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Abstract


The hate crimes that occurred in the United States after the terrorist attacks on September 11th, resulted in a new perspective on the roles of Sikhs as Americans.  Due to the lack of understanding of Sikhism on the part of mainstream Americans, Sikh Americans fell victim to mistaken identity and hate crimes.  Although the Sikh American community has maintained a strong religious identity, they continue to live insular lives.  

The experiences of Sikh Americans after September 11th, can be compared to those of Chinese Americans after the attack on Pearl Harbor by the Japanese. Like Sikh Americans today, these communities also fell victim to mistaken identity due to a lack of cultural awareness.  These minorities were forced to identify and differentiate themselves from the Japanese.  The lack of cultural awareness is the reason for the backlash against Sikh Americans.  Since September 11th, the need to address this issue is greater than ever.
Prologue

September 11th, 2001.  My mother awoke me that morning with tears in her eyes whispering to me behind a shattering voice which I could not understand.  Although I did not realize it then, that day changed my perspective on my role as a daughter, granddaughter, niece, sister, and cousin.  Most of all, it created for me a role I had never seen myself having, the role of a Sikh-American.

The news of the attack on the World Trade Center did not affect me right away.  Of course the horrific number of deaths and missing people saddened me.  However, I could not imagine the Twin Towers, which I had never seen before, and had never known much about.  The World Trade Center and the Pentagon, miles from California, were a world away.  An incident so brutal and painful to the rest of the world, also felt so far away.

The implications of the attack came to me slowly, as I watched the events unfold on television.  Hearing the name Osama Bin Laden for the first time, I realized how little I knew of things going on in the world around me.  I became emotional for the first time when I heard the story of a family who had lost a loved one during the attack.  Through the lens of the news media, I became educated on the how this country and the world operate.  The news began to use headlines such as “America Under Attack” and “America on Alert.”  Were we going to war?

A few days after the attacks, I had made plans to go out with a friend.  My parents became nervous, and wondered how I could possibly think about going out.  They turned my attention to the news which was telling the story of Balbir Singh Sodhi who was shot and killed in Arizona by a man claiming, “I’m an American.”  My brother began to read aloud the numerous reports of hate crimes against Sikh Americans he found on a website.  My parents were afraid that someone would attack me for being “brown.”

I cancelled my plans for the day and instead joined my family, sitting in front of the television.  There were talk shows with Sikh Americans telling America who we are and where we are from.  There were press conferences with public officials denouncing the hate crimes against Arabs, Muslims, and Sikhs.  There were interfaith forums, which described the Sikh faith in detail, and a nationwide memorial service which had a Sikh speaker.  My mother and I attended a candlelight vigil in San Jose that was attended by many of the Sikhs I had seen in our temple.  Sikh leaders even met with President Bush to discuss the unprecedented state of violence against the Sikh community.    

I thanked God that night that both my grandfathers were not alive during this ordeal.  Because they both wore turbans and always took long walks in San Jose by themselves, I knew there was a possibility that they too could have been attacked.  I could not bear the thought of that happening.  I thought of my uncles and cousins who wore turbans; I thought of the old Sikh man in New York who was attacked, and of Balbir Singh Sodhi who was brutally murdered.  For the first time, Sikh Americans were under the public eye.  It was time for us to step to the plate and show Americans what Sikhism is about. 

Then, one day I asked myself why Sikhs fell victim to mistaken identity.  

Introduction

September 11th is a date that will be remembered more than any other.  It is one that will be honored, commemorated, discussed, and analyzed for years to come.  Among others, the Sikh American community has been tremendously affected by this devastation.  A community that, though distinct and visible, has only now come into the public spotlight.  After the attack on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon, Sikh Americans fell victims to mistaken identity and were forced to educate the American people about Sikhism, and distinguish themselves from Arabs and Muslims.  One such example is Balbir Singh Sodhi, a Sikh American who was shot and killed in Arizona by a man claiming, “I’m an American.”  His death, along with the experiences of other Sikh Americans, provided an outlet through which society could learn about Sikhs and Sikhism.  A community that has been in the United States for over 100 years has finally come out of its tightly drawn circle and has stepped into American society.  The hate crimes committed against the Sikh community after the attacks on September 11th, were due to mistaken identity which was a result of the lack of cultural awareness of Sikhism on the part of mainstream Americans.  

This paper discusses the challenges that immigrant Sikhs faced in the United States.  It explores the Sikh strategy of accommodating or acculturating to American society.  It presents the argument that this acculturation leads to a lack of cultural awareness of Sikhs on the part of the general public.  Furthermore, comparison of two communities, one which has successfully increased the public’s awareness through active involvement and one which has not been able to do so, successfully argues for a link between the public’s understanding of a culture, and the occurrence of hate crimes.  The aftermath of the attacks of September 11th serve as a unique opportunity to measure this connection because at that time Sikhs became the victims of hate crimes due to mistaken identity.  

Many feel that the hate crimes committed occurred merely for the incorrect association between Sikhs and terrorists.  However, I feel that there lies a deeper reason behind these hate crimes.  According to the United States Department of Justice (9 April 2002) a hate crime is “the violence of intolerance and bigotry, intended to hurt and intimidate someone because of their race, ethnicity, national origin, religious, sexual orientation, or disability.”  The Sikh Coalition (7 April 2002), a non-profit organization founded after September 11th to advocate for the rights of Sikh Americans, documented 234 hate crimes against Sikhs.  Despite having Sikhs in the U.S. for over a century, Americans are still generally unaware of the Sikh religion.  Researching the experience of Sikh immigrants in the U.S. and looking into their assimilation into this society reveals the link between the lack of cultural awareness and hate crimes.  It is then discovered that, in fact, Sikhs in the U.S. acculturated or adapted but did not assimilate into American culture.  According to Margaret Gibson (1988) whose book is entitled Accommodation without Assimilation, assimilation is “the process whereby individuals of one society or ethnic group are incorporated or absorbed culturally into another” (p. 24).  Through assimilation, a loss of identification with the former group occurs.  Accommodation, on the other hand, is “a process of mutual adaptation between persons or groups for the purposes of reducing conflict and allowing separate group identities and cultures to be maintained.”  According to Gibson, Sikhs have undergone acculturation, which is “a process of culture change and adaptation which results when groups with different cultures come into contact.”  It is “an additive process or one in which old and new traits are blended.”  Along with being acculturated, Sikh Americans live insular lives, which do help them to maintain strong Sikh identities within their own communities but not in any other.  This paper argues that the hate crimes committed against Sikh Americans this year would have been decreased or nonexistent were it not for this great lack of cultural awareness.  

Previous research has shown that Sikhs do not assimilate into mainstream America.  According to Margaret Gibson (1988) in Accommodation without Assimilation, Sikh Americans have been able to maintain strong Sikh identities while achieving success in American society.  Because they endured hardships in India, Sikh Americans, along with other immigrant minorities, “…have proved themselves willing to endure prejudice and discrimination so long as they are not totally barred from economic advancement” (p. 67).  She studies a small community of Sikhs in Sacramento Valley between 1980-1983, while concentrating on the education of Sikh students.  Her theory of accommodation applies to Sikhs today who continue to live insular lives which allow them to practice their religion within their own communities, but prevent the spread of cultural awareness.  

Michael Angelo’s The Sikh Diaspora studies a community of Sikhs in upstate New York in 1997.  This study is representative of Gibson’s accommodation without assimilation theory which is shown through the maintenance of the Sikh religion while adopting certain American values.  Angelo concluded that changes occurred to a certain extent within each cultural component including dating and marriage, family and kinship obligations, religious participation, communal and social relations, women’s roles, and social and dietary habits.  According to Angelo, “…a considerable degree of change towards the host American culture’s values and attitudes was evidenced in all of the cultural components with the exception of religious participation and social and dietary components.”  He describes the latter components as an indication “…for the respondent community to retain a more traditional stance in its attitudes toward change” (p. 213).  Angelo’s study is illustrative of the strong Sikh identity which its participants adhere to and describe as “the single most important factor in the maintenance of communal identity” (p. 215).  His analysis can be applied to Sikhs elsewhere as well who have demonstrated the adoption of certain American values while maintaining an attachment to Sikhism.

In order to measure the cultural awareness of the Sikh community in the United States, I focused on two areas: the New York tri-state area, and Northern California, specifically Yuba City.  I researched the different Sikh organizations and the kinds of programs they have implemented before and after September 11th.  I tried to analyze how effective these different programs are in educating the non-Sikh community about Sikhs and Sikhism.  I wanted to get a feel for the efforts made by the Sikh Americans to increase the awareness of their culture in society.  I also looked into how many Sikh Americans are in the public eye.  Unfortunately, I was only able to find two Sikh Americans who may be fit this category.  The “father of fiber optics”, Narinder Singh Kapany, and a local news anchorwoman.  In my opinion, these two are not enough to make a significant effect on the cultural awareness of Sikhs.  My principle source of research consisted of different studies conducted on Sikh Americans, including the studies done by Margaret Gibson and Michael Angelo.  I was able to find information on the experiences of Sikhs in these different areas during various times.  I was also able to find a lot of information via Internet research by reading various personal accounts of Sikh Americans.  I gained a great deal of information through my interview with Manjit Singh, the President of the Sikh Mediawatch and Resource Taskforce (SMART), which is a non-profit organization started in 1989 with the mission to advocate for the rights of Sikh Americans.  Through informal conversations and observations of Sikhs in New York, I also obtained insight into the new roles Sikh Americans will play in the future.  

In light of the backlash against Sikhs, the importance of learning about the different cultures living amongst us is apparent.  This research paper, concentrates in particular on the lack of cultural awareness of the Sikh community.  September 11th resulted in not only an international conflict, but a domestic one also.  The latter result is in need of attention all Americans.  The following research will be of particular interest to Sikh Americans, but also to anyone interested in civil rights or acculturation.  My expectation is that my research will encourage readers to not only learn about other cultures, but teach others about their own.  I feel that extensive research is still needed on the experiences of Sikh Americans before and after September 11th.  This community has undergone much change since its arrival in the late 1800’s and I hope that this paper will provide an introduction to the issues facing this community and the new role they will play as Sikh Americans. 

A Background to Sikhism
Sikhism is a religion followed by more than 20 million people all over the world, making Sikhism one of the five largest religions.  In the United States alone, over 300,000 people follow Sikhism.  Literally, Sikh means disciple, meaning that Sikhs are constantly learning about the meaning of life.  Although many believe it is a sect of Hinduism, Sikhism is a religion on its own, distinct from Hinduism and Islam.  Guru Nanak founded the religion more than 500 years ago.  Today, Sikhs constitute 2% of the one billion people of India, and have been victims of religious persecution in that country (Sikh Coalition, 2001).  

A baptized Sikh, or an Amritdhari, is one who follows the Sikh Code of Conduct.  All baptized Sikhs are required to wear the five K’s, Kesh, Kangha, Kara, Kachha, and Kirpan.  Kesh, which means “long, unshorn hair” symbolizes spirituality and illustrates “dedication and group consciousness.”  The Dastar, or turban is required for men and optional for women.  The Dastar illustrates dignity, devotion, and a willingness to stand out.  Kangha, or comb, is required in order to promote cleanliness and discipline.  The Kara, which is a steel bracelet, illustrates “a reality with no beginning and no end” helps Sikhs remember God, and be aware of their actions.  Kachha, or drawers, express “self control and chastity.”  The sword, or Kirpan, illustrates the struggle against injustice for Sikhs.  These five physical objects embody the beliefs and ways of the followers of Sikhism, and also give Sikhs a distinctive and identifiable appearance.  

The place of worship for Sikhs is called the Gurdwara, which means “the gateway through which the guru could be reached.”  Not only does the Gurdwara provide the community with a place to listen to hymns and the teachings of the gurus, but it also provides a place for community gathering (www.sikhs.org).  

Immigration of Sikhs to the United States

Sikhs have been in the United States for over 100 years.  The first four Sikhs entered the United States on April 6, 1899 (Sibia, 9 April 2002).  The majority of Asian Indians who immigrated to the United States were Sikhs who live predominately in the state of Punjab in India.  In fact, 85-90% of the immigrants were Sikhs and 10% were Muslims (UC Berkeley, 12 April 2002).  During this time, India was ruled by Britain.  Due in part to British imperialism, the economy in India underwent a downturn and many farmers in Punjab suffered financially.  However, they did hear stories of the opportunities available outside of India and decided to leave their homeland in search of jobs in agriculture and lumber.

The stories they heard caused a desire in many Punjabis to immigrate to the United States and Canada.  According to Echoes of Freedom, an exhibit featuring Sikh pioneers to the United States (12 April 2002), they first traveled to Malaya and China, where they learned different languages such as Chinese.  Although many Punjabis immigrated to Canada and Britain, the majority was drawn to the agriculture in Northern California, which was similar to the land in Punjab.  Once in California, the Punjabi immigrants worked on farms and helped to build the Western Pacific Railroad lines.  Their immediate success is evident in the fact that by 1920 the immigrants owned 2,099 acres of land and leased 86,340 acres.  According to Echoes of Freedom, “Their success was partly because of their hard-working Punjabi background and perhaps also because of their previous experiences with British colonial rule” (12 April 2002).  Although the Punjabi immigrants were confronting a foreign culture, the land provided them with familiarity and security.  According to R.K. Das as stated in Echoes of Freedom, “The spirit of freedom gained from the ownership of land is a dominant feature in [the Punjabis’ lives].  Moreover, practically all of them have been owners of farmland and homestead in India.” This familiarity provided Punjabis with a sense of comfort and security.  Instead of entering a completely foreign country to which they had to assimilate to, the immigrants were given the opportunity to live a similar life in California as they had in Punjab.  They were able to do what they were always familiar with, which was, and remains to be, farming.

Besides their success in agriculture, they also experienced success in academics.  According to Echoes of Freedom, many East Indians came to the United States in the late 19th century to complete their studies in a university.  Most of these immigrants traveled to the Pacific Coast, particularly to study at the University of California at Berkeley (UC Berkeley) due to its environment and its affordable tuition.  In fact, the Pacific Coast Khalsa Diwan Society, which started in 1912 to assist immigrant Indians, provided a hostel for students to stay in rent-free while they attended school.  Jwala Singh, a farmer in California, was able to establish the Guru Govind Singh Sahib Educational Scholarship, which was awarded to students in India.  As well as helping to select the awardees of this scholarship, the professors at UC Berkeley encouraged the spread of awareness of South Asian culture.  However, the immigrants were unable to avoid discrimination even in the intellectual environment of the university.  Dalip Singh Saund, who later became the first Asian Congressman in 1956, commented on his experience as a student at UC Berkeley, “In those days the picture of India which most of the American people carried in their minds had little basis in reality.  It was a confused jumble of yogis, snake charmers, and maharajas.  There were very few good books available about India, most of them written by former members of the British Government in India who were on the whole extremely unfriendly toward the history and culture of that ancient land” (UC Berkeley, 12 April 2002).  This prejudice towards the immigrants occurred because the American students were unaware of the culture of Indians.  Their lack of knowledge led to the formation of stereotypes that further led to discrimination. 

When they first arrived in the United States, Sikhs were referred to as ‘Hindus” since many Americans had the misconception that everyone from India is Hindu.  They underwent much discrimination (Sibia, 9 April 2002).  In 1907 an anti-Hindu riot broke out in Bellingham, Washington.  In 1921, Sikh students were harassed and forced to unwind their turbans during an initiation into a fraternity in Berkeley, California.  In the landmark Supreme Court case The United States vs. Bhagat Singh Thind, Asian Indians were denied citizenship on the basis that they were not considered “white persons”.  (The Multi-Racial Activist, United States v. THIND, 261 U.S. 204 (1923))  Although Asian Indians were considered to be a part of the Caucasian race, they were also considered “distinguishable from the various groups of persons in this country commonly recognized as white” due to their physical characteristics.  This landmark case caused many Indians to have their citizenship revoked.  Asian Indians also became subject to the California Alien Land Law of 1913, which prevented them from owning or leasing land. 

Because of the environment that they came from in India, and in order to adapt to their new communities, Sikh Americans underwent acculturation.  This process eventually facilitated the lack of cultural awareness of Sikhism in the United States.

Acculturation 

Although Sikh immigrants underwent a great deal of discrimination, they maintained a strong sense of identity while adapting to the American culture.  According to Gibson (1988), it is very important for Sikhs to maintain their values and traditions, even in a foreign country like the United States.  Despite this insistence on maintaining their distinct culture, “Sikhs have proved themselves receptive to change and adept at learning new ways from other groups with whom they come in contact.”  In order to live a successful life and avoid confrontations, “…[they] consciously and explicitly advocate a strategy of accommodation to their new environment” (p.24).  Instead of completely assimilating into society, Sikhs have been able to form a community for themselves in the United States, which strengthens their identity as a people and religion.  For example, in Gibson’s study, she found that Sikh parents adapted to American society by allowing their daughters to attend school with males, which was something uncharacteristic of Sikhs in Punjab.  Through acculturation, Sikhs were able to transform their own culture while blending different traits from both cultures.  This occurred partly because of the environment that Sikhs came from, and their desire for success in the United States.  It may be evidenced by their general lack of involvement in the community, their high degree of religious activity and their tendency to live generally insular lives.

Sikh immigrants were able to adapt to the American society because they experienced hardships in India.  According to Gibson (1988), “…the ability of a group to achieve in school, or society, is affected not only by the degree of prejudice and discrimination it encounters but also by the minority group’s perception of ethnic and racial conflict and by the nature of its response to such conflict” (p. 67).  Sikh Americans are able to succeed in society despite prejudice because they treat the discriminatory behavior as something expected and typical.  Gibson describes the Sikh community’s response to discrimination as well as any other immigrant groups’ as being affected “…by its prior situation and experiences in another country” (p. 67).  Sikh Americans in particular constitute only 2% of India’s large population and have undergone religious persecution for years.  They also suffered financially due to land shortage, and high water rates and land revenue instigated by British colonists (Sibia, 9 April 2001).  Therefore, the Sikh Americans in Gibson’s study simply ignored the hostility towards them.  According to Gibson, “Punjabis consciously seek to project a good image of themselves as a group.  They attempt, therefore, to avoid confrontation with members of the majority community, even when they feel themselves wronged” (Gibson, 1988, p. 85).  This demonstrates the tendency for Sikhs to avoid standing out.  Gibson provides a story told by a Punjabi farmer:

I know of one man who went to work in a factory.  He said that they told him to take off his turban if he wanted the job that he would have to wear a helmet.  Otherwise the insurance would not cover him.  He said, ‘They are trying to take off my turban.  Our religion is in danger.’  Why go into all this?  Either wear the helmet, or go and seek work elsewhere.  Why create difficulties?  In case the man dies with injuries, they would have to pay.  We don’t think about these things.  We just try to arouse something.  If Punjabis continue to arouse things like this, it will create prejudice.  Next time a Punjabi goes looking for a job, they will say, ‘There are no jobs because Punjabis don’t listen to what we say’ (p. 85).

Due to the determination of Sikhs to find financial success in the United States, they were willing to put up with the discrimination by accommodating into American society.  However, their response was to never be passive when their honor was being threatened.  Other than the need to accommodate due to their ‘…limited ability to alter the status quo and a concern that fighting back quite likely would only lead to increased tension between the groups, Sikhs also have a genuine wish to get along with members of the majority group’ (Gibson, 1988, p. 85).  The immigrants possess a strong respect and love for the U.S. especially when they compare their lives here to those in India.  Not only do they earn more money in the U.S. but they also have the opportunity to save their earnings and purchase the goods they had only seen pictures of in India.  According to Gibson, ‘adverse conditions may look good to immigrants because from a comparative perspective they see themselves as better off in the new country than in the country of origin” (p. 67). 


This demonstrates the Sikh community’s willingness to accept subtle stereotypes and misconceptions about their religion and culture as long as they are not directly harmed or have their rights infringed upon. Gibson’s study shows that a significant number of Sikh immigrants in Valleyside became farm owners within a decade.  During the time of the study the Sikh community owned, “…approximately half the peach acreage in the tri-county area surrounding Valleyside, an area that includes some of the richest and most productive orchard land in California and produces about a third of the state’s canned peaches” (Gibson, 1988, p. 26).  The Sikh community is content, as long as it is left alone to succeed.  Therefore parents are willing to accommodate in order for their children to gain an education in the American school system.  To them, any hardships due to discrimination are not as bad as the situation they would go back to in India. 


Angelo’s study also conveys the value Sikhs place on education and success.  Of the participants in his study, one-third immigrated to obtain advanced degrees (Angelo, 1997, p. 72).  The “level of formal education” was also very high for both women and men.  The success of this Sikh community was evident in the earned income and type of housing.  Of the participants, 17% earned $46,000-55,000, and 46% earned an income greater than $55,000.  Homeowners consisted of 97% of the participants of this study (Angelo, 1997, p. 83).  These figures suggest the importance Sikhs place on success, and justify their willingness to put up with discrimination or stereotypes as long as their success is not infringed upon.  


The willingness of Sikhs to put up with discrimination in order to avoid hostility demonstrates their lack of effort to educate society about their religion.  Instead they maintain a strong Sikh identity within their own homes and Gurdwaras, but do not do so in their local communities.  This strong sense of identity is maintained through “Endogamous marriage practices, together with a shared sense of peoplehood arising out of their unique historical experience…[which] help Sikhs, wherever they settle, to persist as a minority enclave” (Gibson, 1988, p. 24).  There exists a pressure to adhere to the Sikh religion and culture.  This contributes to their separation from mainstream society.  


The analysis from Gibson’s study of the Sikh community can be applied to that of the Sikh community in upstate New York studied by Angelo in 1997.  Similar to Gibson’s findings, Angelo found that out of the first group of Indian communities in North America, the Sikhs “…bore the brunt of native hostility but [they] successfully established themselves in their newly adopted homeland” (Angelo, 1997, p. 4).  Once again, this demonstrates the Sikh community’s willingness to accommodate and put up with hostilities, while continuing to do well in society financially.  According to Glazer, as stated in Angelo’s study, “…The newly arrived immigrant did not have to deny or betray their ethnicity but had primarily to adapt to a new ideological spectrum” (p. 21).  The Sikh community in the U.S. demonstrates this through their maintenance of a strong Sikh identity.  According to Angelo’s study of the membership of Sikhs in a social organization, 46% belonged to an Indian Association, 43% belonged to no organizations, 26% belonged to a local educational organization, and 17% belonged to a local service or fraternal organization.  The mere 17%, which includes organizations such as Kiwanis and the League of Women Voter’s, conveys the non-participating trait of Sikhs in the U.S. (p. 82).  Becoming involved in organizations would increase the cultural awareness of Sikhs.  If Sikhs continue to participate only in religious or ethnic organizations, society will not become aware of who they are.  


Angelo’s study also demonstrates the maintenance of a Sikh identity through his measure of religious status.  He found that 34% of the Sikh community in his study were practicing Sikhs which means that they adhered to the 5 K’s, 23% were non-practicing, and 91% were members of the Gurdwara (p. 71).  Although everyone did not maintain the visibility of Sikhism via the 5 K’s, they continued to go to the Gurdwara, which allowed them to practice their religion inside the circle of their Sikh community.  According to Angelo, the practice of religion was more consistent within the Sikh community than any other Asian Indian community.  Other researchers also emphasized “…the strong awareness and primacy of Sikh tradition on the consciousness of [the Sikh community’s] members” (Angelo, 1997, p.87).  Besides maintaining a Sikh identity, the community in Angelo’s study maintained other cultural values, such as the importance of marriage and commitment to family.  Their acculturation, however, is demonstrated in the adoption of certain American values.  For example, Angelo showed that 77% of the Sikhs in his study limited the number of children they had.  Angelo describes this as “the current American disposition.”  According to Angelo, “The number of offspring in the households of the respondent community was clear indication of the degree of acculturation or assimilation into the host culture that had occurred” (Angelo, 1997, p.88).  The Sikh community was able to adopt certain values of the American culture and still maintain a strong Sikh identity.  


The maintenance of a distinct, Sikh identity does not, however, spread cultural awareness to the rest of society.  During an interview with Manjit Singh, President of SMART, he stated that the accommodation without assimilation theory applies to Sikh Americans today as well.  In order to avoid conflict due to different cultures, Sikhs tend to live insular lives, as they still do to a certain extent today.  According to Gibson, “Punjabis respond to such tensions by keeping themselves socially separate...or by accommodating themselves only in public to the norms of the larger society and, in private, observing a Punjabi way of life” (p.25).  Gibson found in her study that Sikhs had little contact with the non-Sikh community outside of work, stores, or banks.  One non-Sikh resident of Valleyside stated, “I don’t think they are part of the Valleyside community.  I have never seen Americans, people like us, have social contact, or religious contact, or anything else.  The only time I have come into contact with them is at work [at a local cannery] and you don’t socialize” (p. 70).  This lack of contact leads to a lack of awareness with each consecutive generation.  Few Sikhs attend social gatherings.  One farmer said, ‘ “If after work you just come and sit at home and only go to the stores if you want groceries, then what kind of problems will you have?’ “ (p. 86)  This “strategy of separation and low visibility” may have relieved immediate tensions between the Sikh and non-Sikh communities, but it also facilitated the general lack of awareness of the Sikhs in society.  

Cultural Awareness


The general lack of awareness in American society of Sikhism was contributed to by the Sikh American strategy of acculturation.  In order to deal with these issues, various communities have implemented programs to increase the public’s understanding of Sikhism.  Organizations from New York City and Yuba City have been evaluated for their program types, target populations and goals.  In Yuba City, the main group is the Punjabi American Heritage Society.  The dominant organizations in New York City are Sikh Mediawatch and Resource Taskforce (SMART), and Sikh Coalition.

According to Manjit Singh, president of SMART, the mission of the organization is to play the role of a media watchdog by monitoring the media for the misinterpretation of Sikhs and Sikhism.  They also provide the Sikh American community with a legal aid center, which provides assistance to victims of hate crimes, and Sikhs whose civil or religious rights have been violated.  Published resources include a guide for Sikh parents whose children are bullied in school and a pocket guide for victims of discrimination, racial profiling, or hate crimes.  Other than helping the Sikh community, SMART also helps to increase the awareness of Sikhism by producing resources such as pamphlets titled “Who are the Sikhs” and “Welcome to the Gurdwara.”  Regarding the availability of resources, Manjit Singh stated, “As an organization we can be a source of ideas, projects, outreach initiatives, and resources.”  However, regarding the spread of cultural awareness, he said, “No matter how hard we try, no matter how big a staff we have, no matter how many resources we have, we would like the larger community to do it in their own smaller ways.”  According to Manjit Singh, these are SMART’s primary tools to educate the non-Sikh community.  These pamphlets have been distributed to the public at local parades.  However, the organization depends on the efforts made by individuals to educate their respective communities.  

According to Manjit Singh, SMART has regularly been receiving requests to do presentations for federal, state, and local agencies about Sikhism.  In fact, since September 11th, the organization has done ten presentations for various government agencies and airports.  SMART has done an excellent job in providing resources, but in terms of educating the general public, Manjit Singh says that the responsibility lies squarely on the community whose duty it is to provide awareness to society.  Manjit Singh describes the Sikh American community as having a rude awakening, and having “…woken up from their slumber and their apathy towards being involved and being out there.”  “In the last 20 years we have been in this country with significant numbers, but still we haven’t undertaken any major efforts to do outreach and make people aware of who we are…”  An organization such as SMART can provide resources and media outreach which they do, but they can not be responsible for bringing awareness to every community in the U.S.  Therefore, the programs which SMART implements do not increase the cultural awareness of the Sikh community.  

The Sikh Coalition, which began as a result of September 11th, has also done a number of presentations to government, state, and local government agencies.  Its mission is to safeguard the rights of Sikh Americans as well as to provide society with information on the views of Sikhs.  Like SMART, the Sikh Coalition has done a significant amount of work to advocate for the civil rights of Sikh Americans, such as implementing a hate crimes database through which victims of hate can submit reports (Sikh Coalition, 2001).  The organization has also developed community outreach programs through which it educates the Sikh community on its rights as American citizens.  In addition, they provide resources to Sikh Americans to educate their local communities.  

On May 14, 2002, The Sikh Coalition hosted an awards banquet in which they honored community leaders who assisted the Sikh American community after September 11th.  Honorees included congressmen, as well as leaders of various civil rights organizations such as Karen Narasaki, President and Executive Director of NAPALC.  Similar to the work done by SMART, the Sikh Coalition has done a significant amount of work to educate public officials.  

The efforts made by the Sikh Coalition and SMART to protect the rights of Sikh Americans has been tremendous, but the communities continue to be in need of awareness of Sikhism.  As Manjit Singh stated, the Sikh American community is responsible for educating their local communities about themselves and their religion.  In fact, after September 11th, individuals in New York have taken the initiative to educate their local community.  Deepinder Kaur, of Richmond Hills, along with a few close friends, has distributed pamphlets on Sikhism to her community.  Immediately after the attacks, her friends and she obtained contributions from individuals and distributed the information to the locals.  Not only did they distribute the pamphlets on the streets and at stores, but they also went to local churches.  Deepinder Kaur’s effort to bring cultural awareness to her community is evident in the fact that she produced an information sheet on Sikhism in Spanish in order for everyone to be aware of the Sikh American community.  Efforts made by individuals like Deepinder Kaur are those which will make long term effects on the awareness of Sikhism in mainstream America.  

Unlike the Sikh Coalition and SMART, which concentrate on advocating for the rights of Sikh-Americans, the Punjabi American Heritage Society (PAHS) in Yuba City, California is a non-profit organization founded in 1993 that spreads the cultural awareness of the Sikh-American community (www.punjabiamericanheritagesociety.com).  Yuba City, which is home to 10,000 Sikhs, is an area in which the non-Sikh community is very much aware of the Sikhs living around them.  

PAHS has been very involved in their local community through festivals, education, cultural exhibitions, and presentations.  The organization’s purpose is to “bring awareness among local American people, including the American born Punjabis, about the Punjabi culture and universal liberal teaching of the Sikh Gurus” (www.punjabiamericanheritagesociety.com).  In order to achieve this purpose, it has hosted an annual festival which celebrates the birth of Sikhism.  This festival attracts Sikhs from all over the country each May, as well as non-Sikhs from Yuba City.  The organization has also organized a Teaching Appreciation Day in the local high school to honor those teachers who introduced Punjabi as a subject, as well as the presentation of a famous Punjabi play which was performed in Arco Arena, the largest stadium in California.  According to Wes Sander in his article, “Sikhs holding annual parade” from Appeal Democrat, a local newspaper, September 11th caused Sikh-Americans to realize that “…their faith remains an obscurity to mainstream America” (Sander, 2001).  Therefore, the 22nd annual Sikh parade they had in November, “brings what many see as a timely opportunity to broaden the community’s understanding of the Sikh religion” (www.punjabiamericanheritagesociety.com).  In the article “Sikhs Take Root in Sutter County” from The Mercury News, Cecilia Kang describes the Yuba City Sikh community as one which “…tried to hide the distinctive emblems of their beliefs” when they first arrived by removing their turbans and cutting their hair.  Today, however, “many are wearing their Sikhism with pride.  They have established an organization to teach non-Indian educators the tenets of their beliefs” (Kang, 2001).  The organization Kang refers to is the PAHS.  

To further their efforts to spread knowledge of Sikhism, PAHS has formed a communications committee which is responsible for establishing a relationship with the non-Sikh community.  This year, PAHS held two press conferences on the day of the annual parade which were followed by a workshop designed to educate people about Sikhism, as well as a temple open house.  


Bruce LaBrack, in his book The Sikhs of Northern California 1904-1975, concludes that Sikhs made considerable efforts to participate in various organizations.  Because Northern California consisted of more agricultural area, many Sikhs joined organizations such as the California Canning Peach Association.  In fact, Bachan Singh Teja became the director in 1955 (LaBrack, p. 256).  Though their involvement was limited to mostly agricultural aspects, “…the work relationships in the fields and on the farms tended to allow for a closer and more personal type of interaction than that in the cities.”  LaBrack describes the relationships formed between Sikh farmers and ranch owners, which helped to break down negative stereotypes.  

Involvement in their local communities, has helped Sikhs in Yuba City bring awareness of their culture and religion to the non-Sikhs.  This involvement helps to create positive relationships between the community members, as well as create an identity for the Sikhs.  Due to various cultural programs and individual involvement, hate crimes against the Sikh Americans of Yuba City were not reported after the attacks on September 11th.

Backlash against Sikh Americans


The 234 hate crimes documented by the Sikh Coalition (20 April 2002) against Sikh Americans after September 11th, occurred due to anti-Muslim and anti-Arab sentiment which were incorrectly transferred to Sikh Americans by perpetrators who were unable to differentiate between Sikhs and terrorists.  Karnail Singh, a Sikh from India visiting family in Queens, was attacked with a knife while walking to the Gurdwara.  The two men who slashed Singh’s arm, chest, and hand, yelled, “ ‘You are Arab!  You are Arab!’ “  (Barfield, 2001)  Similar hate crimes occurred against other Sikh Americans who were mistaken to be Muslim or Arab.  Balbir Singh Sodhi, a Sikh American living in Mesa, Arizona was shot to death by a man claiming, “Arrest me and let those terrorists run wild” (Kelly, Collom, Leonard, & Walsh 2001).  In New York, a 20 year old Sikh American removed his turban and cut his hair after being harassed by a group who yelled, “ ‘There’s Osama’s relative, let’s do the job now,’ “ as they threw beer bottles at the cab window (Jacinto, 2001).  This incident, along with other hate crimes against Sikh Americans stirred up much concern among the Sikh community.  


The National Asian Pacific American Legal Consortium (NAPALC), a civil rights organization advocating for the rights of the Asian Pacific American community, reported in its annual Audit of Violence Against Asian Pacific Americans, that 96% of the 243 hate crimes reported involved South Asians.  Of these, they estimated over half targeting the Sikh American community.  According to the report, Sikh Americans “…have been brutally and disproportionately targeted for backlash in the aftermath of September 11th.”  NAPALC attributes these crimes to the fact that “some Americans have fallen into the grave misconception that all Arab Americans and Muslim Americans are terrorists, and therefore, anyone who even looks Arab or Muslim has become a potential target for violent retribution…”  


Kartar Singh, the secretary of the Institute of Sikh Studies, feels that “…the problem of mistaken identity is haunting the Sikhs in America.”  He believes that “the U.S. administration should take immediate steps and give wide publicity to explicitly distinguish the Sikhs from the Arabs” (Kelly, Collom, Leonard, & Walsh 2001).  Gurinder Singh Mann, a professor of Sikh Studies at the University of California, attributes “part of the violence against Sikhs to hate crimes aimed at Arabs and a mistaken association by perpetrators with Osama Bin Laden, who is often pictured with a turban and beard” (Barfield 2001).  

Chinese Americans


After Pearl Harbor was attacked in 1941, anti-Japanese sentiment arose among many Americans.  Japanese Americans were “…treated as enemies, even though the majority of them had been born and raised in the United States” (Takaki, 1989, p. 25).  Much of this sentiment was directed towards Chinese Americans who “…sometimes suffered the penalty of being mistaken for Japanese and treated with suspicion and hostility” (p. 25).  In fact, two weeks after the U.S. declared war on Japan and became an ally with China, Time magazine published an article titled, “How to Tell Your Friends from the Japs” (p. 55).  This article gave detailed differences between the physical appearance of Chinese and Japanese.  For example, it described the Japanese as being “stockier and broader-hipped than short Chinese.”  One Congressman in 1943 said that Americans would not have known how good the Chinese were if the attack did not occur.  “ ‘All at once we discovered the saintly qualities of the Chinese people’ “ (p. 56).  The Chinese, however, continued to fear mistaken identity because they were placed in the Asian category.  In order to identity themselves correctly, many shopkeepers displayed signs saying, “This is a Chinese shop”, or buttons reading “ ‘I am Chinese’ “ (p. 56).  


According to L. Ling-Chi Wang in “Roots and Changing Identity of the Chinese in the United States”, “during the second half of the nineteenth century and the early decades of the twentieth, the overwhelming public sentiment was to exclude and expel the Chinese from American soil on the grounds of their ‘nonassimilability’ “ (Ng, 1998, p. 27).  Wang also describes a “…bond between overseas Chinese and China that undergirds the unique racial and cultural identity of the overseas Chinese” (p. 28).  Wang describes five different identities for Chinese Americans, including accommodation which the author calls a “survival strategy”.  According to Wang, the first-generation Chinese Americans before 1949 “adjusted to the new culture but still lived as Chinese” (p. 45).  Like Sikh Americans, these group of Chinese Americans maintained a strong Chinese identity, and yet they were clumped into the category of Asians and mistaken for Japanese Americans.  

In the 1980’s anti-Japanese sentiment arose again due to turmoil in U.S.-Japan trade.  Chinese Americans, as well as other Asians felt this negative sentiment because Americans were not making the distinctions between the Japanese and other Asian communities.  Vincent Chin, a Chinese American who fell victim to mistaken identity, was murdered in 1982 after an employee of an auto company blamed the Japanese auto industry for the loss of his job.  Chin’s death was a landmark case in the Asian American community.  Like the Sikh American community, Asian Americans realized the importance of cooperation among the various Asian organizations.  Much like the backlash against Sikh Americans after the terrorist attacks, the “anti-Asian sentiment helped Asian Americans to consolidate” (Ng, 1998, p. 195).  


The anti-Japanese sentiment was incorrectly directed towards other Asian Americans due to mistaken identity.  The discrimination other Asians, specifically the Chinese Americans, underwent would not have occurred if Americans could differentiate between the different ethnicities.  Vincent Chin’s death is the perfect example of a hate crime caused by the lack of cultural awareness.  These examples, along with the experiences of Sikh Americans provides the link between the lack of cultural awareness and hate crimes.

Other Theories


According to Levin and McDevitt, in “Hate Crimes”, hate crimes are due to “culture of hate”, resentment, and peer pressure.  They argue that mainstream America helps to promote stereotypes through the media.  Although the media does help to perpetuate the ongoing misconceptions of minorities, the hate crimes committed against Sikh Americans after September 11th were due to mistaken identity.  The culture of hate is developed by stereotyping minorities.  For example, the anti-Japanese sentiment created in the 1980’s did perpetuate stereotypes against Japanese Americans, however, the discrimination directed towards Chinese was due to mistaken identity.  

The resentment theory describes the feeling Americans have of experiencing “downward mobility”.  According to Levin and McDevitt, Americans feel that they are “sliding down the socioeconomic ladder” and that minorities are taking over the labor market (Levin, & McDevitt, 1993, p. 158).  However, the hate crimes committed against Sikh Americans occurred only shortly after the terrorist attacks.  There was not an economic crisis nor a significant rise in unemployment after September 11th.  The specific examples of hate crimes committed against Sikh Americans were indicative of the mistaken association with terrorists.  

The third reason Levin and McDevitt provide for the occurrence of hate crimes is peer pressure.  They suggest that young boys pressure their friends to commit these crimes “for the thrill of it.”  However, the backlash against Sikh Americans was not only committed by youth.  For example, Balbir Singh Sodhi was shot and killed by Frank Silva Roque who was 42 years old (Kelly, Collom, Leonard, & Walsh 2001).  

Although these theories may apply to hate crimes overall, they are insufficient in providing a reason for the hate crimes committed against Sikh Americans after September 11th.  The fact that ignorance exists in this country due to the culture of hate Levin and McDevitt refer to, is indisputable.  The resentment towards minorities due to their economic success can be shown through the examples of anti-Japanese sentiment in the 1980’s.  The existence of peer pressure also cannot be disputed.  However, many of these reasons are due to the lack of cultural awareness.  If there were not such a lack of awareness of different cultures and religions, hate crimes and ignorance would diminish if not cease to exist.  Specifically, the hate crimes committed against Sikh Americans were due to the lack of cultural awareness of that community.  

Conclusion


Sikhs have been in the United States for over 100 years, and yet there continues to be a lack of cultural awareness of the community.  Although they do maintain strong ties to their culture and religion, Sikhs live insular lives.  These insular lives, which fail to educate the American society, have resulted in a backlash against Sikh Americans.  This lack of cultural awareness has manifested itself in mistaken identity that caused the hate crimes committed against Sikh Americans this year. 


The Sikh American community, due to the strong desire for success, has proven to be willing to accommodate to American culture and still maintain a Sikh identity.  Sikhs practice their religion within their temples and homes, and Sikh Americans have been able to successfully establish themselves financially as well.  Gibson’s accommodation without assimilation theory can also be applied to Sikh Americans today.  The lack of cultural awareness of this community along with the strong attendance at Gurdwaras illustrates this concept even today.  


Today’s Sikh organizations have proven to be true advocates for the rights of Sikh Americans by providing the community with social services.  Both SMART and Sikh Coalition have done a tremendous amount of work after September 11th to prevent further backlash against the Sikh American community such as presentations to local, state, and federal agencies as well as airports.  In fact, SMART has been doing similar work for over 10 years through media outreach and various publications.  The outreach to the general public, however, is dependent on the involvement of Sikh individuals in their respective local communities.  For example, the distribution of the pamphlet “Who are the Sikhs”, published by SMART, is largely contingent upon the initiative of individuals.  According to Manjit Singh, organizations such as SMART can act like a catalyst, which encourages the Sikh community to become involved.  Therefore, these organizations are excellent resources for the spread of cultural awareness, as long as individuals take it upon themselves and become involved.


In Yuba City, PAHS has done a great amount of work to help spread awareness of the Sikh community.  Through annual events such as a festival which celebrates the birth of Sikhism, the Sikh and non-Sikh communities are living amongst one another with an understanding of each culture.  These active efforts have created a community which has a strong understanding of Sikhism.  The cultural awareness of Sikhism and its followers in Yuba City is apparent in the lack of hate crimes after September 11th.  Although there is a large population of Sikhs in Yuba City, they have done an excellent job in becoming involved in their local community.  In comparison, the individual-dependent programs in New York have not been successful in eliminating the general public’s ignorance about Sikhs.


The link between the lack of cultural awareness and hate crimes can also be drawn from the experience of Chinese Americans.  This community suffered through discrimination due to mistaken identity after the attack on Pearl Harbor by the Japanese.  The strong anti-Japanese sentiment which resulted was also directed towards the Chinese American community, who felt the need to identify and differentiate themselves from the Japanese in order to avoid negative sentiment.  The Chinese fell victim to mistaken identity once again in the 1980’s when trade between Japan and the U.S. was faltering.  Vincent Chin is the perfect example of a Chinese American who was mistaken for a Japanese and killed due to the lack of cultural awareness.  The experience of Chinese Americans during these times is parallel to that of Sikh Americans after September 11th.  Both demonstrate the importance of cultural awareness and its link to mistaken identity which can lead to hate crimes.


The terrorist attacks on September 11th made it clear that it is important to study the role of Sikhs in the United States.  This paper has moved in that direction by providing the link between the lack of cultural awareness and hate crimes.  Further research is needed on the role of Sikh Americans in their respective communities before and after September 11th.  In particular, further analysis can be made as to the effectiveness of educational programs dependent on actions led by organizations versus Sikh individuals.  Policy studies examining various methods of encouraging public understanding of Sikhism would be useful in light of the backlash against Sikh Americans.
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