaviours, allowed immigrants to be 

somewhat in control of their own acculturation.  

Dasgupta (1998) also dealt with the complex issue of ethnic identity transmission 

from the first generation to the second and found that ethnic identity depended on two 

factors: the devotion to tradition and home culture, and the level of identification with the 

dominant group.  As part of South Asian parents’ efforts to maintain culture, heavy 

restrictions may be imposed on their daughters, particularly when it comes to dating.  The 

study found that gender equality between parents had a positive correlation with that of 

the children, but that as children grew older, their mothers grew more conservative and 

had increasingly traditional expectations of their daughters.  Sons showed the most liberal 

attitude toward dating and, in general, children born and raised in the US showed a 

tendency to verbalize their disagreement against gender inequalities.  For parents, liberal 

attitudes toward acculturation and dating produced the most anxiety whereas remaining 

in conservative, traditional zones produced the least.  The second generation, through its 
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assimilation into Western culture, was viewed as posing a threat to both the first 

generation’s traditions and the larger community. 

Along similar lines, Hasanali Talbani's (2000) paper examined the experience of 

being caught between tradition and modernity in the South Asian Canadian diaspora.  He 

interviewed twenty-two young women of Indian, Pakistani and Bangladeshi origin, 

between the ages of fifteen and seventeen, in Montreal for the study.  Like Dasgupta’s 

study, Talbani’s interviews showed that immigrant families suffered significant stress as 

a result of acculturation.  Since South Asian family structures remained dominated by 

patriarchy, gender roles were maintained through a separation of the sexes and through 

careful surveillance and restrictions of the girls and their movements.  The renegotiations 

of identities within a whole family of immigrants lead to tensions and clashes that often 

resulted in the behavioural problems of adolescent girls. 

  Key concerns for the participants in Talbani’s study were issues of dating and 

socializing, and their parents’ control over these activities.  Another concern was the fear 

of being forced into an arranged marriage in the future.  However, some of them 

expressed a staunch defiance in the event of such an occurrence, regardless of the social 

sanctions associated with disobedience.  Dissent from traditional expectations was also 

seen in the participants’ reluctance to wear South Asian clothing and in their distancing 

themselves from tradition upon entering college.  In sum, three key issues were found: 

inequality between males and females in South Asian society, less decision making 

power for women, and more control over the social lives of young women than young 

men.  

Second generation reactions to the traditional vales of the first were also 
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examined in a 1998 essay by Wakil and Wakil, whose study took place in an unspecified 

city of Western Canada (likely Vancouver).  In general, they found that immigrant 

families did not fully assimilate into Canadian culture – rather, they clung to their core 

values but assimilated selectively, altering practical arenas of life.  And, as the second 

generation demanded more freedom, the first generation was left losing its control over 

them.  Although strong kinship bonds and respect for elders defined traditional families, 

the socioeconomic independence offered to youth by Western society broke away from 

these ideals.  The introduction of different influences, from host and home societies, 

created much tension and conflict between members of different generations. 

The essay also found that the second wave of immigrants – post 1965- were less 

resistant to change than their earlier counterparts, although they were still generally 

unwilling to assimilate.  Nevertheless, the children of these newer immigrants were 

allowed considerable freedoms when it came to choosing their own educational paths or 

making small spending decisions.  In regard to more important, core values, though – 

such as dating and marriage – the first generation would not falter.  Dating was seen as 

completely incompatible with Indian culture and, in order to preserve traditional values, 

the second generation was closely monitored by its parents and the social life of girls was 

especially restricted.   

 Such restrictive expectations can often lead to the double-lives of young South 

Asian women.  Commenting on this phenomenon, Amita Handa, herself a second 

generation South Asian from Canada, brings a wealth of insight into her work, “Of Silk 

Saris and Mini Skirts” (2003), offering narratives from her own life to complement those 

of her research subjects.  Her book is based on numerous interviews with other second 
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generation women of the South Asian diaspora.  The women’s responses to questions 

about social and family life are coupled with responses from the wider South Asian 

diaspora and articles from the mainstream Canadian media. 

 Handa (2008) proposes that women in the diaspora have come to stand as a 

symbol of South Asian values that need to be sheltered from the modernity of Western 

culture.  The concept of womanhood is used to emphasize an Eastern identity in contrast 

to the West, and this mentality leads to a culture clash between generations.  The author 

focuses on women’s place as existing in binaries: East vs. West, traditional vs. modern, 

etc., leading to a constant struggle to revise identities.   

Along similar lines, Kathleen Hall’s (2003) ethnography of Sikh youth in the UK 

also provides in-depth detail about the identity construction of these bicultural South 

Asians.  The author challenges usual expectations of complete immigrant assimilation, 

arguing instead that, rather than melding entire into the larger culture, second generation, 

British Sikhs construct and perform “situated identities”.  These are based on a blend of 

often-polarized fields, such as British public spaces, family, circle of friends, religious 

circles, and so on.  As a result of their ethnic backgrounds, young Sikhs often struggle in 

their journey to be considered fully British. 

When it comes to Sikh-specific literature, Kamala Nayar's 2004 work, "The Sikh 

Diaspora in Vancouver", is groundbreaking in that it is the first to span three generations 

of Sikhs in the West.  In it, Nayar examined the Sikh community’s gradual acculturation 

and adaptation into Canadian society through the study of identity construction and 

cultural maintenance in the diaspora. Through a set of interviews with members of the 

community, the conflict between tradition and modernity became apparent and was 
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examined throughout the book.  Nayar linked the concepts of orality and literacy to the 

transmission of culture from one generation to the next.  She delved into expectations of 

duty and honour, and the increased independence of younger generations which, as with 

the aforementioned studies, lead to tensions between Punjabi and Canadian lifestyles.  

The role of social control by elders as an attempt to preserve culture in the youth was also 

explored, as were the integral themes of arranged and love marriages. 

Lalonde et al. report on the role of culture in interpersonal relationships such as 

marriage in their 2004 article.  The team asked if second generation South Asian 

Canadians want a traditional partner.  Two studies were conducted to see how Eastern 

traditions influence the partner choice of this second generation.  In particular, the roles 

played by interdependence and family connectedness in partner ideals were scrutinized.  

The team also investigated the role of individualist Western culture - emphasizing the 

rights of individual and the importance of individual goals - and collectivist Eastern 

culture, which focuses on the well being of the group that individuals belong to.  The 

study concluded that most second generation South Asians operated between the East-

West realms in that they chose their own partners but sought traditional attributes in those 

partners.  The need for a traditional partner was closely correlated to the level of family 

connectedness, showing that the traditions of the first generation continue to shape the 

views and choices of the second. 

 Emphasizing the balance between East and West, and departing from scholars that 

emphasize the binary of tradition vs. modernity, Walton-Roberts and Pratt (2005) 

encourage context specific definitions of ÒpatriarchyÓ.  They discourage the assumption 

that immigrant families are the epitome of tradition and patriarchy Ð an assumption that 
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does not always consider how forms of patriarchy can vary by culture.  The authors call 

for a richer understanding of the geographies of gender relations, away from polarities 

such as East and West.  In their essay, they documented the life of the Brar family, 

including their pre-immigration life in India, their immigration to Canada, and shifts in 

family dynamics resulting from this immigration.  A consequence of migration was Mrs. 

Brar’s eventual rise as an entrepreneur, which is contrary to her previous maternal role in 

India.  Like so many immigrants, the Brars saw Canada as a land of self-discipline and 

hard work, where one could successfully pursue dreams with a bit of effort.  Here, the 

authors emphasized the role of transnationalism in maintaining family class and gender 

identities.  By keeping in touch with their home culture, families are never far from 

remembering who they are. 

 In terms of home culture, Derne (1994) looks at traditional family roles in India, 

especially as it relates to women and education.  The author contends that arranging a 

daughter’s marriage is a father’s primary concern because it supports the family’s 

prosperity by keeping its honour intact and expanding social networks.  There is a 

prevailing desire to marry one’s daughter into an upper class family, thereby increasing 

the rank of one’s own.  The desire to marry girls off and keep them in traditional roles 

inhibits their educational opportunities, and most girls are discouraged from pursuing 

educations beyond secondary school.  Education may be viewed as wasted on a girl who 

will just be a wife.  Educated women are also seen as disobedient and unchaste – an early 

marriage is used to ensure and protect a girl’s chastity.  As women’s independence is 

seen as jeopardizing the search for a mate, they are traditionally restricted to private 

spheres and educated in the ways of home and hearth. 
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 A background of both people and place is needed to best understand the cultural 

phenomena examined in my study.  These are provided by Dusenbery (1980) and Demers 

(2009), the former providing a look into the Sikh past, and the latter providing a detailed 

description of the Punjabi Market.  Dusenbery delves into a history of Sikhs since their 

nineteenth century migration out of India.  Their dispersal to a wide range of countries 

over the past century has resulted in Sikhism, a relatively new religion, growing from a 

regional faith to a global faith.  Sikhs can be found from the Malay Islands to East Africa 

to North America, where they started out as migrant workers.  This sets them apart from 

other South Asian diasporas of the late nineteenth and earlier twentieth centuries, which 

were taken out of the subcontinent as a result of indentured servitude.  The contemporary 

diaspora keeps growing as a result of increased migrations out of Punjab and through 

marriage and transnational networks, which ensure that the Sikh tradition is ÒreplicatedÓ.  

In his book ÒVancouver SpecialÓ, Demers details the cityÕs neighbourhoods, food, music 

and other offerings.  A chapter entitled ÒLittle IndiaÓ provides a succinct yet vivid 

description of the Punjabi Market.  It is shaped around the authorÕs experience as an 

apprentice at the Kabab Hut on Main Street and East 49th Avenue.   DemersÕ was 

regarded as family by the restaurant owner; his time and experience spent at the Kabab 

Hut allowed for ample observation of Market festivals, businesses, people and cultural 

expectations, all of which he presents in his summary of the neighbourhood.   

 

Aims of the Study 

 This study originally aimed to explore variations in, and possible conflicts 

between, gender ideologies of young women, their mothers and grandmothers in the 
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Punjabi Market, Vancouver.  I wanted to study how and why the diaspora in Vancouver 

seemed to retain much of its "traditional" culture across generations, creating a Canadian-

Indian community that is, in some ways, more traditional than counterpart cities in India.  

Specifically, I sought to study how ideologies and expectations of each generation of 

women shifted away from tradition (if at all) and how gender roles and family dynamics 

were affected by a century away from the homeland. 

As the research progressed, all of these questions were certainly answered, and 

three themes permeated my interviews with the Sikh women of the Market.  These were 

arranged marriage vs. dating, educational expectations of women and young women’s 

balancing acts between Eastern and Western cultural expectations.  Examining these 

themes as they occur in the Punjabi Market has several benefits, both academic and 

social. 

Homeland traditions often serve as a guide for immigrants as they shape their 

lives in a new country.  An understanding of these can shed light on the “traditional” 

value system of the diaspora.  In turn, this knowledge can add to public discourse about 

Punjabis in Vancouver, who are viewed with increasing suspicion and criticism, and 

hopefully help curtail some of the ethnocentrism they currently face.  In addition, this 

project adds to the field of cultural anthropology, contributing to the areas of South Asian 

culture, identity formation, women's roles and diaspora. 

As Beacon (1996) points out, what is true for South Asian immigrants is often 

also true for other immigrant communities.  Therefore, studies such as this thesis can be 

applied broadly for a better understanding of immigrant issues. 

 



 10 

 
Methods 

  
 The site for this study, Punjabi Market in Vancouver, BC, was chosen for its high 

density of South Asian immigrants and their capacity to preserve and change certain 

aspects of their culture.  Unfortunately, soon after arriving, I realized that the 

neighbourhood spanned a mere five or six blocks and that, even in those few blocks, 

many of the retail spaces were boarded up and shut down.  Kamala Nayar, the only other 

person who, to my knowledge, has studied three generations of Sikhs in British 

Columbia, informed me that the Punjabi Market has been shrinking over the past three 

decades due to the rising rents and cost of living in Vancouver.  I also turned to professor 

Anne Murphy of the University of British Columbia, an anthropologist and expert on the 

local Sikh community.  She advised me to expand my area of study - perhaps to the 

neighbouring city of Surrey, where many former Punjabi Market residents now live - in 

order to find an adequate number of participants in the limited time I had.  I hesitated 

incorporating Surrey into my study for several reasons, including the long commute, 

which would be an inefficient use of time, and also because the grant funding my study 

was specifically awarded for research in Vancouver.  However, heeding Dr. Murphy's 

advice, I did expand my area of interest to include a 13 x 6 block zone directly east of the 

Punjabi Market - a distance of about 3/4 of a mile east.  This distance was chosen because 

the main gurdwara1 in South Vancouver, the Ross Street Temple2, is located thirteen 

                                                
1 A gurdwara (or temple), literally meaning “Gateway to the Guru”, is a Sikh house of 
worship.  
2 Also known as the Khalsa Diwan Society - a society created in 1908, shortly after the 
first Sikh arrival in British Columbia, to represent issues and interests pertinent to the 
Sikh population. 
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blocks East of the main strip of the Market; the space between the main strip and the 

gurdwara is densely populated with South Asian (particularly Punjabi) homes and 

commercial as well as community spaces. 

I aimed to start with participant observation in the Market, speaking with 

residents at social events and developing rapport with women of various ages.   My first 

step was to canvass neighbourhood shops, introduce myself, and tell owners about my 

project.  One grocery store owner was so responsive that he immediately phoned his 

sister-in-law and had her speak to me.  And so my first connection in the Punjabi Market 

was made.  This connection snowballed into others, resulting in more participants for the 

study.  All the while, I looked for, and found, participants elsewhere.  For example, I 

visited the Ross Street Temple for lunch on Tuesdays, as the weekly women’s service 

results in higher numbers of women at the temple on this day.  Additionally, I visited the 

Sunset Community Centre, which hosts a Friday program for senior South Asian ladies, 

as well as several programs for the neighbourhood youth.  Finally, I visited Ross Park, 

located a few blocks from the gurdwara and walking distance from my home.  During the 

summer, the park is full of Sikh men and women who spend their evenings playing cards 

and chatting, respectively.  It was a simple matter to group myself with the chatting 

ladies, who were extremely welcoming of both my study and me.   Their warm demeanor 

toward me might be attributed to the fact that, although I am not Sikh, I am part of the 

larger South Asian community and communicated with them in Hindi/Punjabi.   

Once establishing contact with participants, I met them according to their 

convenience, at a place and time of their choosing.  This was almost always their home 

during an afternoon hour.  The generations of women in a particular family would 
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interview either as a group or individually, depending on each family’s preference.  

Although interviewing in a group setting (elders in the presence of youth and vice versa) 

produced some concern about the authenticity of responses (particularly from the 

younger generation), it became apparent that the reason for any group interview was not 

for elders to monitor the responses of youth, but that the participants were pressed for 

time.  Additionally, the women who chose to be interviewed in groups did so because 

they were already very comfortable, candid and confident about sharing their world 

views with the other women of their families.  Once assembled, I provided participants 

with verbal descriptions of my research project: its purpose, what it entailed and its final 

goals.  I gave them the opportunity to ask any questions regarding the project, and let 

them know that they could remove themselves from the research process at any time they 

chose.  

To cover a range of topics, I used qualitative, open-ended interviews and followed 

guiding questions that were adjusted according to the generation of each woman. A list of 

twenty-two such questions served as a framework for discussion (see Appendix), though 

dialogue was allowed to develop according to the women’s cues as well. I began with 

basic questions about age, religion, education, occupation, and time spent in Canada.  

Then, the women were asked what they view as the most important elements of Indian 

tradition, how they learned their tradition, and what aspects of it they practice in Canada.  

If not mentioned already, I asked about possible contentious topics between generations 

such as marriage and dating, education, expectations of womanhood, etc. Through these 

questions, I explored what they perceived as challenges to maintaining Indian tradition in 
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Canada, which parts of tradition they felt that they have abandoned and why.  The 

answers to these questions helped in exploring the cultural shifts between generations.   

Participant observation was recorded through field notes, and interviews were 

taped and transcribed for analysis.  Transcriptions were then coded according to themes, 

the three recurring themes being arranged marriage, gendered expectations of the second 

generation and the varying practice of tradition according to setting.  My analysis 

examines these themes and disparities within and across the aforementioned three 

generations of women.  Throughout this analysis, the first generation is referred to as 

“grandmothers”, the second as “mothers” and the third as “daughters”, even though the 

“mothers” were also daughters and/or grandmothers. 

 

Overview of Chapters 

 This thesis begins with a brief overview of the historical and contemporary 

presence of Sikhs in British Columbia.  It describes the various flows of Punjabi 

immigrants that have come to Canada and also touches on their patterns of settlement 

around Vancouver.  The first chapter also describes the neighbourhood central to this 

study, the Punjabi Market, where a concentration of Vancouver Sikhs is found.  Finally, 

the opening chapter addresses the issue of Sikh adaptation into Canadian society, 

challenging Nayar’s implied assumption that Canadian Sikhs are barely adapting at all.  

The following chapters provide arguments against Nayar’s claim and for Sikh adaptation 

and adjustment to Canadian life. 

 The second chapter, focusing on a shift away from arranged marriage and toward 

dating, shows an example of Sikh adaptation to Western norms.  It describes how parents 
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negotiate this particular transition away from tradition by allowing their daughters to 

have romantic relationships before marriage, but still within very particular cultural 

boundaries.  The third chapter discusses the educational expectations of young women of 

the Punjabi Market.   It finds yet another example of Sikhs moving away from tradition in 

that they set high standards for their daughtersÕ academic achievements, delaying the age 

of marriage and further loosening the Òtight leashÓ that Sikh (and South Asian) women 

are often believed to be kept on, in order to have their sexualities guarded. 

 The fourth chapter delves into the topic of multiple lives and cultural dualities.  It 

provides an overview of CanadaÕs policy on multiculturalism and how this policy 

facilitates a balancing of cultural identities.  It describes how Sikh women perform 

expressions of culture (such as use of traditional attire) according to the particular space 

in which they find themselves.  The findings in this chapter show instances of 

adjustments made by the Sikhs, particularly the second-generation, to Òfit inÓ and feel 

more a part of Canadian society. 

 The conclusion serves to reiterate the main points of this study, as well as to 

highlight what the findings presented here say about Sikh adaptation in Canada.  Because 

of the relatively short nature of this thesis, many questions are left unaddressed.  The 

conclusion lists these as future inquiries to explore. 
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 Chapter 1: BC Sikhs and the Punjabi Market 

 

A Brief History 

 Of the estimated twenty million Sikhs worldwide, five per cent live outside of 

India.  Sikhs come from the Punjab (derived from Panch-ab, literally meaning “five 

waters” or “five rivers”) region, now divided between the two nations of India and 

Pakistan.  The first Sikhs to leave India for Canada did so between the late nineteenth and 

the early twentieth centuries.  At the time, all East Indians arriving in Canada were 

referred to as “Hindoo”, even though the vast majority of them were Sikh.  This first 

concentration in Canada eventually grew into what is today the largest Sikh diaspora after 

England.  They initially settled along the Pacific Coast in British Columbia, Canada, later 

dispersing to other areas of the country, such as Ontario and Alberta.  The most 

significant concentrations of Sikhs in Canada are found in Vancouver, BC and its 

neighbouring suburb, Surrey (Nayar 2004; Singh 1994; Tatla 1999; Walton-Roberts 

2003). 

 The Canadian Sikh population comes from a variety of areas of Punjab, with most 

tracing their roots to the districts of Hoshiarpur and Jallandhar.  Only 5,000 Sikh men 

comprised the first group of immigrants to arrive in British Columbia.  They came 

looking for temporary employment, envisioning a return to India within a few years of 

their arrival in Canada.  Many of them began working in the lumber trade, which led to 

Canadian animosity toward these new settlers because they were “usurping” jobs from 

natives.  As this concern rose, the Canadian government was forced to curtail and then 

entirely halt immigration from India (Nayar 2004). 
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 While a large fraction of those who imagined a return to India realized that goal, 

another significant part of the Sikh community stayed in Canada.  Those remaining were 

deemed second-class citizens by their host country and were unable to vote from 1908 to 

1947.  In addition, they were denied the right to work for any municipal or government 

sector, including public land (such as parks).  They also continued to encounter frequent 

hostility from the general public, based on racial and cultural differences.  This hostility 

became forever embedded into the collective Sikh memory by the 1914 Komagata Maru 

incident, during which 340 Sikhs (plus 24 Muslims and 12 Hindus) aboard the Japanese 

steam ship were denied entry to British Columbia.  They were instead confronted by 

gunboats and forced to return to India, sparking a period of unforgettable violence and 

bloodshed in the community (Dusenbury 1986).   

 Some speculate that the sight of thousands of dark-skinned, turbaned men (their 

wives were by and large left behind in India, since the men had expected to return after a 

period of time) Òtaking overÓ the Vancouver area led to enough public concern that, in 

1908, Canada passed a legislation to limit immigration from India.  However, following 

the First World War, immigration from India picked up again, this time allowing for the 

entrance of some women and children as well.  Even so, by 1940, Canada was home to 

only 4,000 Sikhs.  This was due to a combination of immigration restrictions and Sikhs 

returning home, as planned, to boast new status or to fight for Indian independence from 

Britain.   

 Following the Second World War, however, immigration barriers were 

significantly eased, although it is unclear whether this was because of humanitarian 

reasons or a changing world economy (Dusenbury 1986, 7).  By 1957, a quota of 300 
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Indians per year was allowed to enter Canada, along with close family members (Ames & 

Inglis, 1973).  Today, over a quarter million Sikhs reside in Canada, though it is 

important to note that they arrived in different waves.  Kamala Nayar (2004) lists these 

waves as: (1) The early arrivals discussed so far; (2) white-collar professionals entering 

Canada in the 1950s; (3) blue collar labourers arriving in the 1970s; (4) family members 

sponsored by Sikhs already residing in Canada, arriving between 1951 and the present 

and (5) political refugees, arriving after Operation Blue Star3 in 1984.  According to 

Nayar, the majority of Sikh immigrants arriving in the 1950s and 60s did so based on 

family sponsorship.   

 From their earliest arrivals in British Columbia, Sikhs were diligent in pursuing 

social equality for themselves in every arena, from employment to land ownership.  A 

vast majority of their political mobilization and activism has occurred through their 

gurdwaras.  In Vancouver, the Khalsa Diwan Society was founded in 1906 to serve the 

interests of the Sikh minority and, to this day, runs several temples around British 

Columbia.  More than just houses of worship, many of these temples continue to provide 

a variety of support for community members in need and also operate as arenas for 

regular, secular socializing4. 

                                                
3 An Indian military operation ordered by then Prime Minister Indira Gandhi, supposedly 
to target radicals and curtail Sikh separatism.  During the mission, curfew was imposed 
all over Punjab and, most notably, the Golden Temple was raided, killing hundreds.  The 
incident led to Gandhi’s eventual assassination by her Sikh bodyguards. 
4 That temples often double as gathering places for secular chit-chat is a point of 
contention in the community.  Many Sikhs believe that such social spaces provided by 
the gurdwaras take emphasis away from faith practices – that it has steadily become 
unclear whether attendees are gathering for worship or just to catch up with their friends 
after services are over.  “This is a temple, not a senior center”, said one young, very 
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BC Sikhs Today 

 Around 1966, 80 per cent of the Indian population in British Columbia was 

comprised of Sikhs (Ames & Inglis 1973), and although many other Indian minorities 

have since immigrated to BC, Sikhs remain a majority in the larger South Asian diaspora.  

They are considered the largest non-Christian religious group in the Greater Vancouver 

area (Nayar, 2004).  Although many Sikh families settle around temples, like the many 

established by the Khalsa Diwan Society, their settlement patterns have been diverse 

enough to prevent “ghetto-like isolation” from mainstream Canadian society (Campbell 

1977, 52). 

 The branching out of established Sikh populations in recent decades, from South 

Vancouver to numerous suburbs that extend all the way to the American border, has been 

regarded as a sign of their success (Campbell 1977, 53); it is an indicator of their 

economic and occupational growth.  In terms of the current thesis, this expansion also has 

led to increased contact with the dominant Canadian culture, having implications of 

adjustment and acculturation - two issues that will be discussed later on.  However, it is 

also important to note that the upward mobility of Sikhs corresponds to the amount of 

time they have spent in Canada.  Noticeable economic disparities still remain between 

Sikh groups, depending on the particular wave of immigration during which they arrived 

in British Columbia.                                                                                                      

 Today, it is estimated that about 90 per cent of the Sikhs residing in BC belong to 

                                                                                                                                            
religious critic from this study, commenting on the crowds of gossipy old ladies that 
gather each afternoon in temple cafeterias. 
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the Jat caste5.  This high caste refers to land-owning and cultivating Sikhs.  Although the 

Jat caste was, originally, a lower one (the founders of Sikhism were born into the khatri 

or “warrior” caste), over the course of time, Jats became politically and socially 

dominant, and inherited some of the key values of the warrior caste (Nayar 2004, 48), 

such as izzat, meaning honour (Dusenbery 1990. 

 Jat identity between the generations in Vancouver, as Nayar also points out (2004 

154), is shifting.  Parents and grandparents refer to themselves as Sikh or Jat Sikh, 

emphasizing a religious identity.  Some defining cultural ideologies - even those that are 

actually pan-Indian, such as izzat - are attributed by this generation to its religion.  In 

contrast, the second generation refers to itself as Punjabi or Sikh, or Punjabi Sikh, 

intertwining cultural and religious identities.  Nayar uses the term “confusing” where I 

use “intertwining”, possibly to highlight younger generation’s steady separation from the 

traditional and sometimes orthodox Sikh identity.  In any case, the second generation 

uses cultural and religious terms of identification interchangeably, as was apparent in this 

study when two teenage sisters asked me to explain the difference between Punjabi and 

Sikh to them.   

 Even the briefest of introductions to the contemporary British Columbian Sikh 

diaspora would be incomplete without mention of a major political faction, the 

                                                
5 The caste system is a subject of heated discussion among Sikhs – a discussion too 
complex for the boundaries of this paper.  To quickly summarize: because Sikhism 
originated out of objection to the perceived ills of Indian society, such as inequality 
created by the Hindu caste system, many Sikhs completely reject the idea of such a 
hierarchy.  They consider it antithetical to the tenets of their faith because the caste 
system was strongly criticized by Guru Nanak, the founder of Sikhism, as well as his nine 
successors.  Still, many Sikhs continue to identify with caste labels such as Jat or 
Chamar (lowest caste), arranging everything from business to marriage accordingly, even 
if it attracts criticism from other, caste-opposing, Sikhs. 
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Khalistanis.  Present in both Punjab and overseas diasporas, this group advocates for a 

separate Sikh state, Khalistan (Jones 1988).  This movement has been in existence since 

the Indo-Pak partition of 1947, but gained notable momentum in the 1980s, after 

Operation Blue Star.  The Khalistani cause is known for its hostile opposition toward the 

central Indian government, citing complaints about discrimination and under 

representation, and for emphasizing an adherence to orthodox Sikh tradition.  Many first 

and second generation BC Sikhs, who identify themselves as moderate, generally regard 

Khalistanis as fundamentalists and associate them with political violence (Ani 2010; 

Razavy 2005).  This is sometimes an unfair association, as many nonviolent, “moderate” 

Sikhs themselves often sympathize with Khalistani sentiments, sharing the painful 

memory of prejudice and ethnocentrism faced by Sikhs in India decades ago.   

 Just as some diasporic Sikhs view their Khalistani counterparts as leaning towards 

violence, the dominant Canadian population often views the Sikh community, as a whole, 

with similar suspicion of violent tendencies.  In 1984, some Sikhs in the West celebrated 

the assassination of Indian Prime Minister Indira Gandhi, a reaction received most 

unfavourably by Canadians.  Around the same era, two Air India bombings committed by 

Sikh separatists also perpetuated the Canadian perception of Sikhs as terrorists.  

Furthermore, numerous, high profile, violent crimes against women in the community 

have also attracted criticism against BC Sikhs.  And, in recent years, it is the young, 

second generation that often perpetuates a skeptical view of the community in the eyes of 

the Canadian majority.   

 In an attempt to break away from the demands of tradition and ‘fit in’, and to 

rebel against racism and discrimination, some Sikh youth – mostly young men - have 
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started embracing hip hop culture.   In so doing, these youth have adopted many aspects 

of rap culture, and have discarded their turbans and cut their hair.  In addition, embracing 

rap culture has, not uncommonly, included drug-related activities, often leading to gangs 

and violence (Nayar, 2004, 109).  This perpetuates a skeptical view of Sikhs as 

harbingers of violence that persists in British Columbia and Canada as a whole.  Even 

other members of the East Indian diaspora, like Muslims, sometimes adopt these dubious 

views of Sikhs.  Sikhs report that they grow tired of constantly battling majority 

suspicion and increasingly resent these stereotypes.  The second generation copes with 

this alienation from dominant culture by trying to blend in – by engaging in secular 

activities like wearing Western clothing, going out to parties and dating.  While some 

members of the older generation often object to these practices (Nayar, 2004; Hall, 2003), 

others just as often try to facilitate their children’s transition into Canadian society, by 

becoming increasingly permissive and expanding the once-rigid traditional boundaries to 

incorporate Canadian customs. 

 

The Families 

 Although the Sikh diaspora in Vancouver has roots dating to the turn of the 20th 

Century, the majority of Sikh settlers in the Punjabi Market area are members of the 

second, post 1960 wave of immigrants (Dusenbery, 1980).  Only one family in this study 

had connections to the first wave of Sikh settlers in Vancouver and those connections, 

too, appeared to be distant.  Most families belonged to the middle and upper-middle 

classes, while two of them appeared to be struggling for upward mobility.  Additionally, 

the parents in most families lacked a higher education.  This was particularly evident in 
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the mothers and grandmothers, with only one mother being fluent in English and having 

received a college education in India.  Since this thesis deals largely with marriage and 

dating, it is important to note that every single mother and grandmother interviewed for 

this study was married through arrangement. Community members in India, who had a 

mutual relationship with both husband and wife, generally arranged the marriages.   

 Most mothers in this study immigrated to Canada after being married and 

sponsored by their husbands.  Once a husband and wife were well established, they 

sponsored their parents and brought them to Canada.  As a result, most of the 

grandmothers had only been living in Canada for between six and twelve years.  In 

contrast, women of the youngest generation in this study were generally Canadian-born 

and/or raised, and had taken very few trips to India over the course of their lives.  While 

holding Indian culture near and dear to their hearts, most young women generally 

remembered India itself as a backward, dirty and overpopulated place.  Very few 

expressed a desire to return. 

 All mothers and grandmothers emphasized the need to have their daughters highly 

educated and employed in white collar, well paying jobs, thriving in areas of life6 that 

they had themselves struggled in as immigrants.  The quest for a better life was seen to 

reach fruition with children, so there was some pressure on daughters to appreciate their 

parents’ sacrifices by adhering to the parents’ traditional values.  While keeping 

traditions close to heart, and showing nostalgia and homesickness for India, all mothers 

and grandmothers expressed a genuine love for Canada as a land of opportunities and 

                                                
6 Mainly academic and employment areas. 
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repeatedly identified it as their home.  The sentiment of Canada as home was echoed by 

the younger generation of women. 

The daughters in this study ranged between thirteen and twenty three-years in age, 

except one in between generations who was thirty-four, and her mother, sixty-two.  All 

other mothers were in their early to mid forties, and grandmothers were estimated to be 

between sixty and eighty-five, although many did not know their exact date of birth. 

 

The Question of Cross-Cultural Adaptation 

 As previously noted, Kamala Nayar has produced the most recent, in-depth work 

on the Sikh diaspora of Vancouver.  She begins her book with the statement that Sikhs 

have a Òserious problem with adaptationÓ (2004, xi).  However, cross-cultural7 adaptation 

is a broad concept, elaborated on by several scholars (Bhatia 2007; Herbert 1989; Portes 

& Zhou 1993).  As such, it has a diverse range of meanings, depending on each given 

scholarÕs perspective.  While acknowledging that adaptation is a complex process, Nayar 

does not clearly state what she considers ÒadaptingÓ to be.  This poses a problem because, 

depending on which school of thought one subscribes to regarding cross-cultural 

adaptation, the allegations about the SikhsÕ failure to adapt can appear unfair or skewed. 

 In the simplest terms, adaptation can mean the process of modification or 

adjustment (Merriam-Webster, 2011).  Along these lines, my view of cross-cultural 

adaptation, specifically in the case of Vancouver Sikhs, is as follows:  cross-cultural 

                                                
7 Breaking cultural adaptation down, ÒcultureÓ itself has many definitions.  For the 
purpose of this paper, I subscribe to a definition of culture as being learned information.  
Information consists of everything from dance steps, to language, to every day etiquette, 
etc.  Learning consists of having the information transferred from one person to another, 
through observation, direct teaching, mimicry, etc. 
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adaptation takes place when a member of one culture finds himself in another and brings 

to the table home country traditions while, at the same time, absorbing the ways of the 

host country.  Which aspects of the home culture are maintained and which aspects of the 

host culture are adopted, is dependent on the immigrant-in-question’s circumstance. This 

negotiation of customs results in a bicultural way of life and, oftentimes, a bicultural 

identity.   

 If we view adaptation as a means by which one adjusts to a host culture, then due 

credit must be given to the Vancouver Sikhs.  They have indeed been adapting steadily, 

frequently verbalizing how they “adjust” their lifestyles to accommodate being in 

Canada.  Yet many from outside the community continue to view Sikhs as culturally 

stagnant.  Perhaps what these critics are really alluding to is that the Punjabi Sikh 

community isn’t appearing to assimilate into Canadian culture fast enough.  To these 

critics, I would say that adaptation is a process and also that there have been several 

waves of immigration from Punjab to Canada, with significant numbers of immigrants 

constantly arriving.  Therefore, much of the Sikh community may very well still be in its 

earlier stages of adaptation, and that should not be vilified as anything out of the 

ordinary.   

 Before denouncing Sikhs for failing to adapt or assimilate, it would also serve us 

well to consider marked and unmarked stigmas.  Unlike many European immigrants of 

the past, whose conscious decision to leave tradition behind for assimilation into 

American/Canadian culture, Punjabi immigrants possess the marked stigma of being 

brown.  Even as they shed the unmarked stigma of Sikhism, as many slowly discard their 

turbans and accents, many still remain visible and vulnerable to scrutiny based on certain 
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unavoidable physical features.   Being under a near-constant critical gaze may pose 

additional challenges to completely assimilating into the dominant Western society in 

which they live – in this case, Canada. 

 Although Sikhs have been present in Canada for well over a century, their host 

country itself has not made it exceedingly easy for them to integrate.  As BC Sikh history 

has shown us, the path toward becoming a bona fide Canadian has often been wrought 

with discrimination and hostility.  Sikhs have had to advocate for themselves, through 

gurdwaras for instance, to overcome innumerable obstacles, such as those already 

mentioned in the history above.  Because of this, Sikhs are an example of segmented 

assimilation (Portes & Zhu, 1993) in that they are definitely on the road toward 

integration (as the “adjustments” discussed in following chapters indicates); it is just that 

the road has not been straight, but winding and full of bumps (Bean & Brown, 2006).    

  

The Punjabi Market 

 Punjabi Market, sometimes known as the “Little India” district of Vancouver, is a 

blend of Indian eateries, stores and residences, and is located in the South end of the city.  

Its center extends from 49th and Main Street some five blocks south, ending at the Sunset 

Community Centre.  It is regarded as part of the larger Sunset Neighbourhood.  Some 

consider it a Punjabi enclave, even though it houses a large number of Chinese immigrant 

families, and some Canadians as well.  The Market has been described as a “multicultural 

creation”, run by ethnic Indians of various countries, from East Africa to Fiji to South 

Asia (Demers, 2009) and is officially recognized by Vancouver as being the Indian 

business district of the city.   
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 Main Street was once filled with groceries and carts of produce; bhangra music 

blared from entertainment shops and clothing bazaars bustled with business.  In recent 

years, however, many stores have been boarded up and shut down, creating a noticeable 

thinning of patrons on the strip.  This has been attributed to a large number of Indians 

moving out of Vancouver and into Surrey, due to the rising cost of housing and rented 

retail spaces.  In a desperate attempt to revive the neighbourhood, the construction of an 

“India Gate”8 was planned for completion by the 2010 Winter Olympics in Vancouver.  

Although the gate was never built due to lack of funding, after having spent months 

living in the Market and watching several shop keepers go out of business, I feel it would 

take much more than a fancy gate to restore the neighbourhood. 

 In spite of the dwindling South Asian retail presence, Main Street remains a 

community hub and not just for Sikhs, but Hindus, Muslims, other East Indians and 

South Asians in general.  It hosts annual Vaisakhi9 parades, as well as Diwali10 and Eid11 

celebrations.  Store and restaurant owners, regardless of their religious background, 

promote each of the festivals by displaying signs in their windows, having sales, and so 

on.  The strip carries on as a place where women can get their eyebrows shaped through 

                                                
8 The gate was basically to be an Indian version of the massive Chinatown-style gates one 
may be more familiar with.  Instead of pagoda tops and dragons, it was to have Taj Mahal 
tops and elephants on it. 
9 Sometimes called Baisakhi, is a Sikh harvest festival.  It falls on the first day of 
Vaisakh, which is the second month of the Sikh solar calendar. 
10 Also known as Deepawali is a Hindu and Sikh festival of lights, also celebrated 
culturally by many East Indian Muslims. 
11 A Muslim festival celebrating the accomplishment of fasting during the month of 
Ramadan. 
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threading in beauty salons and peruse clothing bazaars, men can gather to chat in paan
12 

shacks, and the community can keep up with the latest Bollywood movie and music 

releases. 

 In terms of residents, the back streets on either side of Main are quiet and lined 

with middle-class homes, with South Asian families living predominantly west of Main 

Street.  It is often the case in British Columbia that pockets of Sikh housing can be found 

concentrated around gurdwaras (Campbell 1977; Nayar 2004).  The Punjabi Market area 

has two temples, at least one of which was established in the early half of the 20th 

century.  The presence of these temples may explain the high concentration of Sikh 

families in this particular area of Vancouver.   

 These days, it is difficult to find any house in the city that is easily affordable to 

most people (hence the high rise, condo boom which continuously alters the Vancouver 

skyline).  Unlike certain enclaves that have become unfortunately “ghettoized”, the 

Punjabi Market is located in a fairly desirable part of town, with beautiful tree-lined 

streets, many well-kept parks, plenty of public transit options, a mall and a community 

center.  It is mere minutes away from Downtown Vancouver and, depending on where 

one is in the neighbourhood, boasts some picturesque views of the mountains.  This 

convenient and desirable setting has made housing prices near Main Street skyrocket.  

Fortunately, the majority of Punjabi homeowners in the Market area bought their houses 

during the immigration influx of the 1970s, when real estate was still affordable.  The 

                                                
12 Betel leaves, traditionally stuffed with a combination of fennel seeds, betel nut, chalk, 
coconut and, sometimes, tobacco. 
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father of one family in this study proudly stated that his house was now worth over 

$800,000. 

 Although many Punjabi immigrants from the 1960s and 70s are settled down and 

established in their middle-class homes, other, newer immigrants must rent homes or 

sections of homes in the area – often from their better-established, earlier counterparts.  

Still other Punjabis, who have found exceptional success doing business in Canada, erect 

enormous, high end homes in the neighbourhood.  One family I visited was in the process 

of moving into their newly built house.  Their daughter insisted I take a tour, showing off 

their rosewood floors, cast iron banisters, countertops made of fine stone and, her 

favourite, the massive entryway chandelier.   

 It is obvious that the neigbourhood is an eclectic mix of socioeconomic classes of 

Indians, particularly Punjabi Sikhs.  Although many retailers have closed shop and Main 

Street is far more depressed and empty than it once was, the Punjabi Market remains a 

place where members of the East Indian diaspora congregate.  Here, they come to 

celebrate, to share music and food, and to nostalgically remain connected to a sense of 

“home.” 
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Chapter 2: Dating and Arranged Marriage in the 
Punjabi Market  
 

 As much as the Punjabi Market appears as a “bubble” of Indian-ness that provides 

a profound sense of “home”, its residents are certainly not deaf to the messages of the 

dominant Canadian culture.  These messages and values can be seen permeating and 

changing the lives of Sikh families, particularly the second generation.  This chapter 

looks at the practice of dating among young women of the diaspora, showing an instance 

of the negotiation of East-West cultures; it illustrates one key way in which BC Sikhs are 

moving toward Canadian customs. 

 Of the seven families interviewed here, three had daughters who, either at the 

time of the study or in the past, had a boyfriend that their families knew about.  Of the 

remaining four families, three had daughters who were too young to date and one had a 

daughter who dated in the past, but had kept it a secret from her parents.   In a culture 

where dating has traditionally been frowned upon, the young women’s dating habits and 

parents’ openness to dating should be interpreted as an adoption of Western practice.  

Still, the parent’s leniency toward this practice came with a compromise: their daughters 

had to date within Sikh or Hindu groups and, sometimes, they had to date within the same 

caste.  The caste requirement, however, was only observed with the higher caste Jat 

Sikhs.   

All of the young women in this study seemed acutely aware of various traditional 

boundaries when choosing a mate.  One of these boundaries was having to limit their 

number of boyfriends to one per lifetime, as serial monogamy was viewed as undesirable 
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or shameful.  In other words, it was only acceptable for a woman to date as long as her 

boyfriend was understood to be her betrothed.   For this reason, many daughters had 

secret relationships until they were fairly certain that they had secured a future with a 

particular person.  As one twenty-three year old told me:  

Daughter:  In high school I had to have secret relationships.  Even my 
relationship with my boyfriend, at first, my parents didnÕt know about 
it.  Because I was kinda like, you know, like, just Ð I just didnÕt want 
something to happen.  Like, what if we broke up? Do you know what I 
mean? I donÕt want to put my parents in embarrassment or shame.  And 
I donÕt wanna look back.  Even with my dad, I didnÕt tell my dad about 
my boyfriend untilÉ last October.  
 
Just this past October? 
 
Daughter:  This past one.  Just because IÕm like, ÒWhat if something 
happens? [As in, a break up] I donÕt want my dadÉÓ I donÕt know.  I 
respect my dad so much.  I donÕt want him to feel hurt and I donÕt want 
himÉ you know what I mean?  

 

 The requirement of choosing a partner for life, and one from Sikh or Hindu 

groups, was only broken by the thirty-four year old daughter who, during the time of the 

study, was in a relationship with a white Canadian man.  Her case is an exception, 

though, because she had previously been married to a Sikh of the same caste and also had 

a child with him.  However, following her divorce, her parents grew accepting of more 

inclusive partner options, as they Òjust wanted her to be happy.Ó   

While dating might sound like a controversial topic for first generation 

immigrants, daughters appeared to have relatively open communication with their 

mothers about the opposite sex, relationships and dating.  Another daughter commented 

on this openness: 
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Daughter: My parents are pretty open, you know.  My mom will talk 
about sex and it’s like “No, no, no! I don’t want to talk to you about 
that!”  
 
Does she really? 
 
Daughter: Yeah! It’s like, “No!” Awkward! [laughter] 
 
So that sounds like pretty high levels of communication… 
 
Daughter: Yeah.  Yeah.  It totally is. 
 
So if she’s talking about that, it sounds like the levels of 
communication are pretty high. 
 
Daughter: Yeah.  It is.  It is.  Like even going out, she’s just, “If you 
guys are going out, just make sure to tell us where you are and what 
you’re doing.” 

 
Such openness about sex challenges popular notions of South Asian “patriarchy”, which 

has generally been thought to fiercely police the sexuality of young women.  It 

illuminates that “patriarchy” is indeed a concept malleable according to the cultural 

context of a given diaspora (Walton-Roberts & Pratt, 2005).  Also, the theme of parents 

rather knowing what their daughters are up to than having heavy restrictions resulting in 

the youngsters leading double lives, appeared as a trend among the families.  This 

concern may have helped push toward the compromise of allowing dating within 

traditional boundaries.   

 It is important to note that, although parents appeared to set the rules of dating 

according to traditional values, these values were also espoused by the daughters 

themselves, and were considered a priority when choosing a mate.  Lalonde et al. call this 

“independent self-construal” (2004) and suggest that second generation immigrants tend 

to retain their parents’ value of maintaining tradition via traditional mates.  Daughters, 



 33 

like the nineteen year old below, repeatedly spoke of the importance of having a Sikh 

mate: 

Well, how do you feel about interracial or intercultural relationships? 
 
Daughter: I guess, the thing is, I’m really strong on my religion, the 
way I’ve been brought up… I guess it does matter what kind of person 
the individual is but it doesn’t matter what their values are in terms of 
whether they go to the gurdwara everyday or not.  But in terms of their 
religion, it does get hard… my mom’s got a friend who married a white 
individual, and she still goes by [her Punjabi name], but it’s different 
because her kids are half [Indian] but they don’t know Punjabi.  And 
she sort of tries to teach them now but they’re like, “Oh no, that’s 
okay” sort of, right? So, it does become tough. 

 
Here, it was important to have a Sikh partner not for his level of piety, but for the sake of 

someday transmitting traditions to the next generation.  Another commonly stated reason 

to marry within one’s religious group was avoiding conflict and facilitating smoother 

communication between mates.  Mothers and daughters alike expressed this concern.  

One mother said: 

Well, if there are such [interracial/intercultural] relationships between 
Chinese and Punjabi, then the Punjabi might later say that, “Oh, my 
kids have to go to the gurdwara” and the Chinese might say, “The kids 
have to go to a Chinese church” and that’s what will make them happy. 

 
 

On a different note, the daughters in this study did not seem to view any group 

pressure (to date or marry within the Sikh/Hindu tradition) as a hurdle to their individual 

choice.  Instead, they balanced Western individualist and Eastern collectivist roles by 

breaking away from tradition and dating, but always doing so with their parents’ values 

in mind and under the condition that the boyfriend was also Sikh or Hindu.   

 Though there are clearly expectations that young women must choose a mate who 

is acceptable by Sikh standards, there is a major shift toward acculturation in that dating 
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is even allowed. While their own marriages had been arranged in India, and they could 

not imagine ever having dated as young women themselves, mothers not only accepted 

their daughters finding their own mates but, in some instances, encouraged it.  Take, for 

example, this revealing dialogue with a mother and daughter pair, in which the mother 

had a strained and somewhat regretful relationship with her husband:  

You feel that it [dating] is better than an arranged marriage? 
 
Mother: Yes, it is better.   
 
Why? 
 
Mother:  Because…  
 
Daughter:  She probably doesn’t want to say it (because the father may be 
within earshot), but… 
 
She can whisper it, if she likes. 
 
Daughter:  She just feels like you would probably end up leading a better 
life if you know someone a lot better; she probably regrets a little… (not 
knowing her own husband very well) 
 
Do you feel that when people date, they know each other better? 
 
Mother:  Yes.  And that’s why it is better.   
 

 
 Even grandmothers appeared surprisingly flexible with dating.  As rigid and old 

fashioned as one might expect a them to be, one eighty-five year old nani13 said that, 

though she preferred the youth in her family find relationships with other Sikhs or 

Hindus, it was acceptable to look outside their religious group, to other minorities or 

white Canadians.   She accepted the fact that one of her granddaughters was in a dating 

relationship (with another Sikh) and that another granddaughter had no interest at all in 

                                                
13 Maternal grandmother. 
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pairing with a Punjabi/Sikh boy.  Rather than the religious background of potential mates, 

or how mates were found, this particular grandmother considered a higher Indian value to 

be one of an ever-lasting marriage.  She emphasized teaching her daughters and 

granddaughters to be kind to their husbands, most especially in trying times; to never 

leave their husbands' sides because a relationship appeared to be going sour, but to 

instead show the highest degree of patience and love toward their ingmen. 

 When asked about their acceptance of dating and the vociferousness of young 

women against arranged marriage, mothers and grandmothers generally replied with, 

Òyou just have to adjust.Ó  In other words, if a daughter was being raised in India, it might 

be more reasonable to expect her to marry a man of her familyÕs choosing; to marry him 

either entirely willingly or at least out of respect for her parentsÕ will.  However, knowing 

that the second generation is caught between East-West traditions, that dating is an 

integral part of Canadian social life, and that their daughters are Ògood girlsÓ who make 

every effort to learn about and adhere to Punjabi tradition while balancing Canadian lives 

as well, parents made a concession allowing their daughters to find their own mates and 

pursue romantic, dating relationships.   

Negotiating concessions like dating within specific boundaries is an example of 

elders practicing Òjudicious biculturalismÓ (Dasgupta, 1998) which allows them to feel in 

control of the level and pace of their communityÕs acculturation.   It also highlights the 

fact that, while Vancouver Punjabis may not be completely assimilated, they are slowly 

but surely adapting to Canadian customs out of the realization that one has to amend 

tradition according to the norms of a new home culture.  In 2000, Talbani reported that 

acculturation resulted in high levels of stress in Indo-Canadian families, so it is possible 
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that the acceptance of "having to adjust” has come about fairly recently.  In fact, one 

daughter pointed out that her mother was far stricter when the daughter was in high 

school than now, just five years later.  This observation of increased flexibility also 

challenges Dasgupta’s (1998) finding that as South Asian daughters grew older and 

closer to marriageability, their mothers grew more rigid and conservative.    

In this study, there were several instances of mothers shifting their attitudes about 

dating and becoming increasingly permissive as years went by.  For instance, one 

daughter observed that, just ten years ago, her female cousins were never allowed to “go 

out” - that is, attend parties, date or go anywhere with male friends.  She also emphasized 

that there are far fewer restrictions on her younger sister’s social life than there were on 

hers at the same age.  Unlike Talbani's (2000) study, where girls were heavily monitored 

and restricted, every family in this study now permitted their daughters to “go out”, 

within reason and assuming there was open dialogue about their whereabouts and plans.  

"Going out" and romantic relationships are a new step in the selective assimilation of 

Sikhs, bringing the diaspora a long way from the '80s (Wakil and Wakil, 1981), when 

dating was reported as being completely incompatible with Indian values. 

 

Conclusion 

Although Sikh adaptation (or a lack thereof) has been routinely criticized, often 

times harshly, my study found several instances of the community breaking stereotypes 

and tradition, reshaping gender expectations and signaling a process of adaptation and 

adjustment.  The shift toward dating and "love" marriage is one such instance.  Although 

current dating practices in the Punjabi Market area are not nearly as permissive as those 
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of the dominant Canadian society, dating itself is an act more permissive than many 

South Asians - in Western diasporas or in their home countries - generally permit.  It is 

important to note that the big shift from arranged marriage expectations to the acceptance 

of young women "going out" and choosing their own mates seems to have happened 

during the last decade.  This shift may not have occurred in such a relatively short period 

of time were it not for the direct influence of Western culture in these families' lives, and 

the families' subsequent realization that one must accommodate the customs of his or her 

new country.  Along those lines, it is crucial to note that women of all ages - whether it 

was a grandmother who had spent a mere six years in Canada, or a Canadian-born 

daughter - strongly identified as Canadian and with Canada being their home, not host, 

country.  In some cases, the elders identified Canada as home more so than India.  This 

self-identification of "Canadian" has allowed for adaptation through the adoption of 

Western traditions, like dating and many others not discussed in this chapter. 
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Chapter 3: Gendered Expectations of Education 

  

 Perhaps the most pervasive stereotype about the Sikh community in Vancouver is 

that it is extremely oppressive of women.  This image is solidified by instances of 

violence and ÒhonourÓ killings in the community that have made headlines over recent 

years.  For instance, Dr. Anne Murphy of the University of British Columbia told me of a 

Sikh teacher from nearby Surrey who shot his wife (another teacher at the same school) 

in the head and left her blind.  In addition, a shop keeper shared the story of two Hindu 

brothers shot to death in their video store by a young Sikh man, who later told police that 

one of the brothers had started a romance with his sister, thus sullying her reputation as 

well as her familyÕs.   Such stories permeate the imagination of non-Sikhs in Vancouver, 

and in Canada in general, leaving them further convinced of the ÒbackwardnessÓ of Sikhs 

and a Sikh reluctance to adapt to ÒcivilizedÓ Canadian customs. 

 An important way in which Sikhs of the Punjabi Market area challenge the 

perception of female oppression is through the education of young women.  Interviews in 

this study showed changing expectations of women in both professional and academic 

realms.  Sikh daughters, pushed by their families to pursue higher degrees, were far more 

educated compared to their mothers and, in a somewhat unexpected14 finding, compared 

to their male peers as well. 

 

Education Levels of Punjabi Market Women 

                                                
14 It is somewhat unexpected because of a popular stereotype of Indian men as studious, 
career-oriented and economically successful, as well as the common notion of Indian 
culture as valuing the prospects of men far more than those of women. 
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 Of the oldest generation in this study, only one sixty-two year old woman was 

educated and highly so.  She had not only earned a bachelorÕs degree, but also a second, 

graduate degree, both received in India.  All other women in the 60+ age group were 

uneducated and had generally not been sent to school while growing up in Punjab.  These 

elder women spoke minimal to no English and didnÕt appear to feel the need to learn 

English, due to the high concentration of Punjabi media, activities, events, public services 

and, most importantly, Punjabi people in the South Vancouver neighbourhood. [For 

instance two nani-mas15 at a grocery store were confused about an item with an English 

label they could not read.  Rather than being frustrated by the language barrier, they 

simply looked around for the first Indian face Ð me Ð and asked for a translation of the 

label.] 

 In contrast to these elderly mothers, the middle generation of women in this study 

did attend school but was never highly educated.  This generationÕs schooling was 

minimal in that the women had attended school, but generally not beyond their early 

teenage years. Their daughters identified them as being ÒuneducatedÓ.  These womenÕs 

education was considered more than complete by their teenage years, however, as they 

had not only attained literacy, but also general knowledge in a variety of subjects.  As 

with the generation before them, their career was assumed to be one of a wife, mother 

and homemaker, and so they were never expected to pursue higher education.   

 

The Impact of Education (or lack thereof) on WomenÕs Roles 

                                                
15 Nani-ma or Nani-Amma, literally meaning ÒmotherÕs motherÓ, is a general term of 
respect and endearment, used to refer to elder women of the community. 
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 Judging by the ages of their children and grandchildren, the oldest generation in 

this study had been married at a fairly young age, sometimes during teenage years. The 

men they married were, like them, largely uneducated – this was due to the agricultural 

nature of earning a living in their Punjabi villages.  In an ever so slight contrast with the 

grandmothers, the mothers in this study had been married in their early twenties, just a 

few years later than the generation of women before them. Their husbands - middle 

generation men in this study - spoke English and, with the exception of only one man, 

spoke it with great fluency and the occasional hint of a Canadian accent.  These husbands 

were not considered educated by their children, as they had generally not received post 

secondary schooling.  Only one man – married to the aforementioned highly educated 

grandmother – held a master’s degree, which he received in India.   

Due to a combination of not speaking English, lacking an education equivalent to 

Canadian high schooling, and having experience primarily in the domestic sphere, the 

middle generation of women in this study held low level jobs in the service industry.  

Five of the seven mothers interviewed worked jobs that were extensions of their domestic 

female roles.  These included washing dishes at a community center, caring for elderly 

Canadians in an assisted living facility, and handing out food in a cafeteria.  Some of 

their husbands, because of their fluency in English, were able to settle into trade jobs 

such as contracted construction and cargo shipping.  Still other husbands, being older and 

lacking education, struggled with unemployment.   

Although many middle generation women worked outside the home just as their 

husbands did, they were mostly expected to continue with their domestic roles as well.  

Even those whose husbands were unemployed maintained their household duties as 
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homemakers while working.  Indeed, these mothers were so busy that their interviews 

with me were often juggled alongside minding food on the stove, checking on elders 

living in the home, cleaning and having to run errands.  Some women were relieved of a 

few of these responsibilities, provided they could pass them onto their daughters. For 

other women, the stress of having to wear many hats created marital tension.  For 

instance, as I arrived at one family’s home, the father was on his way out the door to go 

to the park and play cards with neighbourhood men, while the mother was busy in the 

kitchen after a long day of work.  Her children fussed with different requests for dinner, 

which she was trying to accommodate.  By the time she sat down for her interview, she 

was exhausted, saying:  

 
Things should be equal in the home between men and women.  
The men should help too, right?  Where is he? He went to the park 
to be with his friends.  He says, “I work all day.”  But what about 
me? Don’t I work too? I work and then I do housework too.  My 
daughters help a little but they are still too young [to do much]. 

 
 While the grandmothers in this study were raised believing that a woman’s role 

was to look after home and hearth and taught their daughters the same, it often appeared 

that the middle generation was conflicted about being prescribed such a role.  Instead, it 

seemed that the middle generation here departed from its mothers’ ideologies and 

lifestyles, and began espousing ideas like, “Men should do everything women do, and 

vice versa.”  This is likely because Canadian life forced the middle generation into the 

public sphere while providing no relief from its roles in the private sphere.  Having to 

manage the duties of both spheres often created a burden on the mothers heavy enough 

for them to voice displeasure about the traditional division of labour, which entitled men 



 42 

to relax after work shifts, but forced women to begin a second shift - the domestic shift Ð 

after work. 

 As the mothers worked hard to balance roles and responsibilities of public and 

private domains, their daughters laughed at the notion of cooking and dismissed the 

thought of ever having to live according to such divisions of labour.  Rejection of 

traditional domestic roles was seen in all daughters, except the thirty-four year old 

participant, who admitted that, because she was inbetween generations, she was Òmore 

old fashionedÓ than girls in the community who were younger.  An instance is found in 

the following exchange: 

Have they [the parents] tried to teach you to cook?  
 
Daughter: Oh yeah.  TheyÕre like, ÒYou should learn and get 
married soon.Ó16  IÕm like, ÒUh, no! ItÕs not happening!Ó 

 
This second generation attitude starkly contrasts with that of the mother generation.  For 

example, one mother answered the question ÒWhat role should women play in making a 

strong family?Ó as follows: 

Women should be good.  They should be goodÉ  so the family 
will be good.  They should be good with the children and things 
will be smooth in the home.  Like, before school, she should make 
them [the children] breakfast; they will eat the breakfast and feel 
well and, when they come home and food is ready, that will also 
make them feel good.   

 
However, this mother kept with her generationÕs pattern of striving for shared 

responsibility in the domestic sphere.  When asked what role men should play in the 

                                                
16 Parents often teased their daughters with such traditional nags, or half-jokes, which 
were interpreted by the daughters as never intending to apply any serious pressure to get 
married.  Nevertheless, they generated disapproving responses from the daughters that 
were telling of the second-generation toward traditional expectations of women. 
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creation of a strong family, she responded, “Men should also do [domestic] work together 

and equally, half and half.”  As mentioned earlier, all the participants in the mother 

generation echoed this sentiment. 

 Since second generation children are known to espouse the values of the first 

generation (Lalonde et al. 2004), it is no surprise that mothers’ shifting ideas about the 

division of labour rub off on their daughters.  This influence, combined with the 

Canadian ideals of capitalism (both husband and wife must work) and gender equality 

(men should help with domestic chores/women should not be restricted by domestic 

chores), has created a generation of young women resistant to the limitations of the 

domestic sphere.  Instead of cooking and cleaning, girls have devoted their attention, and 

parents’ their resources, toward higher education. 

 The education of young women has generally been restricted in Indian culture 

and, although progress has certainly been made over time, women continue to struggle 

for higher education opportunities.  In India, marriage is still tied to women’s limited 

education.  For instance, Derne’s (1994) study of forty-nine urban Hindu men in Benares 

found that even men who accepted or encouraged women’s education rarely advocated 

that women should be as educated as men (85).  Education was thought to lower a 

woman’s marriageability because, since most men required a wife who was less 

educated, the pool of men from which an educated woman could marry was increasingly 

narrowed depending on her level of education.  For instance, a woman with B.A. would 

need to find a man with an M.A. (Derne 1994: 87) Furthermore, Derne found that Indian 

fathers were also reluctant to educate their daughters, to better preserve the young 

women’s chastity (89).   The aim was to get a daughter married by the age of twenty or 
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twenty-two, to ensure that her sexuality would be controlled, and this naturally hindered 

the higher education of young women. 

 In line with DerneÕs findings, Western held stereotypes frequently paint pictures 

of a male dominant South Asian culture that oppresses women and binds them to a fate of 

wifehood in the kitchen.  At the same time, another Western stereotype about South 

Asians (and Asians in general) persists: that they are academically gifted.  The view of 

Asians as exceptionally studious contributes to their status of Òmodel minorityÓ.   When 

the two stereotypes (of female oppression and inclination towards academics) are taken 

together, people are often left with images of male South Asians as bright, young doctors 

or engineers, and female South Asians as docile, young homemakers.  

 However, an unexpected finding of the present study is Sikhs in Vancouver are 

challenging the aforementioned misconceptions by always encouraging young women 

toward post-secondary education, and even graduate school, as a means of empowerment.  

One participant, whose mother worked in a retirement home kitchen, suggested that her 

motherÕs lack of education leading to a low-level job fueled her parentsÕ desire to educate 

their daughters: ÒMomÕs not veryÉ[educated]. She did her high school but thatÕs about 

it.  Whereas with us, they want us to get the most education as we can. ThatÕs the most 

important.Ó  Education was seen opening doors to better employment opportunities and 

social status, something the parents themselves had not attained. 

 

Educational Expectations by Gender 

 While young women in this study were being pushed toward college, the brothers 

of these women were generally either not pushed as hard as their sisters to pursue college 
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or were steered away from it entirely.  [Though, in certain cases, this was because the 

brothers were considerably younger than their sisters and still only middle school aged.]  

In two families in particular, contrast between the expectations of young men and women  

was starkly evident.   

 In the first family, of two daughters and a son, the older daughter was pursuing a 

degree in criminal justice while the younger was still in high school, with plans to 

continue her education beyond a high school diploma.  Their older brother, however, had 

not pursued education beyond high school and was not employed.  Far from the 

stereotype of a straight-laced, South Asian engineer or doctor-in-training, he spent most 

of his day either at home or out with his friends, also young Sikh men.  Sleeves of tattoos 

covered his arms, sparking heated contention with his parents.  However, other than the 

tattoos, little else was mentioned about the son, his aspirations or his parentsÕ academic 

expectations of him.  On the other hand, the father insisted about his daughters, ÒWe want 

them to do something with their lives.  Our younger daughter sometimes says that she 

wants to go to beauty school, and even that is fine.  As long as it makes her happy and 

she is in some sort of school.Ó 

 In another family, a twenty three year old woman, attending graduate school for 

environmental studies, reported that the young women in her family were far more 

educated than the young men. 

Daughter: My cousinsÉ the girls are actually more educated than 
the guys in my family.  All the girls in my family, like my first 
cousins, have all gone to university.   
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And Dinesh and his brother…they work in Uncle’s17 shop?18 
 
[Daughter] Yeah. Dinesh and Harish and Param.  So they finished 
high school.  Harish is actually doing his realtor [certificate]. And 
he’s doing his home inspection, I think.  So Harish has actually 
done some schooling.  He’s the only boy in our family who has 
done school. 
 
So the boys have not attended university? 
 
[Daughter] No.  They haven’t.  None of the boys attend university. 
So yeah, the girls are educated, the guys not so much. 
 

 It appears that one of the reasons daughters were pressed harder than sons to 

pursue higher education is the easy availability of trade jobs for men.  In other words, 

schooling was encouraged for young women because they were not as likely as men to 

find jobs in fields such as construction, shipping, or other trades for which a B.A. is not 

normally required.  To ensure that their daughters are able to earn a living someday, 

parents encouraged them to aim for college.  As the daughter quoted above explained: 

Daughter: I tried.  I even told my dad, I told him “Oh, I want to 
work at Longshore.” And he’s like, “Are you crazy? Girls don’t do 
that kinda stuff.” 
 
Can you tell me what Longshore is?  
 
Daughter:  It’s like docking.  It’s like, when ships come in they 
unload.  You know, like what comes from China.  The port, the 
Port of Vancouver. 
 
Oh, sure.  I understand now. 
 
Daughter: So yeah, he’s like, “Girls don’t do that kinda stuff! It’s 
only guys’ work!”19  

                                                
17 “Uncle” and “Aunty” are terms with which younger members of the community 
address their elders, even those who are strangers.  They emphasize not only respect for 
one’s elders but also the role of the community as extended family. 
18 This question refers to two male cousins of the participant who worked in their father - 
“Uncle’s” – shop, which I frequented on a near daily basis. 



 47 

 
 In this particular family, generations of men had traditionally worked as 

longshoremen, starting soon after their arrival in the 1970s.  The daughter above, having 

seen her father and uncles build stable lives based on employment in trades, and having 

seen her male cousins being expected to carry on this family tradition, assumed that she 

could also find a job on the docks after high school if she so chose; she did not want to 

pursue higher education.  It was a surprise to her when her father prohibited her from 

working a ÒmanÕsÓ job and instead pressed her to attend college.   The motive to send 

daughters to college and beyond appeared to be a financial one.  It was intended to ensure 

that the young women could attain economic independence in Canada, a society based on 

individualism, where social roots and networks do not run as deep as they did in Punjab 

and each person is expected to earn his or her own way to a decent standard of living. 

 Qin-Hillard (2003) examined gender disparity in the academic and professional 

goals of immigrants.  She found that, across most ethnic groups, immigrant girls held 

higher educational aspirations and better educational achievements than their male 

counterparts.  One explanation of this gender gap is the policing of womenÕs sexualities, 

as daughtersÕ activities outside the house are restricted by the commitment to school and 

time-consuming schoolwork.  Also, by curbing outside activity, school can also be 

perceived as a way to protect young women by curtailing their contact with violence and 

perceived harmful environments (Qin-Hillard, 2003: 94).   Immigrant girls may also see 

school as a liberating space that empowers them against the rigid expectations of tradition 

                                                                                                                                            
19 It could be speculated that the fatherÕs view of ÒmenÕs workÓ is still sexist in a 
stereotypically Indian way, however, his pigeonholing of women and men, and their 
respective roles, is more a reflection of universal standards of gender.  A Canadian man is 
just as likely to view long shoring as physically taxing ÒguyÕs workÓ.  
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by providing leverage in future arenas like marriage.  These explanations, however, are 

not consistent with my findings, which showed that parents were increasingly permissive 

with their daughters’ movements and social lives, and that daughters – being able to date 

and “go out” – did not view tradition as terribly stifling.  Rather, they tended to place 

significant importance on it, even while they often bent traditional rules [discussed 

further in the following chapter.] 

 A more fitting explanation, also provided by Qin-Hillard, suggests that immigrant 

parents encourage daughters to pursue education and do well in school because 

daughters’ academic success and future employment contributes to “the family’s sense of 

‘making it’” in a new country (2003: 92).  This is certainly in line with the fundamental 

value of dharam20, or duty.  Kamala Nayar eloquently sums up the concept of dharam as 

“the performance of proper actions according to the moral and ethical rules of nature and 

society” (2004: 47).  Each person performs dharam in order to preserve social order 

through fulfilling duties to one’s parents, elders and children.  These duties are satisfied 

mainly in the context of family and household, and include the successful acquisition of 

material comforts.  In other words, to find a good job and be able to support one’s family 

– especially one’s parents in their old age – is fulfilling the central value of dharam.  For 

young women unable to find well paying trade jobs, this means having to have post 

secondary education of some kind.                                                                                                    

 Not only is making sure that one’s family “makes it” in their new country a matter 

                                                
20 Although dharam and related concepts appear as a central religious idea in Hinduism, 
and as a core cultural concept in the Sikh community, they are a pervasive pan-Indian 
value (and articulated by many immigrant groups outside Indians as well). 
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of duty, it is also a matter of karam21.  This concept dictates that every personÕs actions 

have consequences in life Ð positive or negative - according to that personÕs own merit 

(Nayar, 2004: 47).  So, because parents made enormous sacrifices22 to give their children 

a better life, children are expected to repay their parents with their own hard work, 

sacrifices and successes.  If they didnÕt, it was feared that their children someday might 

not fulfill similar duties to them. 

 

Conclusion 

 In spite of sordid, news making events of violence against women in the Sikh 

community, many Sikhs in the Vancouver area are breaking the image of pervasive 

female oppression in their community.  They do so through various means: flexibility 

with their daughtersÕ social lives and movements, encouraging young women to pursue a 

wide range of professional goals and, importantly, by pushing them to go to college and 

beyond.  The professional aspirations of the daughters interviewed in this study included 

pediatrician, police officer, beautician, surgeon, travel agent and pharmacist.  One young 

woman commented that, while a B.A. was a ÒminimumÓ expectation of women in her 

generation, she would most likely set a minimum requirement of Ò at least some graduate 

schoolÓ for her own daughter someday.  From an Òelder generationÓ of completely 

uneducated women, to a Òmother generationÓ of somewhat educated women, to a 

                                                
21 Commonly referred to in Sanskrit and Western thought as karma. 
22 Leaving Punjab and struggling through the trials of immigrant life was cited by many 
parents as the primary sacrifice, and one that they expected to have repaid by their 
childrenÕs future achievements academically and professionally, and the childrenÕs 
subsequent attainment of material comforts.  ÒWhy did we come here and work so hard 
[if not for our children to succeed]?Ó was a commonly expressed sentiment among 
mothers in this study. 
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“daughter generation” of highly educated women, we can see that the standard of 

education for Sikh women is getting ever higher. Striving to “make it” in Canada 

highlights a Sikh desire to adapt to Western life, and attaining that goal by sending young 

women to college is a sign of the slow habituation of Sikhs to life in Canada.     
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Chapter 4:  The Balancing Act  
 
 
 For second-generation Sikh women, adaptation to Canadian culture often leads to 

what some academics have referred to as “walking a tight rope of culture” (Handa, 2003), 

and what several participants in this study described as being “between two worlds.” In 

this chapter, I describe how cultural duality is viewed by the women in the study, and 

how second generation Sikh women negotiate their Punjabi and Canadian identities.  The 

first step in this analysis is to provide a background on Canada’s attitudes toward 

multiculturalism. 

 

Canada on Multiculturalism 
 
 Unlike the United States, which encourages the blending of various ethnic 

backgrounds into a larger, American culture – a “melting pot” - Canada prides itself on a 

being a multicultural society that houses a variety of different ways of life. Although 

Canada at first echoed U.S. principles of conformity, in 1971, the Canadian government 

instituted an official policy of multiculturalism aiming to accommodate racial diversity 

and avoiding the complete assimilation of its ethnic populations.  The policy strived to 

maintain cultural heterogeneity though the explicit acknowledgment of diversity and the 

positive contributions of diversity, as well as minority individuals, to mainstream society. 

(Nayar, 2004) 

 In time, the Canadian Multiculturalism Act of 1988 followed and, starkly 

contrasting with a “melting pot” ideology, stated: 

It is hereby declared to be the policy of the Government of Canada 
to: (a) recognize and promote the understanding that 
multiculturalism reflects the cultural and racial diversity of 
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Canadian society and acknowledges the freedom of all members of 
Canadian society to preserve, enhance and share their cultural 
heritage… 

 
 Along with explicitly declaring the right of minorities to practice and preserve 

their culture, the Act set forth laws demanding equal opportunity rights for minority 

individuals in Canada: 

It is further declared to be the policy of the Government of Canada 
that all federal institutions shall: 9a) ensure that Canadians of all 
origins have equal opportunity to obtain employment and 
advancement in those institutions… 
 

 These equal opportunity rights were sought through procedures such as 

affirmative action.  The goal of the Act was to promote diversity while at the same time 

encouraging minority groups to become part of the majority, by entering social sectors 

such as employment.  In other words, the aim was to motivate minorities to increase their 

visibility through equal representation and treatment. 

 The steady integration of Sikhs into Canadian society through opportunities in 

public arenas, such as school and employment, may partly be the reason that every 

woman in this study so strongly identified as Canadian.  When asked the question, “What 

is your nationality?”23 each participant – including grandmothers who barely spoke a 

word of English and had only lived in Canada for a few years – answered that she was 

Canadian or that she was both Canadian and Indian.   Every participant viewed some 

integration into Canadian society positively, emphasizing that, in Canada, one need not 

choose a national allegiance; that it is perfectly acceptable to embrace Canadian values 

without compromising one’s Indian-ness or traditional values.   

                                                
23 When asked of the older generations, translated into Hindi or Punjabi, the question 
became, “What country do you belong to?” 
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 Many participants viewed the integration of Indian and Canadian cultures as an 

enriching process because it allowed them to selectively assimilate by picking and 

choosing only the “good things from both” cultures.  “When things are good, take them.  

When they are bad, leave them,” one mother efficiently surmised.  One daughter referred 

to selective assimilation as a “double enhancement”, using her knowledge of multiple 

languages (English, French, Punjabi and Hindi) as an example of what puts her ahead of 

many peers who are either Indian or Canadian only.  Like other participants in this study, 

she viewed multiculturalism as an opportunity to practice kindness through sharing, 

saying, “You should always take from others and give to others… when you get ideas 

from others, it enriches you.” 

 Although both younger and older generation Sikhs cite the many advantages of 

multiculturalism, like expanding one’s range of languages, cuisine and professional 

skills, many young Sikhs also find themselves somewhat trapped by multiculturalism, 

caught between East-West traditions.  This is particularly true of young Sikh women. 

 

Balancing Between Cultures 

 Nayar (2004) argues that young women of the diaspora most especially suffer 

heavy restrictions due to an emphasis on getting married young, which in turn translates 

into limited opportunities for higher education and a prohibition on moving out and living 

alone.  Contrary to Nayar’s findings, and as previously discussed, young women were 

largely expected to pursue at least a bachelor’s degree and often times encouraged to “be 

free” and pursue whatever level of higher education they desired.   It also found instances 

of college-aged women, from two different families, living alone – one near her extended 
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family in Vancouver, and one who was from Vancouver but attended university in 

Toronto, alone, during the school year.  However, Nayar’s assertion that tradition-based 

restrictions lead to young Sikhs living double lives was confirmed by this study.  

 As stated in Chapter two, there are a fair number of restrictions placed on whom a 

daughter dates and the number of romantic partners she can have; the boyfriend she 

introduces to her parents is the one she is generally expected to marry. Such restrictions 

stem from an insecurity about the sexuality of young women, which, while not nearly as 

staunchly policed as was in the past, remains a matter of lingering concern in the 

community.  Protective parents – who emphasize taking only “the good” from Canadian 

culture - wish to filter the “ills” of Canadian society out of their daughters’ lives.  These 

perceived ills include a frivolous attitude toward relationships that leads to serial 

monogamy, infidelity, or a devaluing of marriage and family.  Therefore, until they find 

“the one” they are ready to marry, many young women lead secret relationships, go out 

and spend nights with boyfriends, activities that their parents have no idea about.  

 In attempts to avoid friction, daughters may conceal their whereabouts by leading 

their parents (and other elders) to believe that they are simply staying after school for an 

extracurricular team activity, or that they are spending time with female friends familiar 

to the family.  These female friends are “in the know”, and provide alibis as needed.  By 

providing alibis, young women of the community help each other perform a careful 

balancing act between cultures, facilitating movements between Punjabi and Canadian 

spheres.  For example, an eighteen-year-old participant received an expensive designer 

purse from her then secret boyfriend.  To explain such an exorbitant gift, she told her 

mother that a group of her best friends had pooled together money to buy her an early 
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birthday present.  Her female cousin, who was Òin the knowÓ about the relationship, 

confirmed that story and provided an alibi for the girlÕs whereabouts on the day the gift 

was received.  Thus, the motherÕs suspicions were (temporarily) soothed.  

 

Expressions of Culture According to Space 

 While this study disagrees with Nayar (2003) about the magnitude of restrictions 

placed on Sikh youth, it confirms her, and other scholarsÕ (Handa, 2003; Hall, 2002), 

assertion that living between Canadian and Punjabi realms leads to double lives.  In fact, 

rather than just a dichotomy of ÒCanadianÓ and ÒPunjabiÓ realms, this study suggests 

three spaces: public, private and ethnic.  Public spaces are arenas of Canadian-dominant 

populations and/or values.  Private spaces are home and family spaces of predominantly 

Punjabi values, but where the performance of these values is not necessarily emphasized 

with great austerity.  Ethnic spaces are public arenas of Punjabi-dominant populations 

and/or values, where the performance of traditional values is critical and greatly 

emphasized.  These spaces include gurdwaras, festivals, bazaars and even restaurants in 

the Punjabi Market, where familiar faces from the community may be met. 

 Young women of the diaspora express varying levels of Indian-ness and 

Canadian-ness, depending on the space in which they find themselves.  In this study, the 

emphasis on modesty through clothing was an example of traditional values cited by 

women across generations, and is a good illustration of the varying expressions of culture 

according to space.  Sikh traditional dress for women normally consists of the salwaar 
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kameez
24, salwaar being loose-fitting pants and kameez being a modest tunic, which 

normally hangs to the knees.  Part of the ensemble is a long piece of fabric called a 

chunni (or dupatta), which serves to add further modesty by concealing the hair, 

shoulders and chest.  Members of the oldest generation Ð the grandmothers Ð were seen 

only in traditional suits, regardless of where they were.  The middle generation Ð the 

mothers Ð switched between Western attire of trousers and shirts when at work and 

traditional suits most other times.   The youngest generation Ð the daughters Ð scarcely 

wore suits at all in their day-to-day lives. 

 In Canadian-dominant, public spaces, young Sikh women generally wore Western 

attire consisting of jeans or trousers, or long skirts with sleeved shirts.  In rare cases, they 

donned less modest outfits of shorts or short skirts, sleeveless blouses or tank tops, etc., 

but this was usually not without opposition from their parents.  In fact, clothing can be 

such a point of contention between elders and youth that some girls are known to leave 

home in jeans and a t-shirt, only to change into shorter skirts and sleeveless shirts once in 

the company of their friends. (Lalonde et al., 2004) 

 By providing a curtain against the public eye, private, familial arenas offer a more 

flexible space for young women in which, at least in certain instances, their performance 

of traditional values does not come under severe scrutiny.  In these settings, daughters 

may generally find it permissive to bare their shoulders and wear a variety of Western 

clothing.  One twenty-three year old participant was wearing shorts and a camisole, 

which served as comfortable lounge wear, when I arrived at her home early one morning.  

She appeared completely at ease in this attire, even as her father and brothers moved 

                                                
24 In casual conversation, salwaar kameez is often referred to by the English word ÒsuitÓ. 
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about her.  The same father would likely admonish her for this choice of dress, were she 

to wear it outside the private sphere.  In fact, this particular participant’s mother 

mentioned during her own interview that both parents wanted their daughters to dress 

modestly when leaving the home (although, well aware that young Indo-Canadian 

women exercise their own choices, the mother appeared somewhat resigned in her battle 

against “immodest” clothing.) 

 While most grandmothers were found wearing the chunni, oftentimes to cover 

their hair, this was less so the case for the mothers and, in my experience, almost never 

the case for the daughters.  The youngest generation of women was never found covering 

her hair outside the home, with one exception: in the gurdwara or at religious functions.  

It is in these ethnic spaces, which are public but Sikh or Indian dominant, that young 

women are most likely to be found wearing the traditional suit and, in many instances, 

even covering their hair.  It is important to note, however, that even in certain religious 

settings, such as the gurdwara, many young women opt to cover their hair only 

symbolically, with a small bandana that offers little coverage, rather than all the way with 

a chunni.  Bandanas are even provided by the temple to ensure that all women practice 

covering their hair in some form, per tradition, in that ethnic space. 

 Although the example of clothing is used in the preceding pages, similar degrees 

of austerity (about adhering to tradition) apply in most other cases too.   Young Canadian 

Sikhs, both male and female, operate within two cultural systems and must pick and 

choose which aspects from each (or both) culture to perform in any given situation.  As 

Kathleen Hall puts it:  
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Social actors, particularly those defined as different, do not 
produce cultural forms or make identity choices freely, 
independently, or in isolation from one another.  Identity and 
lifestyle choices have social consequences in terms of how 
dominant society, family members, neighbours, teachers, peers and 
coworkers evaluate one another’s everyday conduct in relation to 
particular cultural distinctions, moral codes and normative 
standards. (Hall 2002, 15) 
 

In terms of the present study, for young Sikh women, the choice to be “traditional or 

cosmopolitan” carried heavy social ramifications in all the spaces discussed above.   

Their choices of which custom(s) to perform varied from situation to situation, as did 

their attitudes toward particular Eastern and Western cultures. 

 

One Culture Through The OtherÕs Lens 

 Unsurprisingly, and in line with several past studies (Hall 2002; Nayar 2004), 

young women in this study associated “traditional” with Indian and “cosmopolitan” with 

Canadian; the former with backwardness and the latter with progress and modernity.  For 

instance, one participant said that her conception of a strong woman was a one who was 

“basically the opposite of” her mother.  In her view, her mother’s traditional roles of 

cleaning, cooking, serving the family first and foremost, and always taking into 

consideration her husband’s thoughts and feelings, were signs that she (the mother) was 

severely lacking in self respect and independence.  This particular participant also 

ascribed the “tolerating of (verbal) abuse” by Sikh wives to tradition, saying that it was 

the trait of a “typical Indian wife” to be so patient at the expense of her own dignity. 

Although Western abuse victims often suffer quietly as well, the stereotype of Indian 

women as being docile and silenced remains prevalent in the minds of second-generation 
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Sikh women Ð as do many other (mis)conceptions, which play a significant role in 

creating the tradition vs. modernity binary. 

 Regardless of the positive associations between the West and progress, it soon 

became apparent that such parallels usually occurred when the second-generation women 

were in a ÒWesternÓ mindset; completely opposite values were assigned to ÒtraditionalÓ 

and ÒcosmopolitanÓ when participants entered an ÒEasternÓ mindset.  That is to say, 

young women existed between two realms, one of which was salient at any given time.  

So, when commenting on particular cultural traits from an Indian perspective, the young 

women frequently echoed their eldersÕ suspicious attitudes toward Western life by 

explicitly referring to Sikh/Indian traditional behaviours as ÒgoodÓ and Canadian 

behaviours as Òbad.Ó  By contrasting with the suspicious labels, Indian behaviours were 

reaffirmed and a sense of India remained alive in all generations.   

 To illustrate positive values assigned to traditional customs, let us keep with the 

example of clothing: ÒgoodÓ, per the traditional lens, referred to modest attire that 

concealed the majority of a young womanÕs body.  ÒBadÓ, on the other hand, were shorts, 

mini skirts, sleeveless tops, and other clothing that left significant areas of the body 

uncovered.  ÒBadÓ clothes were frequently associated with ÒbadÓ settings, such as 

Western-style parties attended by youth.  Such settings, in turn, conjured up images of 

drinking, illicit sexual contact between boys and girls, and other behaviours prohibited by 

Punjabi or Indian tradition.  ÒBadÓ behaviour and settings, like wearing a short skirt and 

attending drunken parties, were strongly associated with Canadian culture (even by the 

young women who took part in these activities) and were equally strongly dissociated 

with Punjabi culture. 
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“Good” Girls and “Bad” Girls 

 In this study, young women who engaged in Western behaviours and settings, 

such as those previously mentioned were referred to (often by themselves) as “bad girls.”  

“Good girls” were those who adhered more closely to traditional values and minimally, if 

at all, crossed the boundaries set by their parents.  The following exchange took place 

between two cousins and myself.  One was eighteen-years-old and the other nineteen.  

Here, they speak about the multiple roles they play according to setting, and how they 

vacillate between “good” and “bad” girl personalities. 

 

Cousin1: I’ll just say this – every girl has to put up this good girl 
image, right? 
 
“Every girl”, like every Canadian girl or every girl in the world? 
Or are you talking about Desi

25 girls, or what? 
 
Cousin1: Mostly Desi girls.   
We stay “secret” because we have such – most of them [us] have 
families – that are so traditional, right? Especially the ones that 
come new from India.  So we have to just [perform a], “We’re 
good girls” kinda thing.  
 
Cousin 2: I’m both.  I can do one of those totally traditional kind of 
girls or I could be totally modern. 
 
Cousin1 [to Cousin2]: …You’re pretty bad… 
 
[p2] But I can be more traditional and… pretty wild at the same 
time. 

                                                
25 Based in the word Desh, meaning “nation”, Desi is a colloquial term for “people of the 
nation.”  “The nation”, here, refers to the South Asian subcontinent, including Pakistan, 
India, Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, Nepal and Bhutan.  Use of the term eradicates physical 
boundaries between the countries and instead emphasizes shared South Asian roots and 
values.   
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[p1]  Yeah.  SheÕs likeÉ extremely traditional and extremely bad.  
IÕm in between. 
 

In the above exchange, we can see the association made between Western culture and 

modernity.  But we also see a reversal of attitudes toward Eastern and Western cultures, 

in which tradition is now associated with being ÒgoodÓ instead of backwards or otherwise 

ÒbadÓ.  So, in this context, what exactly did these participants conceive as being ÒbadÓ?  

What do you think contributes to these two opposite poles of 
Òextremely traditionalÓ and Òextremely badÓ?  And what is 
Òextremely goodÓ and Òextremely badÓ?  What do you consider 
good or bad? 
 
Cousin2:  ÒExtremely goodÓ is, just like, for the whole family, you 
know? For right in front of your brother or sister, you know? Just 
to be, like, ÒDonÕt do this, donÕt do that.Ó [To set a ÒgoodÓ 
example for younger siblings.] 
 
And what is Òthis and thatÓ?   
 
Cousin2: Partying and that kinda thing, you know? 
I can be extremely hard working, too, when I know that I need 
toÉ  
 
So ÒgoodÓ is hardworkingÉ 
 
Cousin2: Hardworking, cultural, respecting your parents. ÒBadÓ is 
pretty much partying. 
IÕm the best of both worlds!  
 

 This exchange shows the participantÕs ambivalence toward both Eastern and 

Western cultures Ð something I will revisit shortly.  It also challenges the implicit 

assumption that South Asian youth tidily view tradition as primitive and Western-ness as 

progress.  It shows, instead, that these bicultural youth possess a complex mish-mash of 

attitudes toward both of their East-West realms. To explain the values participants 
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assigned to Eastern and Western practices, and how these values fluctuated26 between 

positive and negative, we must turn to Turner et al’s (1987) self-categorization theory. 

Per the theory, each individual can possess multiple group and individual identities [for 

instance, some simultaneous categories of identity in this study are Canadian, Indian, 

Sikh, female, daughter/mother].  These identities become arranged in a hierarchy 

according to situation - which identity surfaces with primary salience depends on the 

circumstances.   

 In this study, values were ascribed to particular cultural norms according to the 

environment and situation in which each young woman found herself.  For example, in 

any conflict situation in which their parents were viewed as being overbearing about 

tradition, young women promptly validated Canadian customs (such as dress) as being 

the ways of their land of birth and/or a part of their upbringing, and so a part of 

themselves.  Conversely, regarding any situation in which Canadian tradition or rhetoric 

posed a threat to an acceptable Punjabi tradition, the young women quickly identified as 

Punjabi and spoke of the importance of marrying within Sikh/Hindu circles, transmitting 

language to their future children, and so on.  In the latter scenario, the young women also 

distinguished themselves from majority Canadians by taking pride in certain aspects of 

                                                
26 It could be speculated that their values were not actually fluctuating and that, when the 
young Sikh women referred to typically Western behaviours as “bad”, they were not 
referring to their own point of view.  Rather, they were simply referring to the 
perspectives of their elders, who would deem such behaviours as “bad.”  However, as 
previously discussed (2004, Lalonde et al.), second-generation immigrants frequently 
echo the traditional values of their elders.  I believe that the young participants in this 
study, as part of maintaining a distinct Punjabi/Desi identity, were doing just that when 
labeling certain traditional behaviours as “good” and certain Western behaviours as 
“bad.” 



 63 

Punjabi tradition, like family structure [“our marriages last longer than theirs 

(Westerners)”]. 

 Again, we see an area of ambivalence, in which the second-generation dwells 

between two ways of life, validating and invalidating parts of both cultures.  In addition, 

the young women interviewed often distanced themselves from particular aspects of the 

dominant culture by referring to it as “bad”.  According to Bhatia (2007, 225), this 

distancing occurs because, to many immigrants, whiteness can symbolize “coldness” and 

“colonization”, which in turn leads to conceptions of “immorality”, “promiscuity” and 

“Western materialism”, all unsavoury traits.  At the same time, the young women of this 

study wanted proximity to the dominant Canadian culture, particularly for the sake of 

“fitting in”.  “Taking the good” from Canadian culture was an important part of 

assimilating, especially since several participants had felt rejected and ridiculed (for 

being Punjabi) by classmates during childhood, a common theme among immigrant 

youth in Canada (Ochaka, 2006).  The second generation responded to the South Asian 

and Western paradigms “according to the cultural and racial differences they 

encountered” (Bhatia, 225, 2007) day to day, resulting in a push-and-pull, often teetering, 

relationship between their bicultural worlds.  And, just as it validated and invalidated 

East and West equally, the second generation expressed an equal fondness of both as 

well. 

 As a caveat when examining participants’ see-sawing cultural identities in this 

study, it serves well to take note of Drury and Reicher’s (2009) elaborated social identity 

model.  According to this concept, group interactions can sway the direction of identity 

salience within an individual.  So, when surrounded by members of one in-group, an 
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individual is more likely to exhibit traits and values of that group rather than those from 

another one of her in-groups.  This is because in-groups members provide for each other 

a sense of belonging and reaffirmation of the self.  In line with the elaborated social 

identity model, this study found that, when in the presence of other second-generation 

Sikh women, participants tended to explicitly ascribe a ÒgoodÓ label to tradition and 

ÒbadÓ label to Western practices.27  In one-on-one conversation with me, however, these 

labels were more nuanced and also balanced with the previously discussed binary of East 

as backward and West as modern.  In sum, two polarities resided within each second-

generation participant: East as bad (backward) and West as good (progressive), and the 

reverse, East as good (moral) and West as bad (cold, immoral).  Each polar view, 

depending on circumstance, played an integral part in the choices young women made 

when at home, going out, or otherwise performing culture.  

 

Conclusion 

 CanadaÕs inclusive approach to multiculturalism has created an environment for 

Sikhs that enables their integration into public arenas, and makes them feel comfortable 

operating in both Eastern and Western realms - within certain boundaries of selective 

assimilation, that is.  Such boundaries, however, are constantly being pushed by second-

                                                
27 In some group situations, because of the larger Desi identity, young Sikh women began 
to see me as an in-group member, addressing me with statements like, ÒWe just donÕt do 
that in our culture, right?Ó 
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generation women28 and, by practicing Canadian culture to extents that their mothers 

haven’t, they show new levels of Sikh adaptation and assimilation to life in Canada.  

  

  

  

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
28 This is also the case with second-generation Sikh/South Asian men, of course.  (Nayar, 
2003; Hall, 2004) 
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Future Considerations 

 
 

 Since their early arrival in the late 1800’s, Sikhs have become a part of British 

Columbia’s social fabric and an integral part of the larger Canadian society.  Even so, 

they find themselves constantly combating stereotypes and living under the majority’s 

critical gaze.  Amid these feelings of rejection, some (mostly youth) have tried to rebel 

against the dominant culture by joining other marginalized subcultures, such as gangs, 

often leading to troubled lives.  Some others, both youth and adults, maintain Khalistani 

ties that inevitably link them to images of political violence.  Nevertheless, a larger part 

of the BC Sikh community continues to embrace Canada as its homeland, expressing a 

fondness for it that, by all accounts, matches a fondness of India. 

 This genuine love for Canada comes easily largely because of Canada’s official 

policy on multiculturalism, which encourages groups to practice home traditions, to the 

extent that many schools in the Punjabi Market area offer Punjabi as a foreign language 

option.  This official attitude of welcoming diversity has made BC Sikhs feel less torn-in-

two, and able to embrace both their Punjabi and Canadian cultures.  As a result, instead 

of shunning Canadian customs as implied by so many scholars, Sikhs selectively 

assimilate by “taking the good” from both cultural realms.  

 The Sikh elders in this study, well aware of the inevitability of gradual 

assimilation, framed adaptation to Canadian culture as a positive process, an endeavor to 

expand their horizons, and as a matter of izzat.  Several mothers and grandmothers spoke 

of the importance of paying respect to Canada, a country they viewed as having provided 

them with life-long opportunities, through embracing many of its ways.  Rejecting 
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Canadian custom entirely was viewed as a disrespectful slap in the face of the nation that 

had, in their eyes, sheltered and nurtured them, rescuing many of them from the hardship 

and poverty of farming in India.   

 This love and respect for Canada is passed onto younger generations who, like 

their elders, view their Western home country with the Sikh ideal of izzat.  Not only did 

second-generation women of the Market readily take from Canadian culture but, as a 

matter of karma, wanted to give back by sharing Punjabi traditions with their Canadian 

peers.  Of course, exactly how much of Canadian custom to adopt often remained subject 

to debate between the generations. 

 For Sikhs in the Punjabi Market, adjustment and integration into Canadian culture 

can most evidently be seen in their shifting gender ideologies.  Far from being a 

community of famed misandry, the families in this study proved to be relatively 

emancipating of their young women.   Parents were permissive of their daughtersÕ social 

lives and movements, and embraced and encouraged them to reach for the stars, 

academically.  In addition, young women took adaptation a step further.  They pushed the 

boundaries set by their parents by having clandestine relationships, dressing in 

ÒimmodestÓ clothing, and participating in other Canadian norms that had not yet earned 

the approval of their elders.  Many even vowed that, although they could talk to their 

parents about many issues of cultural expectation, they would strive for an even high 

level of communication with their children someday. 

 As the second generation intertwines religious and cultural identity, it will be 

interesting to see what the third generation of Sikhs in Vancouver will look like Ð 

whether they will maintain the same sense of Punjabi pride that exists in the Market 
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today or move toward a more hegemonic Canadian identity.  It is also worth pondering 

the weight of marked stigmas and whether future generations of Sikhs, if more 

Westernized than previous generations, will ever be fully accepted by the Canadian 

majority or whether their status as suspicious characters will continue to be linked to their 

physical attributes. 

 Another question of importance concerns the role of official host-nation policies 

in shaping immigrant identities.  When allowed to embrace both East-West identities, 

Punjabi immigrants to Canada readily profess a love of their new country.  It would be 

interesting to explore South Asians in the US who, often faced with having to choose 

between home and host country, often seem (at least on the surface) more interested in 

emphasizing their home country ideals than proclaiming an American identity. 

 Although many majority Canadians remain tense about Sikh presence in their 

country, and urge Sikhs to assimilate, Canada’s multicultural policy has paved the road 

for Punjabis to worry less about their customs drowning in a sea of Western-ness.  In 

turn, this has led to their being more flexible with the women in their community, 

departing from the old Indian ideals that unfortunately remain the basis of lasting 

stereotypes, and constantly adapting to the customs of their new home country. 
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     APPENDIX 
 
Interview Questions 
 
How old are you? 
 
What is your nationality? 
 
How do you identify ethnically? (Punjabi, South Asian, Candian-Indian, Sikh, etc.) 
 
How do you identify religiously? (Hindu, Sikh, Muslim, Christian, Buddhist, etc.) 
 
What is your profession? 
 
What is your first language? 
 
How long have you lived in Canada/Vancouver? 
 
What were the circumstances of your immigration? 
 
How would you describe your feelings toward and relationship with India? 
 
Do you maintain ties to India? If so, what methods do you use to keep in touch? 
(visits, routine phone calls, etc.) 
 
How integrated (much a part) do you feel into Canadian society?  Do you view 
assimilation into Canadian culture positively? Why/why not? 
 
Is Indian tradition passed on to the next generation in your family? How? 
 
Do you feel your familyÕs traditional Indian values have been impacted by life in 
Canada? If so, how? 
 
Do you feel your cultural values conflict at all with those of the older/younger women 
in your family? If so, how? 
 
If yes to the previous response, what do you consider to be the greatest points of 
contention? 
 
What role do you think women should play in making and perpetuating a ÒstrongÓ 
family?  What role do you think men should play? 
 
What are the educational and career goals of women in your family? 
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How were marriages formed in your family? For example, arranged marriage, dating 
or period of courtship, etc. 
 
How do you feel about the practices of arranged marriage and dating?  Is one 
preferred over another? Why? 
 
What are your views on inter-racial, inter-cultural and inter-religious relationships?  
Are certain unions preferred over others, and is there a hierarchy of preferences? 
 
Do you feel there is ample communication between the elders and youth of your 
community about their possible differences in cultural expectations and practices? 
 
What would you like your elders/youth to understand better about your perspective, if 
anything? 
 
Is there anything else you would like to add? 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


