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Chapter Three - The Paradoxes of Caste Equality 

When asked about the relationship between caste and Sikhism, Bakhtawar Singh, a 51 year-

old Jat man, states, "The person who recognizes caste isn't S ikh" Within minutes of 

defining and delimiting a Sikh by his or her ability to see beyond caste, Bakhtawar Singh 

stereotypes Scheduled Castes as being "hungry", "greedy", and the source of all current 

corruption in India 

If god made castes, then he gave etiquettes to each caste group as well Whatever 
environment a child lives in, he will adopt such behaviors [SCs] engage in negative type 
of activities, whatever corruption occurs now a day is all due to them Children of good 
families are unable to get jobs and these poor SCs, now look, why should we cnticize 
people, but these people [SCs] get to the top and they remain hungry, they remain 
greedy Caste does make a difference We don't want to believe it, but there is a 
difference 

Bakhtawar Singh's comments aie representative of a larger contradicuon shared by many 

Sikhs who vehementiy oppose casteism, but simultaneously engage in discriminatory 

practices What makes the contradiction even more interesting is the fact that this 

contradiction is not simply upheld by ceitam caste groups, such as high caste 01 general 

caste Sikhs, rathei a majority of Sikhs, including Scheduled Caste Sikhs, maintain that 

Sikhism has eliminated caste and casteism even though caste based discrimination is a 

common, everyday lived experience Singh's comments thus highlight a number of issues 

and raise intriguing questions how do oidinary Sikhs maintain a belief in caste equality while 

also participating in caste based discriminatory practices5 How is casteism defined by 

ordinary Sikhs5 And what forms of discrimination are included and excluded in the 

dominant definition of casteism5 How do Scheduled Caste Sikhs make sense of everyday 

experiences of caste based discrimination in a community that denies its very existence5 
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Drawing on Linda Alcoff s account of identity as horizon of agency, this chapter 

deconstructs a Sikh politics of equality by examining paradoxes shared by many Sikhs who 

vehemendy oppose casteism, yet simultaneously engage in discrimination against SCs 

According to Alcoff, an account of identity with more explanatory value and coherence with 

everyday experience "would hold that neither public identity nor lived subjectivity are 

separable entities, fundamentally distinct, or entirely independent from the other" (2006, 93) 

As a result, one of the tasks of analysis, then, is to explore the interrelationships between a 

public identity and a lived subjectivity Public identity, foi Alcoff, is "our socially perceived 

self within the systems of perception and classification and the networks of community in 

which we live," whereas lived subjectivity refeis to "who we understand ouiselves to be, how 

we experience being ourselves, and the lange of reflective and other activities that can be 

included under the rubric of our 'agency'" (2006, 93) Lived subjectivity, according to 

Alcoff, does not peifectly or neady map onto one's public identity or one's socially peiceived 

self 

Alcoffs conceptualization of identity as horizon of agency incorporates an 

understanding of agency that is tied to a visible, marked public identity and internal, lived 

subjectivity This approach to agency provides a degree of specificity that allows for an 

account of political action that is sensitive to the particular practices, including embodied 

practices that provide the necessary conditions for political action For Alcoff, identity 

operates as a horizon, always culturally located with great specificity even as it is open to an 

indeterminate future and a reinterpretable past not of its own creation One can name, 

undeistand, and explain the way in which individuals see, understand, and act through a 

horizon of agency by adopting Margaret Somers' (1994) notion of identity narratives 
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Narratives are one way to concretize the fact that every identity carries with it always this 

horizon as a specific, embodied location, with substantive content that is necessary for 

developing a meaning and understanding of agency and political action. 

The goal of this analysis is to explore the contradictions and tensions between a 

public identity characterized as a Sikh public narrative of equality, and lived subjectivities 

characterized as ontological narratives, which themselves give rise to a range of practices, 

including caste-based discnmrnation. By analyzing the relationship between a public identity 

and lived subjectivities, I hope to demonstrate the substantive context and location from 

which interviewees develop an understanding of a Sikh politics of equality and Sikh 

quotidian political action The benefit of conducting tins type of analysis, by lelying on 

Linda Alcoff s understanding of identity as a horizon of agency and Margaret Somers' 

conception of identity as narrative, is that it renders "understanding only by connecting 

(however unstably) parti, to a constructed configuration or a social network of relationships 

(however incoherent or unrealizable) composed of symbolic, institutional, and mateiial 

practices" (Somers 1994, 616). I argue that a Sikh politics of equality, characterized by caste-

based paradoxes, is best understood by connecting it to and situating it in a larger set of 

symbolic, institutional, and material practices because this allows one to expose the material 

interests at stake, the narrative methods employed to maintain and challenge these interests, 

and the social actors who are, in turn, privileged and displaced. 

Current Study 

Other scholars acknowledge the contradiction between Sikh scriptural prescriptions calling 

for caste equality and social realities of caste-based discrimination (McLeod 1975, Mann 
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2004; Pun 2003; Jodhka 2004). Some scholars explain the undeniable persistence of caste 

difference in the Sikh community through caste diversity and numerical strength (McLeod 

1975; Dhami 1995). Some scholars explain the paradox between religious prescription and 

social reality as a function of land ownership or 'agrananism' (Ram 2004; Dhami 1995; Ram 

2004; Jodhka 2001), while others explain the contradiction by focusing on issues of 

economic and political power (Pun 2003; Judge 2004). However, there are several problems 

with such arguments. First, most of these approaches operate on the assumption that Sikh 

identity is a simple reflection of Sikh scripture, therefore, these approaches make use of a 

prescribed identity, rather than building an understanding of Sikh identity from the ground 

up. Second, most of these approaches do not direcdy explore the opinions, behaviors, and 

practices of common Sikhs in an effort to make sense of this particular contradiction; 

therefoie, these approaches are unable to connect this paradox to the social context and 

power dynamics m which it is created, reinforced, and challenged. 

In contrast to the aforementioned approaches to caste in the Sikh community, I 

argue that there is a complex relationship between Sikh religious prescnptions, elite 

interpretations thereof, and the practices of common Sikhs, calling into question any simple 

correlation between the social position of a particular group and the religious interpretation 

that the group's members uphold I find that it is important to pay attention to the 

reasoning, arguments, and terms used to justify and contest the everyday Sikh practices that 

are in tension with Sikh religious prescriptions because an examination of this sort reveals 

the limits of a Sikh politics of equality, its assumptions and presuppositions, and the day-to-

day context through which these limits are constructed, reinforced, and challenged. 
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T o examine the limits of a Sikh politics of equality, I, first, operationalize Alcoff s 

notions of lived subjectivities by developing a series of potential ontological narratives9 to 

understand how Sikhs use these narratives to take action in and make sense of their lives 10 

By doing so, I hope to demonstrate that a notion of identity as discrete and bounded is 

problematic, and that it is more reasonable to understand identity as being simultaneously 

rooted in multiple ontological narrauves that can be partial, fragmentary, and, at times, 

contradictory. Second, I use public and ontological narratives to analyze data I collected 

from 40 in-depth interviews conducted in Punjabi with Sikhs of all walks of life. By reading 

interview responses as an uneasy interplay between a public Sikh narrative of equality and 

ontological narratives, which do not map neady onto one another, I am able to provide 

evidence to support the arguments that (1) despite a belief in and commitment to caste 

equality, a structure of caste hierarchy is present among Sikhs; and (2) this particular 

hierarchical structure is tied to specific material interests, narrative methods employed to 

maintain and challenge these interests, and social actors who are, in turn, privileged and 

displaced. 

Primary Findings 

When asked about caste, a majority of respondents adhere to a Sikh narrative of caste 

equality while simultaneously engaging in discriminatory practices against Scheduled Caste 

[SC] Sikhs Most respondents are able to discuss their personal discriminatory beliefs and 

I draw on the work of Margaret Someis' in an effort to operationalize \lcoff s notion of lived subjectivity 
Ontological narratives, for Somers, are "the stories that social actors use to make sense of indeed, to act in 
their lives Ontological narratives are used to define who we are, this m turn can be a precondition for knowing 
what to do" (\994, 618) 

I develop the contours of multiple Sikh ontological narratives form Sikh history and lived experience These 
narratives are not meant to be an exhaustive formulation of Sikh identity, however, each one does coirespond 
to important historical and religious traditions and has particular contemporary significance to Sikhs 
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practices while maintaining a commitment to a Sikh narrative of equality by defining 

casteism in a narrow way, which emphasizes certain forms of discrimination and obscures 

others. According to a Sikh narrative of caste equality, caste-based discrimination is no 

longer a pioblem in the Sikh community because Sikhism has eliminated casteism, and /o r 

the recognition of caste, and therefore one would expect SC Sikhs to enjoy equal status in 

Sikh society. However, this is not the case. Most social indicators, such as landownership 

rates, poverty levels, and educational attainment, confirm the continuation of caste-wise 

inequahty Thus the following questions arise, how do respondents account for the vast 

discrepancies between general-caste and Scheduled Caste Sikhs, if, for them, caste 

differences and caste-based discrimination do not exist? How do Scheduled and general-

caste [GC] Sikhs experience and interpret casteism in a community that denies its very 

existence? More specifically, how do SC and GC Sikhs live within the contradiction between 

a hierarchically organized caste society and a religious commitment to caste equality? I argue 

that a majority of respondents explain the structural position of Scheduled Caste Sikhs 

through a series of ontological narratives that minimize their own participation in 

discriminatory practices by shifting focus to SC behavior, state pohcies, and degrees of 

religious observance. The most prominent ontological narratives among respondents are the 

following (1) SCs engage in 'bad' behavior and 'bad' woik; (2) SCs consider themselves 

inferior to others, (3) SCs fail to adopt middle class Sikh values; (4) caste difference is created 

by state pohcies, and (5) casteism persists due to an incomplete adoption of Sikhism 
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Caste in Context 

Prior to discussing the ways in which ordinary Sikhs understand caste and casteism, one 

needs some information regarding caste in India. The following section will briefly outline 

the contours of the relationship between caste and Hinduism, and caste and Sikhism. The 

relationship between caste and Hinduism is important because Sikh Gurus initiated and 

implemented many practices, rituals, and institutions in response to the perceived 

shortcomings they encountered in Hinduism. This historic connection continues to be 

salient for average Sikhs in their daily practices of Sikhism. 

On the Relation between Caste and Hinduism 

Caste, stratified in a hierarchical order, determines, to a large extent, social norms and 

behavior for Hindus. The social hierarchy of caste is governed by "the distinction between 

purity and poDution, with the higher, purer castes at the top of the structure, and the lower, 

polluted and polluting, castes at the bo t tom" (Flood 1996, 12). Caste-based social hierarchy 

is composed of four classes {varnas) with one excluded or outcaste class. Brahmans are at 

the top of the caste hierarchy, followed by the nobles or warriors (ksatriyd), next are the 

Often the term caste is used to describe two distinct concepts in Hinduism, varna (four caste or class groups) 
and jatt (birth group). Some authors argue that these two terms refer to two different concepts, "which are 
assumed, quite wrongly, to have an automatic connection" (Quigley 2003, 502) whereas other authors see a 
clear connection between the two terms even if they are not defined in the same way. For example, David 
Kinsley argues that the system of Hinduism that exists today "seems to be the result of a histoncal blending of 
two social systems, the varna system, which dominated Yedic religion and the traditional Law Books, and the 

jati system, which is only vaguely descnbed in Hindu literature but which dominates Hinduism at the village 
level (1982, 152). The varna system, according to Kinsley, is used as a way to systematizeys/zj-. Unhke the varna 
system, which consists of four ranked categories, there are thousands of jatis, which are also ranked, but are 
geographically and linguistically limited. And in many cases, the varna categorization is imposed on the social 
system oijatis "which gives the villageyafe system a certain common pattern throughout India" (1982, 155). 
Thus,jatis are usually identified with one or another of the four varnai 
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commoners ivaisyd), and the last group are the serfs {shudra)}2 Each group, according to the 

Veda, has clear duties and obligations: the Brahman's duty is to teach the Veda; the warrior's 

(ksatriyd) duty is to protect the people; the commoner's {yaisyd) duties are to engage in 

agriculture, to lend money, and to tend catde; and the serfs {shudra) duties are to serve others 

and to practice art (Flood 1996, 59). The excluded or outcaste group, Untouchables, who 

self-identify as dalits and are identified by the state as Scheduled Castes, have no place within 

the caste-based social order and live by performing "menial and polluting tasks such as 

working with leather and sweeping excrement from the village" (Flood 1996, 61). 

Caste groups, according to Gavin Flood, are characterized by four features:11 (1) 

castes are arranged in a hierarchical structure with Brahmans at the top, and the 

The four-varna system was first described in the Purusba Sukta, Hymn to the Person, which, in the second 
part of the hymn, describes the correlations between the sacrificed Purusha, cosmic body, and features of the 
universe, including human society: "The Brahmin priests are said to have come from Purusha's mouth and the 
ruling class {rajanya, later called kshatiryd) from his arms Fiom his thighs came the vaishyas, a word that hteially 
means 'people' and refers to artisans, merchants, and farmers. And from the feet came the shudras, the servant 
class" (Shattuck 1999,26). 

There is, however, some debate concerning this conventional characterization of caste. In Structures and 
Cognition, Das challenges the conventional understanding of caste and ritual by examining a selected number of 
texts in Sanskrit Through the examination of these texts, Das challenges two of the features associated with 
conventional understandings of caste First, according to Das, castes (jatis) do not function as a linear 
hierarchical order, but are better understood as a "tnangle defined by the three respective relations between 
each of the categories, Brahman, king, and sanyasV (1982, 69). And second, differences between castes (jatis) 
are not conceived in these texts as differences of purity In short, Das argues for a tripartite caste classification, 
which does not solely rely on punt}' and pollution and is therefore more complex than a linear classification 
with Brahmans at one end and Untouchables at the other (1982, 69). Declan Quigley criticizes two of the 
conventional approaches to caste by challenging the assumption that caste is hierarchically oigarnzed The first 
approach finds that Brahmans are on top due to their degree of purity as priests, whereas the second approach 
privileges Brahmans because of their landed wealth (2003, 497). According to Quigley, "neither of these 
theories is sustainable because the underlying assumption of a stratified, ladder-like series of caste statuses does 
not match certain crucial features of the known ethnography" (2003, 497) In Castes of Minds, Nicholas Dirks 
challenges the conventional understanding of caste by tracing the career of caste in early colonial archives, 
commentaries from 18,h century Jesuit missionanes, and ethnographic writings of colonial administrators to 
demonstrate that caste as we know it today is the product of a historical encounter between India and Western 
colonial rule. According to Dirks, "it was under the British that 'caste' became a single term capable of 
expressing, organizing, and above all 'systematizing' India's diverse forms of social identity, community, and 
organization" (2001, 5-6). The construction of caste as all 'systemizing' denies ethnographic specificities and 
political mechanisms that would elevate and valorize different social units at different times Consequently, 
Dirks argues that an all 'systemizing' construction of caste obscures the fact that caste is better understood as 
embedded in kingship, royal authority, and social relations based on power, rather than an ideology of purity 

35 



Untouchables at the bot tom, (2) caste hierarchy is based on and governed by the polarity 

between purity and pollution, with the Brahmans being most pure, and the Untouchables 

being most polluted, (3) caste is an inalienable part of the body, and therefore cannot be 

removed, and (4) caste is governed by strict rules regarding marriage and commensality 

P o o d 1996,59) 

The distinction between purity and pollution, which governs caste hierarchy, is 

conventionally understood as functioning in two distinct dimensions. According to Flood, 

the polarity between purity and pollution is an organizing principle that regulates rituals and 

differentiates one social group from another (Flood 1996, 57). The idea of purity is central 

to Hindu rituals because anyone participating in ritual activity is expected to be as free from 

pollution as possible. Pollution arises, in part, from the natural functions of the body; for 

example, bodily fluids, hair, and nail clipping are considered polluted In addition to these 

forms of pollution, there "are also giaver forms of pollution caused by death and grieving, 

menstruation and birth" (Flood 1996, 219-220) During these times, individuals are 

considered polluted and are therefore excluded from ritual activities. 

The logic of purity and pollution, for Flood, also functions to differentiate 

"individuals from each other, men from women and high caste from low caste" (1996, 219-

220) This second dimension of purity and pollution is generally regarded as a property of 

the body or a bodily substance, which informs and individual's rank, for example, "The 

highest caste, the Brahmans, have a pure bodily substance while the lower castes have 

1 According to David Kinsley, Brahman women must observe many rules in order to insure that others will 
not come in contact with them during their menstruation "For five days, for example, a Havik [Brahman] 
woman may not serve food to her family or even eat with them but must remain outside the house on the 
porch The clothes she wears dunng her menstruation are also very polluting and must be handled carefully to 
avoid transmitting pollution to her family (1982, 164) 
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impure bodily substance, with the Untouchables being the most polluted" (Flood 1996, 219-

220). Members of the same caste (jati), according to the logic of purity and pollution, share 

the same kind of bodily substance. This bodily substance is exchanged between individuals 

through specific transactions.15 The boundaries between groups and genders are governed in 

effect to limit the exchange of bodily substance between ranked groups by policing certain 

kinds of interaction, including commensality and marriage.16 

In an effort to break down boundaries maintained and enforced by the caste system 

and to better the social and economic situation of low-caste and outcaste groups, the Indian 

constitution oudawed the practice of untouchability and established reservation of seats in 

the legislature for former untouchables and members of forest tribes. Both of these groups 

are known as "Scheduled Castes and Tribes" respectively because they were listed on a 

special schedule in the constitution. With time these reservations have been expanded to also 

include preferential access to educational institutions and government service jobs.18 The 

According to David Kinsley, pollution arises from three primary sources. Bodily excretions, such as feces, 
urine, blood, pus, and saliva, are highly polluting, and any activity that involves contact with bodily excretion 
reduces one's purity. Kinship is another source of pollution; the more closely related one is to another person, 
the more intense the sharing of pollution. Finally, people of other castes are a source of pollution, which 
passes primarily from lower to higher castes (1982, 163-165) For a detailed discussion of bodily substance and 
the way in which it is exchanged also see Pauline Kolenda 1991 "The Ideology of Purity," in Social Stratification 
edited by Dipankar Gupta. Delhi Oxford University Press 

Commensality, for Kinsley, can give rise to pollution both through bodily excretions and through exposuie 
to members of other castes Eating is a polluting act in pait because Indians eat with their hands "the hands 
touch the lips when eating, and therefore touch saliva that is transmitted back to the food and hence back to 
the lips, the very act of eating involves a certain amount of pollution" (Kinsley 1982, 164) Thus, the act of 
dining together involves the risk of pollution because one may ingest others' pollution in the form of saliva. To 
minimize the transfer of pollution while eating food is consumed among equals and "even among caste equals, 
different seating arrangements are often called for because of the relative purity of the diners .To be in the 
same line is automatically to share in the pollution of other members of that line" (Kinsley 1982, 164). 

The original provision called for reservations in the legislature for a ten-year period ending in 1960; the 
policy, however has been extended to 2010. Originally, reservations were provided solely for the Scheduled 
Castes and Tribes; however, in 1993 reservation pohcies were also extended to the other backward classes at 
the national level (Das 2000, 3834). 

For a detailed discussion regarding the expansion of reservation policies, see Das, "Moments in a History of 
Reservations." 
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demands for such provisions came initially from the oppressed and through a long process 

of negotiation and struggle have been accepted by the state.1' 

On the Relation between Caste and Sikhism 

Sikhism does not permit the practice of casteism and one of its fundamental missions has 

been to build a caste-free society. The ten Gurus categorically rejected the caste system and 

established institutions that would undermine its practical functioning. For example, the 

institutions of langar [communal kitchen], khande di pahul [baptismal ceremony], and karah 

parshad [blessed food] make no allowances for hierarchical distinctions based on age, gender, 

or social status. The scriptural and institutional rejection of the caste system would lead one 

to believe that casteism has been abolished among Sikhs. However, ground-level social 

realities point to the fact that a parallel caste system functions among Sikhs. 

According to Harish Puri, in Sikhism there is no scriptural sanction for caste 

distinction, as in Hinduism, but nonetheless there exists "a Sikh caste hierarchy, parallel to 

that of the Hindu caste hierarchy" (2003, 2697). The Sikh parallel caste system is composed 

of Jats, Khatris, artisan castes, and Scheduled Castes. However, there are disagreements 

regarding the rank order of the system; some consider Khatris to be at the top while others 

place Jats at the top. " The topmost position is held either by Jats or Khatris, followed by 

For example, when the issue of reservation was raised at the conferences leading up to the Communal Award 
of 1932. Leaders of the "depressed classes," including B.R. Ambedkar, supported the policy, while Mahatma 
Gandhi opposed it because he saw it as a danger to Hinduism. In an effort to block the policy, Gandhi 
threatened to fast to death, which, m turn, led to the Poona Act, an agreement "between the Hindu leaders and 
the leaders of the depressed classes to save the life of Mahatma Gandhi" (Das 2000, 3832). The Poona Act did 
grant limited reservations in provincial and central legislatures; however, it did not grant "depressed classes" 
access to reservations in public services, even though other minorities were granted access. 

According to Harish Pun, Jats, who were the ruling class under Maharaja Ranjit Singh, remain on top of the 
hierarchy, followed by Khatns and Aroras, and dalits at the bottom. However, he also states that "the 
perceptions regarding which caste is placed second, third and fourth varied both by the village and the caste 
one belonged to (Pun 2003, 2697-2698). In contrast, Gunnder S. Mann places the urban Khatn and Arora 
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artisan castes, such as Ramgarhias [carpenters], with Scheduled Castes, such as Ramdasis and 

Mazhbis, at the bottom. ' Unlike the traditional Brahmanical caste system, the Sikh 

hierarchical system is "considerably liberated from the purity-pollution frame of relations 

that is prevalent amongst Hindus" (Puri 2003, 2700). 

Jats, who constitute a majority of the Sikh population, have traditionally been rural 

landowning farmers. Jats are the most powerful segment of the Sikh community and enjoy a 

great degree of influence over the religious and political institutions of Sikhism. During the 

eighteenth century, Jats played a vital role in the establishment of Khalsa Raj, and thus 

entered the position of nobility in the region. During British Raj, Jats distinguished 

themselves in the police and army. And most recendy, Jats have proven "to be outstanding 

farmers, and. . .have been responsible for converting the Punjab into the granary of the 

subcontinent" (Mann 2001, 95). Khatris are the smallest segment of the Sikh community 

and historically represent the urban segment of the population who originally come from 

upper-caste Hindu backgrounds (Mann 2001, 94). All ten Gurus came from Khatri families 

and many Khatri Sikhs continue to marry other Khatris, including Hindu Khatris. Khatris 

have historically prospered in industry, commerce, government services, and higher 

education. The Scheduled Caste community is the second largest group in the Sikh 

community (Mann 2001, 95). A large portion of the Scheduled Caste community is 

traditionally known as Chamars (leather workers), who refer to themselves as Ramdasis or 

segment of the community, who originally come from upper-caste Hindu background, at the top of the 
hierarchy, followed by Jats, and then Backward and Scheduled Castes (Mann 2001, 94-95). 

For detailed information regarding the general characteristics of the dominant caste groups in Sikh society 
see McLeod The Evolution of the Sikh Community, 95-103. 
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Ravidasis, and Chuhras (sweepers), who refer to themselves as Mazhbis or Rangretas 22 

Unlike their Muslim and Christian counterparts, low-caste Sikhs have the distinction of being 

included in the hst of the Scheduled Castes A substantial proportion of both Ramdasi and 

Mazhbi Sikhs represent "the result of an influx into the Panth [Sikh community] during the 

early decades of the present century" (McLeod 1975, 103) According to W.H McLeod, the 

impulse "behind this movement was a desire to purge the traditional taint of the outcaste 

status and that a majority of the conveits regarded the egalitarian traditions of the Khalsa as 

the best hope of achieving this end" (1975, 103). 

Sikh Narrative of Caste Equality 

The respondents whom I interviewed believe in and commit themselves to a Sikh nairative 

of equality because for them it is divinely ordained Yet the task of living in accordance with 

a nairative of equality is not a simple matter; it is mediated not only by debates internal to 

Sikh religious tradition, but also by the particular mateiial conditions of respondents ' lives 

Part of my goal in this chapter is to explore the limits of a public Sikh narrative of equality, 

its assumptions and presuppositions, and the day-to-day context through which these 

limitations aie constructed, reinforced, and challenged 

In addition to Chamars and Chuhias, the Sikh dakt community has members from the following gioups 
"Chhimas (tailors), Jhinvar (water cameis), Lohais (blacksmiths), Nais (barbeis), and Ramganas (carpenters)" 
(Mann 2001, 95) 

Sikhs secured dalit recognition following independence In 1948, one of the major demands put forward by 
all the 22 Sikh members of the East Punjab legislative assembly involved securing for the former untouchable 
castes converted to Sikhism the same lecognition and rights as would have been available to them if they had 
not become Sikhs Sikh leadership worried that if reservation benefits were not extended to low-caste Sikhs, 
then they ma) leave the Sikh fold See Pun, "Scheduled Castes in Sikh Community," 2699, and Jodhka, 
"Sikhism and the Caste Question," 179 
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An analysis of the interviews reveals several consistent reactions to the issue of caste 

and casteism in the Sikh community. First, there is near consensus among respondents that 

casteism in not a salient issue in the Sikh community even though these same respondents 

express discriminatory beliefs and participate in discriminatory practices. Second, a majority 

of respondents substantiate their belief in caste-blindness and equality through a Sikh public 

narrative of caste equality rooted in specific embodied practices. And third, a majority of 

respondents define casteism in a narrow way, which enables them to recognize specific 

forms of discrimination while obscuring other forms. 

When asked if there is a relationship between Sikhism and caste, a majority of 

respondents state that there is no relationship between the two. More specifically, 

respondents claim that (1) Sikhism has eliminated casteism; and (2) Sikhs do not recognize 

caste differences. This type of narrative characterization is predominant among a majority of 

Sikhs irrespective of gender, caste, age, and educational differences. For example, Jasveer 

Singh Gill, a 54-year-old educated Jat man who works as a teacher at a government high 

school, and Fauja Singh, a 55-year-old illiterate Ramdasi man who works as a day laborei, 

both state that casteism has been eliminated by Sikhism: 

Jaiveer Singh Gill: Amongst Sikhs there is no casteism Casteism has been eliminated 
in the Sikh religion. 

Fauja Singh: N o , there is no relationship between Sikhs and caste it is written in the 
bam [the utterance of the Gurus] that there is no casteism. The Gurus eliminated 
caste. 

The dominant conception of caste and casteism discussed by respondents is best understood 

as a Sikh public narrative of caste equality rooted in the embodied institutions and practices 

of Sikhism In short, this particular narrative argues that Sikhism does not assign any place 
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to the institution of caste in its doctrinal principle and "its proponents claim that one of 

[Sikhism's] fundamental missions has been to build a caste-free society" (fodhka 2002, 1814) 

According to W.H. McLeod, Guru Nanak, the founder of Sikhism, makes it explicit 

in his teachings that caste status has "no bearing on access to the divine Name and thus to 

the means of liberation" (1989, 12). Sikh religious embodied institutions and practices such 

as langar (free community kitchen), khande di pahul (baptismal ceremony), and karah parshad 

(blessed food) can be seen as representations of an imperfect commitment to equality as 

these embodied institutions and practices explicidy attempt to undermine hierarchical 

distinctions. McLeod argues that langar, community kitchen, requires participants, regardless 

of differences, such as age, gender, and caste, to "sit in status-free line (pangat) and eat 

together" (1989, 12-13). hxingar not only encourages individuals to sit together irrespective 

of difference, but also requires individuals to eat food that has been offered, prepared, and 

served by others, thus ensuring that general-caste Sikhs eat with and be served by Scheduled 

Caste Sikhs langar is an embodied practice in which individual Sikhs sit, eat, and interact 

with others irrespective of marked physical differences, like caste and gender. 

The baptismal ceremony, khande di pahul, initiated by the tenth Guru, Gobmd Singh, 

also undermines caste hierarchies by questioning notions of ritual purity The ceremony 

requires all participants to drink amnt (nectar, or water used for baptism) from a common 

bowl without assigning any significance to the caste background of those who administer 

and partake in the ceremony (Mann 2001, 93). In addition to requiring participants to drink 

from the same bowl, the khande di pahul ceremony further reinforces caste equality because it 

is believed that the first five to accept baptism "included a representative range fiom high-

caste Khatri through middle-caste Jat to low-caste barber and washerman" (McLeod 1975, 
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86). The khande di pahul ceremony is an embodied practice that undermines the logic of 

purity and pollution by requiring individual Sikhs of all caste backgrounds to drink amnt 

from a common bowl. In short, the ceremony undermines bodily restrictions, such as 

commensakty, prescribed by caste hierarchies. 

The practice of distributing karah panhad (blessed food) in gurdwaras also undermines 

notions of ritual purity. The practice is significant not only in the actual presentation of the 

blessed food, but also in its subsequent consumption (McLeod 1975, 86-87). Karah panhad 

can be offered by anyone. These offerings are then deposited into a single dish and a 

portion is distributed to everyone who is present in the congregation. The distribution of 

karah panhad, according to McLeod, "ensures that high castes consume food received in 

effect from the hands of lower castes or even outcastes and that they do so from a common 

dish" (1975, 86-87) Participation in langar, initiation through the khande di pahul ceremony, 

and distribution and consumption of karah prashad undermine notions of caste-based ritual 

purity by ensuring that Sikhs irrespective of marked, visible differences participate 

communally in embodied religious practices. By ensuring that Sikhs irrespective of marked 

differences participate communally in embodied religious practices, the rituals of khande di 

pahul, langar, and karah panhad all "give a striking blow to the notion of ritual purity, in 

contrast to the ritual rigidity in the Hindu religious places" (Pun 2003, 2694). Consequendy, 

these institutionalized embodied rituals and practices can be seen as a realization of a Sikh 

narrative of caste equality. 
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Narrowing the Definition of Casteism and Minimizing Discrimination 

A majority of interviewees respond to inquiries regarding caste relations by referencing a 

Sikh public narrative of caste equality, which challenges caste hierarchy and promotes caste-

blindness through specific embodied rituals, practices, and institutions. For example, Jasveer 

Singh Gill's narrative characterization of caste relations in the Sikh community focuses 

specifically on the practice of langar [community kitchen] at gurdwaras: 

Like I mentioned earlier, in Sikhism, there are no caste-based differences. In a 
gurdwara we have never asked anyone about caste; thousands, hundreds of thousands 
of people gather at gurdwaras. Who is Scheduled Caste, who isn't, we don't know. 
There is no difference. Everyone sits in pangat [collective seating in a status free line] 
— the pangat, which was initiated by Guru Nanakji — and eats together. We don' t 
know who sits next to us and we sit and eat with them; there is no discrimination, no 
difference. 

According to Gill, the fact that Sikhs are able to partake in a communal meal without 

recognition or knowledge of caste demonstrates their commitment to caste equality.24 

Others like Bakhtawar Singh, a 51-year-old Jat man, emphasize equal treatment in their 

responses: 

If we are able to eat langar together in pangat then how can we say that one person is 
SC and another is not? There aren't special tables for anyone; its not as if a separate 
table is set up for maharajas [great kings]. The treatment towards SCs is great; a Sikh 
is Sikh irrespective of caste. 

According to the logic of punt)' and pollution, all interaction between castes groups should be highly 
regulated in an effort to minimize the exchange of pollution. To demonstrate the highly regulated nature of 
interaction, David Kinsley, describes the interaction between caste groups at a Brahman wedding. A large, 
celebratory feast that is shared with others marks the Brahman wedding, but the manner in which the feast is 
shared also evinces an attempt at managing and regulating the exchange of pollution. For example, "Shudra 
castes will be fed outside the [Brahman] house on the porch...[whereas] Members of the untouchable castes 
are given the leftovers and usually are asked to eat their food in the street, outside the Havik [Brahman] family 
compound, or to take their food home" (Kinsley 1982, 162-163). Gill's commitment to caste-blindness while 
participating in langar is significant when contrasted against the highly regulated interactions between caste 
groups dictated by the logic of purity and pollution. 
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The ability to consume food together in a status-free line, pangat, eliminates, for Bakhtawar 

Singh, any caste difference 25 

The narratives of caste equality discussed above rest on a narrow definition of 

casteism that relies on an understanding of caste hierarchy as rooted in the logic of purity 

and pollution Narrowing the scope of caste distinction in this way has the effect of 

emphasizing certain types of discrimination while obscuring other discriminatory practices, 

opinions, and behaviors When discussing caste, most respondents argue that caste has no 

significance among Sikhs and to substantiate this claim most respondents discuss the 

preparation and consumption of food For both Gill and Singh the ability to eat with others 

irrespective of caste hierarchies is demonstrative of caste equality However, equating one's 

willingness to eat with others as a manifestation of caste equality is intelligible only within 

the logic of punty and pollution, which is rooted in bodily restrictions Notice how this 

narrow definition allows other caste based incidents to be interpreted as devoid of casteism 

Foi example, lefusal to eat with Scheduled Caste Sikhs in gurdwaras is identified as 

discriminatory, but other kinds of acts, such as serving food to Scheduled Caste Sikhs after 

general-caste Sikhs, aie not identified as discriminatory in nature 

In addition to operating on narrow definitions of casteism, others, like Balbir Kaur, a 

60-year old Khatri woman, minimize the salience of caste and caste discrimination m the 

piesent by discussing exclusionary practices of the past According to Balbir Kaur, SCs weie 

treated poorly prior to the Guru peiiod, extending from the bnth of Guru Nanak in 1469 to 

the death of the Tenth Guru in 1708, but now are treated well 

According to the logic of punt}' and pollution, the act of dining together "in the same line is automatically to 
share in the pollution of other members of that line" (Kinsley 1982, 164) And therefore, sitting and sharing 
food with others in a status free line challenges this very notion of pollution exchange 
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Before it was the case that Scheduled Castes weren't allowed to hear religious 
scripture. And if they did hear religious scripture, then a coin was inserted in their 
ear. This occurred prior to Guru Gobindji, prior to Guru Nanakji. Guru Gobindji 
brought them into Sikhism; he is the one that allowed them to prosper in Sikhism. 
Before this, they were kept at such a distance; people didn't even want to be exposed 
to their shadow. If someone was exposed to these people's shadow, then that 
person had to be bathed. 

Balbir Kaur's description of past atrocities against SCs is intelligible only within the logic of 

purity and pollution. Exposure to a SC's shadow, for example, requires one to bathe only if 

one ascribes to shadows the power to pollute. Current forms of discrimination fall outside 

her definition of casteism because they do not exhibit discrirnination on the basis of purity 

and pollution. Balbir Kaur explicidy states that casteism existed prior to the Guru period 

and that the Gurus during their time on earth dismantied the caste system by bringing SCs 

into the Sikh fold and allowing them to prosper. ' By defining casteism as a problem of the 

past that has been remedied by Sikhism, Balbir Kaur is able to minimize present-day 

discrimination based on caste while also denying her own personal culpability in continued 

discnminatory practices. When asked explicidy about present-day treatment of SCs, Balbir 

Kaur maintains that SCs are treated well and substantiates this claim by stating that SCs have 

entered kitchens:2' 

Kaur refers to caste-based restriction regarding who has the ability to hear and learn the Hindu Veda 
According to caste hierarchies based on purity and pollution, "only the twice-born classes [Brahmans, Khatns, 
and Vaisya] were allowed to hear the Veda and . only the Brahmans came to be its guardians, learning it and 
reciting it during rituals" (Flood 1996, 58-59) In Sikhism, all people irrespective of caste have the ability to 
hear and learn the Sikh scnpture, Guru Granth sahib Currently, a majority oi granthis Pceepers or custodians of 
the Guru Granth] come from low-caste backgrounds, thus undermining the logic of punt}' and pollution, which 
is supposed to restnct one's capacity to hear and learn scnpture. 

Balbir Kaur's discussion of SCs entenng upper-caste kitchens is illustrative of a shift that has occurred 
throughout Punjab Many of the wealthy farmers m Punjab, most of whom are Jat %amindars [landowners], 
continue to live in villages while enjoying the modern amenities of urban life. For example, many of these 
households have begun to employ SC women as maids to help with domestic chores According to Sunnder S. 
Jodhka, "At least ten to twelve dalit women in almost ever)' village of Punjab were regularly employed foi 
domestic help" (2004, 183) These women do vanous kinds of domestic work such as sweeping, washing of 
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Before people were terrible to SCs; however, now things are fine. Nowadays, the 
lower castes are ahead in every type of work. They do the kitchen work, they do all 
of the labor work, and now these people are also ahead in education. They have 
prospered because of the reservation system. There is a reservation system in 
politics as well. They have also succeeded in housework. If they have entered into 
the kitchen, then how will they ever be behind? 

Balbir Kaur's emphasis on the kitchen, where food is prepared, is consistent with an 

operative definition of casteism grounded in embodied notions of purity and pollution. For 

Balbir Kaur, SCs are currently "fine" in comparison to before because they have been able to 

overcome restrictions associated with embodied ritual purity. A narrow operative definition 

of casteism allows Kaur to recognize the entry of SC Sikh maids into general-caste Sikh 

kitchens as a victory while she simultaneously ignores other forms of discrimination that SC 

Sikhs continue to endure.28 

While the dominant operative definition of casteism in a Sikh public narrative of 

equality is one rooted in the logic of embodied purity and pollution, the scholarly literature 

on caste and casteism finds that factors of purity and pollution is are less influential in the 

Sikh community than in the rest of India. Indeed, many argue that what makes caste 

clothes, and in some cases, even working in kitchens preparing food and washing dishes. See Sunnder S. 
Jodhka's "Sikhism and the Caste Question." 
28 

After interviewing Balbir Kaur, I had the opportunity to interview a SC Sikh woman, Gunnder Kaur, who 
works in Balbir Kaur's home as a maid. Gunnder Kaur washes dishes, sweeps and mops floors, cleans 
bathrooms, washes clothes, and helps prepare food in the kitchen The interview with Gunnder Kaur was not 
entirely successfully; Kaur's responses were bnef yet polite. This was, in large part, due to my inability to set up 
the interview in a more neutral site. The only oppoitunity I had to speak with Gunnder Kaur was during her 
working hours in the home of her employer. Additionally, her employer, Navdeep Kaur (Balbir Kaur's 
daughter in-law) was present for the interview. However, after the interview was completed, I had the 
opportunity to talk to Navdeep Kaur regarding Gunnder Kaur's role in their household. During this 
conversation, Navdeep Kaur discussed her relationship with Gunnder Kaur. She stated that Gunnder was 
treated well and ate well in her home. She also discussed the fact that the family helped to pay some of the 
expenses for Gunnder's oldest daughter's wedding. According to Navdeep, the relationship between the two 
women - Navdeep and Gunnder - has not been received well by her mother in-law, Balbir Kaur. Balbir Kaur, 
who throughout the duration of her interview maintained that SC Sikhs enjoy equal status, is highly opposed to 
the fact that Gunnder Kaur, a Mazhbi woman, has been allowed into the family's kitchen to prepare food 
Currently, according to Navdeep, Balbir Kaur allows Gunnder Kaur to enter their home freely, but she remains 
displeased with the fact that Gunnder is allowed to work in the kitchen and prepare food. 
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discrimination in the Sikh community different from discrimination in the rest of India is the 

absence of a purity-pollution frame of relations A majority of respondents, however, use a 

narrow definition of casteism that relies on this frame of relations even though it does not 

capture the present day practices of discrimination within the Sikh community The 

predominance of a purity pollution frame allows most respondents to discuss casteism as an 

issue of the past that has been remedied by the institutions and practices of Sikhism, thus 

obscuring current discriminatory practices 

Narrative Explanations of Caste Difference 

This section demonstrates the ways in which a majority of the respondents maintain a belief 

in a Sikh public narrative of caste equality while simultaneously explaining and participating 

in caste differentiation These ontological narratives allow respondents to (1) distance 

themselves from discriminatory actions by shifting responsibility onto others, and (2) 

obscuie specific types of discrimination through the use of a narrow definition of 

discrimination, thus rendering specific discriminatory acts innocuous 

According to a majority of respondents, caste based disciimination is no longer a 

problem within the Sikh community because Sikhism has eliminated casteism and /o r the 

recognition of caste, and therefore one would expect SC Sikhs to enjoy a status m Sikh 

society equal to that of their geneial caste counterparts However, this is not the case Most 

social indicators, such as landownership rates, poverty levels, and educational attainment, 

See Ronki Ram, "Limits of Untouchabiktv, Dalit Assertion and Caste Violence in Punjab, 148 149, Hansh 
Pun, "Scheduled Castes in Sikh Community," 2698, Sunnder S Jodhka, "Prejudice without Pollution," 387, 
Paramjit S Judge, 'Interrogating Changing Status of Dalits in Punjab," 103, and Ronki Ram, "Untouchabiht) 
in India with a Difference," 898 
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confirm the continuation of caste-wise inequality. Social norms, such as separate SC 

cremation grounds, gurdwaras, and religious sects, also indicate continued unequal treatment 

of SCs.J Thus the question arises, how do respondents account for the vast discrepancies 

between general-caste and Scheduled Caste Sikhs, if, for them, caste differences and caste-

based discrimination do not exist? A majority of respondent explain the structural position 

of Scheduled Caste Sikhs through a series of ontological narratives that miriimize their own 

participation in discriminatory practices by shifting focus to SC behavior, state policies, and 

degrees of religious observance. The most prominent ontological narratives among 

respondents are the following: (1) SCs engage in 'bad' behavior and 'bad' work; (2) SCs 

consider themselves inferior to others; (3) SCs fail to adopt middle-class Sikh values; (4) 

caste difference is created by state policies; and (5) casteism persists due to an incomplete 

adoption of Sikhism. 

Some gains have been made m the Sikh community, which should not be overlooked. For example, granthis, 
ragis, and sewadars come largely from the "lower castes, including a noticeable number from the scheduled 
castes; and, it may be surpnsing, very few from the jat caste" (Pun 2003, 2698). Some Scheduled Caste granthis 
have "nsen to positions of power and influence and have become the head granthii and jathedars at the Golden 
Temple and Akal Takhat, two of the most important seats of the Sikh religion" (Jodhka 2002, 1817) Some 
interviewees pointed to the predominance of SCs in positions such as granthis and ragis as a way to demonstrate 
a nairative of Sikh caste equality. Gains have also been made in access to drinking water. In the past, SCs were 
forced to rely on GC Sikhs for access to drinking water wells, but wells are no longer the primary source of 
dnnking water. Taps and hand-pumps have replaced wells throughout Punjab. Though in some cases sources 
for dnnking water remain separate for SCs and general castes, "there was much less restnction on the access of 
dalits to the taps and hand-pumps used or owned by upper castes" (Jodhka 2004, 184-185). It should be noted, 
however, that while SCs can and do access water from GC water souices with regularity and frequency, the 
same cannot be said about GC Sikhs. According to Jodhka, upper castes do not frequently access water from 
the sources used by SCs (2004, 184-185). One of the respondents discussed the change in access to drinking 
water as demonstrative of caste equality. Segregated housing is also on the decline in Punjab. For a detailed 
discussion of dnnking water see Sunnder S. Jodhka's "Dissociation, Distancing and Autonomy," 75-76. The 
old village structure has been, to some extent, diluted due to "growing population and a continual expansion of 
residential aieas" (Jodhka 2004, 184) Successful upper-caste families are constructing newer and bigger homes 
on the penphenes of villages closer to SC settlements There are also some situations in which "upwardly-
mobile dalits had purchased houses in upper-caste localities from those who had left the village for towns or 
had emigrated to the West" (Jodhka 2004, 184). 
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'Bad'Behavior and 'Bad' Work 

Many respondents explain social distancing between castes by relying on an ontological 

narrative of SC 'bad' behavior and work. For example, Jasveer Singh Gill claims that though 

there is no untouchability among Sikhs, the behavior of SCs warrants social distancing: 

There is no untouchability; however, [SCs] behavior is such that, or their work is 
such that people do keep a distance from them. People choose to stay at a hand's 
length away from them; they do keep some distance. 

Gill recognizes the existence of social distancing between GC and SC Sikhs; however, this 

distancing is attributed completely to SCs. Gill forecloses any possibility of identifying 

general-caste Sikh participation in the process of distancing; the culpability is squarely placed 

on Scheduled Caste Sikhs, allowing Gill to obscure his own participation in the creation of 

social distancing. Gill substantiates his claim regarding 'bad' behavior by providing multiple 

examples, one of which outlines the behavior of a SC teacher who works with him-

And sometimes what happens is that when you are sitting in an office with ten or 
twenty people, [SCs] will engage in acts that show their caste. And that's why they 
get the degree of respect that they deserve [Gill laughs a bit after saying this] 
Sometimes they do the most terrible things; they participate in awful acts. For 
example, just yesterday, at our school an incident like this occurred. We have a staff 
fund through which we collect money So, for example, if there is wedding in the 
village, we have to go, we have to give a (hagan [a blessing given in the form of a 
monetary gift] .Actually, one of our female staff members is getting married 
tomorrow We aie going to give her a shagan, 1100 rupees or 2100 rupees, whatever 
it is. There are about 10 to 15 staff members and each staff member gives 100 or 
200 rupees. One of our staff members was collecting the money, the staff member 
who was delegated this responsibility One person, only one person amongst us is 
SC. He asked a question, "First tell me what the prior account balance was; give me 
the initial account balance." The one collecting the money said, "I am not going to 
give any type of clarification regarding the account balance, if someone else wants to 
collect the money, then fine, but I won ' t do it I won't take responsibility for this 
work. If you are going to give me 100 rupees and then ask me for a written account 
balance, I won' t do it. I am collecting this money not for myself, but for joint work, 
for shared work. I make enough of a salary that if I collect 1000 rupees for the 
group I don' t need any of it." But the SC guy raised this question. N o one took 
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money from him. ..It 's because of their terrible actions that people stay away from 
[SCs]. That's why people aren't close to them; that's why they keep their distance. 

For Gill, it is the 'bad' behavior and 'terrible' actions of SCs that create a distance between 

Scheduled and general-caste Sikhs. Furthermore, Gill believes that SCs deserve the respect, 

or lack of respect, they receive because of their behavior. Any perceived 'bad' behavior, 

according to Gill, is not only attributed to the caste group, but is also described as 

constitutive of or essential to the Scheduled Caste / Gill's limited definition of casteism 

overlooks and ignores other forms of discrimination, such as stereotyping and essentializing, 

by regarding these forms of discrimination as harmless. Additionally, one must ask why Gill 

identifies his colleague's behavior as 'terrible'. As described by Gill, the SC gentleman is 

asking to see the prior account balance before contributing to the staff fund. The exchange 

can be described as the SC teacher's asking for a more transparent process. However, Gill 

reads this request for transparency as 'bad' behavior. It might be the case that Gill is upset 

with the situation not because of the demand for transparency, but because the demand 

originated from a SC colleague.' 

Gill's description is logical if one understands caste as conforming to the conventional Brahmamcal view, 
which is characterized by the following features: (1) castes are arranged in a hierarchical structure; (2) caste 
hierarchy is based on the polarity between purity and pollution; (3) the caste of any individual is inalienable; and 
(4) there are strict rules regarding commensality and marriage (Flood 1996, 59). In this particular description, 
Gill relies strongly on the third feature, which states that the caste of any individual is a property of the body 
and cannot be removed or changed. 
' Sunnder Singh Jodhka finds that caste in Punjab is the basis from which individuals "make claims over the 
common resources of the village and begin to demand equal rights vis-a-vis other caste communities" (2004, 
189). Similarly, Craig Jeffrey argues that in rural north India "caste as an identity, form of social organization 
and basis for staking claims to resources remains significant" (2001, 231). Accordingly, one can perhaps read 
Gill's description of perceived 'bad' behavior as his discomfort and displeasure with a SC colleague making 
claims over common resources. In short, the demand to see the balance sheet for joint funds in and of itself 
does not constitute 'bad' behavior; however, the fact that this demand comes from a SC individual may account 
for why it is perceived as 'bad' behavior, as the SC teacher is asserting himself by questioning and challenging 
his general-caste colleagues. 
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Lack of Personal Confidence 

Some respondents, like Jasveer Singh Gill and Santokh Kaur, a 46-year-old Jat woman, 

explain differential treatment through an ontological narrative that emphasizes a SC self-

perception of inferiority: 

Jaipeer Singh Gill: Let me tell you something else: inside your heart there is one 
feeling. There is nothing else, only one feeling. Inferiority complex is embedded in 
your heart, too. If you remove inferiority complex, then you will believe that you are 
superior; if you keep inferiority complex in your heart, then of course you will 
believe that you are inferior. How is your confidence level created? It comes from 
your heart. These people [SCs] don' t remove this thing from their own heart. 
Others may remove it from their heart, but these people [SCs] don't. 

Santokh Kaur. We told you about this earlier. For example, Labo Aunty, poor thing, 
is considered low-caste and she works, and she asks for things herself. We don't give 
everyone things For example, we don' t go to high-caste sardars [Sikhs] and try to 
give them stuff. But because these people [SCs] consider themselves low they are 
treated this way. 

Gill explains differences between general- and Scheduled Caste Sikhs by referencing 

individual levels of confidence and self-esteem. By doing so, Gill ignores the structural 

forces that create the current socio-economic position of Scheduled Caste Sikhs, and is able 

to shift the discussion to individual failures by detaching the discussion of inferiority and 

superiority from issues of power. The transition from being dominated to being dominant 

for Gill is an internal one, which has little to do with power relations or power structures 

For Gill, if one can remove inferiority from one's heart and replace it with superiority, then 

one has changed his or her life chances Furthermoie, Gill argues that even if others 

(meaning general-caste Sikhs) are willing to elevate SC Sikhs in their hearts to a level of 

equality, SC Sikhs continue to cling to their inferior self-perception. Thus, Gill is able to 

distance himself from discriminatory practices by shifting culpability for caste-based disparity 
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onto SCs; he thus forecloses the space from which to understand general-caste Sikh 

participation m creating a perception of inferiority. 

When discussing Labo Aunty, a SC Sikh woman who works as a maid, Kaur claims 

that Labo is treated differently because she considers herself to be low. Thus, Kaur implies 

that if Labo thought of herself as an equal of Kaur's, then Kaur would treat her differendy. 

Once again, all culpability for differential treatment towards SCs is shifted onto SCs 

themselves. Scheduled Caste Sikhs are identified as the source of differential treatment 

because, for Kaur, "these people [SCs] consider themselves low." Consequentiy, for Kaur, 

individuals like Labo are willing to ask for and accept items, like wheat, lentils, and cooking 

oil, from general-caste Sikhs because of their inferior self-perception. Kaur substantiates her 

explanation by pointing to the fact that this practice does not occur with upper-caste Sikhs 

What is completely obscured in Kaur's discussion of Labo is the issue of class According to 

Kaur, Labo is low-caste, and therefore, she works in people's homes as a maid, and also asks 

for and accepts specific items. However, Kaur's explanation does not consider the fact that 

Labo is poor, and as a result, she is willing to work as a maid, and also willing to ask for and 

accept things from general-caste Sikhs who tend to be well off. An ontological narrative 

emphasizing lack of self-confidence characterizes SC Sikhs as the source of casteism because 

they cling to their inferior self-perception, therefore shifting all culpability for casteism away 

from general-caste Sikhs. 

Middle-Class Values 

Others explain the current situation of Scheduled Caste Sikhs by pointing to their inability 01 

unwillingness to adopt middle-class Sikh values. Respondents like Jasveer Singh Gill and 
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Rupinder Kaur, a 62-year-old Khatri woman, adopt a middle-class ontological narrative that 

assumes that Scheduled Caste society suffers from casteism whereas middle-class Sikh 

society is devoid of caste and casteism. 

Jasveer Singh Gill: It's like this, miss. The first thing is that these people [upwardly 
mobile SCs] have changed their society. They were able to escape the society that 
they used to live in. They are now in a society in which there are no caste 
differences, no caste discrimination. 

Rupinder Kaur: Even if I found out that some person is Scheduled Caste, I would say, 
"What are you talking about? I think you have made a mistake. This person is 
wonderful; how could they be Scheduled Caste? How could this person be included 
in Scheduled Caste?" If I found out that someone was Scheduled Caste, I would say, 
"This person's way of life, way of speaking is just like ours; their homes are just like 
ours; their way of eating is just like ours, so how could this person be Scheduled 
Caste? What limitations or shortcomings do you see in this person that you are 
calling them Scheduled Caste?" 

For Gill, individuals who enjoy upward mobility manage to escape their SC society and have 

entered a middle-class Sikh society devoid of caste and casteism. Once again, Gill attributes 

casteism to SCs by arguing that casteism exists in Scheduled Caste society, but not in middle-

class Sikh society. Furthermore, Gill equates caste equality with middle-class Sikh values, 

thereby denying any space for a Scheduled Caste Sikh identity in the Sikh middle class. In 

Gill's formulation equality is granted to those who accept and assimilate into the dominant 

society by abandoning their own identity, which is regarded as the source of differentiation 

and discrimination, to adopt middle-class values. 

" Gill associates SC identity with specific oppressive social structures—casteism—and, therefore, in his 
formulation abandoning SC identity will simultaneously be an abandoning of the oppressive social structures of 
casteism. However, according to Linda Alcoff, this type of formulation is highly problematic. According to 
Alcoff, "identities are best understood as ways in which we and others around us represent our material ties to 
histoncal events and social structures" (2006, 287). And at times, these events might be traumatic and the 
social structures might be oppressive, but, for Alcoff, "this indicates that the events need to be carefully 
understood and analyzed and that the structures need to be transformed, not that the identities themselves 
need to be left behind" (2006, 287). 
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When asked about the treatment of SCs, Rupinder Kaur responds from a position of 

caste-blindness by discussing SC status as something she would 'find out' about. Kaur's 

claim that so and so person cannot possibly be SC because he or she is "wonderful" is 

problematic because of its implicit characterization of SCs. Kaur's statement is intelligible 

only if one assumes that SCs are not capable of being wonderful, and therefore, any person 

who is wonderful is by definition not SC. Kaur also assumes that a middle-class lifestyle is a 

caste-free lifestyle in which one cannot tell one caste apart from another. However, to adopt 

a middle-class lifestyle and access the benefits of a caste-free society, one needs socio-

economic resources; resources unavailable to a majority of SCs. Kaur's ontological narrative 

of middle-class values functions to foreclose the possibility for most SC Sikhs, who live in 

poverty, to ever gain respect or equality because respect and equality are available for those 

who adopt middle-class values. 

When asked about SC Sikhs who are not part of the middle class, Kaur argues that 

they are self-isolating: 

Now, listen to me, if those people [SCs] isolate themselves, if they say, "We don't 
have any similarities with these people [GCs], we won't interact with people who are 
not like us," then it arises in our heart that these people [SCs] don't want to be close 
to us; they don't want to interact with us. So what are we supposed to say to people 
like this? 

Kaur distances herself from discriminatory practices and shifts culpability onto SC Sikhs by 

arguing that SCs choose self-isolation because they are unwilling or unable to find similarities 

between themselves and middle-class Sikhs. Interestingly, for Kaur, the sentiment of class-

based difference and distrust arises from SCs, not GCs, thus shifting all culpability away 
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from herself, and allowing her to cohere to a Sikh public narrative of equality while 

simultaneously holding discrirninatory beliefs. 

State-based Policies 

Others, such as Surinder Singh, a 22-year-old Jat man, explain the persistence of caste 

difference and caste discrimination through an ontological narrative that emphasizes state 

policies. In short, some respondents argue that that casteism is created and maintained by 

state policies, which treat individuals differently due to their caste affiliation. The Indian 

constitution provides special provisions relating to certain classes of people, including 

Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes. Three different programs have been adopted in an 

effort to improve the social, cultural and economic conditions of SCs: (1) the Special 

Component Plan (SCP), which was enacted during the Sixth Five-Year Plan (1980-1985), 

ensures adequate benefits to SCs by providing funds in proportion to the percentage of SCs 

in the state; (2) statutory reservation in the legislature, government services, and higher 

education have been adopted for the backward classes of India; and (3) government welfare 

measures, including educational scholarships, distribution of free textbooks, health services, 

and housing schemes, have also been initiated, at times, by central and state governments.15 

Surinder Singh's narrative focuses on reservations in educational institutions, government 

jobs, and the legislature as the source of the continued casteism:16 

The SCP program has rarely received full funding in Punjab. See J.R. Kundal's "Government's Affirmative 
Actions for the Scheduled Caste," 245-252. 

Some argue that these types of welfare programs focus too heavily on individuals, thus resulting in a 
mismatch between household capacity and individual achievement. In response, J.R. Kundal has called for the 
adoption of the household as the unit of distribution (2004, 253-254). 

This is a common belief among individuals in Punjab. Manmohan S. Gill finds in his study, which surveyed 
120 respondents of different caste affiliation in Jalandhar, that a majority of respondents agree that reservation 
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And now in jobs and education there is a difference, too If there wasn't a difference 
then there wouldn't be SCs and BCs The state gives priority to SCs and BCs; the 
state continues to say that these people are lower caste, so how are things supposed 
to change? 

According to Singh, if the state did not recognize and maintain caste differences when 

allocating government jobs and seats in education, then the categories of Scheduled Caste 

and Backward Castes would be eliminated. In Singh's estimation "the state continues to say 

that these people are lower," and therefore, casteism continues. After shifting the 

responsibility for continued recognition of caste to state policies, Sunnder Singh asks, "How 

are things supposed to change?" Change, for Singh, is impossible due to state policies; 

therefore, he is able to shift culpability of the continued salience of caste and casteism away 

from individual acts of discrimination to the state by emphasizing the incentives created by 

state reservation policies. 

Surindei Singh continues by stating that the incentives created by the reservation 

system are so strong that general-caste Sikhs are also trying to change their caste status 

Let me tell you more There are Jats who are getting SC certificates made Now why 
are they doing this? In the hopes of getting a job, of being part of the quota Those 
who aie Saini used to be in the general category but they demanded repeatedly that 
they be in the SC quota — no, soiry, the BC category - and now they aie part of this 
group, meaning that now the casteism that remains is a demand for quotas 

Singh's narrative characterization of Scheduled Caste status as a mechanism for extracting 

state-based benefits obscures three distinct realities First, Singh fails to recognize that many 

SCs are unable to avail themselves of the benefits associated with reservation pohcies 

policies create unequal opportunity structure for diffeient groups Furthermore, a majority of respondents find 
that reservations based on caste undermine notions of equality and social justice (Gill 2004, 92) 
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because they are not adequately empowered and lack the necessary skills Second, Singh's 

narrative characterization of the situation assumes that SC Sikhs are a uniform and 

monolithic group with equal ability to access the benefits associated with reservation 

policies. This, however, is far from the truth Paramjit S. Judge finds that Ramdasis have 

made the best use of the reservation policy whereas Mazhbis have not been able to keep 

pace (2004, 114).38 Third, Smgh equates casteism with the demand for quotas, and by solely 

emphasizing the benefits associated with SC status obscures discriminatory and exclusionary 

practices associated with casteism. An ontological narrative that emphasizes state-based 

policies is one way in which ordinary Sikhs are able to distance themselves from casteism 

because they shift responsibility for the maintenance and perpetuation of caste hierarchies to 

state-based policies. 

Incomplete Adoption ofSikhism 

Others explain casteism in the Sikh community by pointing to the fact that Sikhs have not 

adopted Sikhism in its full extent. This specific ontological narrative coheres perfecdy with a 

Sikh public narrative of equality as Sikh religious practices and institutions are maintained as 

the source of caste equality. When asked about the predominance of inter-caste marriages 

among Sikhs, Surinder Smgh argues that inter-caste marriages will remain the norm until 

Sikhs fully adopt Sikhism by becoming baptized: 

There is another issue as well. When all Sikhs take amnt [nectar, or water used for 
baptism] then they will be equal, but people won' t be equal until that time There is 

' To remedy this situation, J R Kundal calls for the implementation of special government programs designed 
to provide quality skills to SCs while institutionalizing and formalizing the informal skills they possess (2004, 
252) 

Similarly, Surinder S Jodhka finds that "Initially it -was the Ad Dharmis and the Chamars who seemed to 
have cornered a major part of the reserved seats Subsequently, the state government decided to reserve fifty 
per cent of the reservation quotas for the Mazhbis" (2003, 38) 
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a difference until one takes amnt For example, if there is a Chamar boy and a Jat 
girl, they will be equal once they both take amnt, and, at that point, they can get 
married 

Equality, for Singh, is achieved if and only if Sikhs undergo the baptism ceremony, khande di 

pahul, which eliminates all difference According to this narrative logic, "a Chamar bo} and a 

Jat girl" cannot marry until both have undergone the baptism ceremony and have achieved 

equality Until they do so, they will remain unequal and therefore should not get married 

Singh identifies the baptism ceremony as the process through which equality is achieved, 

therefore, caste difference and discrimination can be attributed to the slow adoption of the 

religion This also implies that only those SC Sikhs who have undergone the baptism 

ceremony are equal to general-caste Sikhs According to this particular ontological narrative, 

equality is available to those who fully adopt the Sikh religion 

Some, like Rupinder Kaur discuss the difficulty of policing those who do not fully 

adopt Sikhism 

Now, what kind of authority do I have? You are talking to me now, but what 
authority do I have to tell other people, "How dare you talk about such things5 How 
dare you bring up caste?" How can I tell people, " N o you aien't suppose to say, 'I 
am Khatri Sikh or Ramdasi Sikh,' but say simph/ that you are gumkh [a true Sikh of 
the G u i u P " In India no one has full authoiity to say something about this religion 
or to say something about different caste groups 

Kaur discusses the fact that Sikhs maintain caste and casteism by identifying themselves in 

both religious and caste terms, rather than solely adopting a Sikh or gumkh identity, which 

would eliminate the use of surnames and the recognition of caste According to Kaur, caste 

difference remains due to an incomplete adoption of Sikhism Furthermore, Kaur points to 

the fact that there is no single source of authority on the subject of either caste 01 religion 

And she does not believe that she as an individual has any authority to regulate the way in 
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which individual Sikhs self-identify. As a result, culpability for continued casteism is 

attributed to an incomplete adoption of the Sikh religion, thus maintaining the idea that 

casteism is a problem that has been remedied by Sikhism and that the adherents of Sikhism 

need to become more devout and devoted Sikhs, gursikhs. In short, for Kaur, when Sikhism 

is fully adopted, then the remaining residue of casteism will be remedied. This explanation 

allows individual general-caste Sikhs to shift the blame away from their own behavior and 

practices by pointing to a larger set of issues regarding commitment to religious doctrines 

and practices. 

Obscuring and Minimizing Discrimination 

The aforementioned ontological narratives obscure general-caste Sikh participation in the 

creation and perpetuation of casteism General-caste Sikhs use many methods to maintain 

the current caste hierarchy, including physical violence, sexual abuse, repeated humiliation, 

denial of pay and food, and restricted access to fodder and bathroom facilities.,<; In addition 

to these overt expressions of domination, general-caste Sikhs perpetuate caste domination 

through implicit, indirect methods Fauja Singh's interview responses provide some insight 

on how individuals make sense of everyday experiences of caste-based discrimination in a 

community that denies the very existence of discrimination. More specifically, Fauja Singh, a 

55-year-old Ramdasi man, discusses some of the ways in which Scheduled Caste Sikhs are 

reminded by general-caste Sikhs, on a daily basis, of then- "inferiority". When asked about 

According to Pun, GC Sikhs often use methods such as rape, gang rape, stripping naked, and stripping and 
parading public])' against SCs to teach them a lesson (2003, 2700) Mark Juergensmeyer finds a similar pattern 
in his examination of a culture of depnvation in three Punjabi villages In one of the villages, "The youngest 
brother in one Qafj landlord family claims, with some pnde, that he has totally eradicated virginity among the 
daughters of his fathei's [SC] labour families (Juergensmeyer 2004, 49) Juergensmeyer also finds that SCs were 
denied daily access to )at landlords' fields "an act which was tantamount to blocking access to the SCs' toilets," 
for supporting the Congress party instead of the Akali party in a recent election (2004, 49) 
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the treatment of SCs in Sikhism, Fauja Singh's response that "the Gurus have eliminated 

caste" reflects a public narrative of caste equality. But when asked about the treatment of SC 

Sikhs in local gurdwaras, Fauja Singh discusses the indirect ways in which SC Sikhs are kept in 

l ' i 40 
their place: 

The Scheduled Castes are the poor public. We don't have funds, and therefore we 
remain back; we don't take the lead. The higher caste stays ahead because they have 
funds; they say, "We built the gate for the gurdwara, we had the gurdwara painted, and 
we had the doors installed." They have more property, and therefore they stay at the 
top, they stay ahead at the gurdwara.. .Those of us who are poor, we live within our 
means, and if we go too forward then. . .Actually, let's just talk about me. If I try to 
make myself visible in the gurdwara, if I try to take the lead, then some people within 
the gurdwara will try to uproot me and they will say to me - not direcdy, but 
indirectly, in their casual language — that I should remain within my limits; that I 
should do this, not that; I should act diis way, not that way. And I understand this. I 
don't want anyone talking negatively about me, so I stay within my limits. 

Scheduled Caste Sikhs are made to feel inferior because they lack the necessary resources to 

contribute and donate to gurdwaras. And if SC Sikhs attempt to contribute and donate to 

gurdwaras, then they are reminded of their position as low-caste and low-class, and told to 

stay in their place. Fauja Singh states that if he were to make himself visible in gurdwara 

activities by taking a leadership position, then he would be reminded by general-caste Sikhs 

The contradiction that thus far has been evident in the responses of general-caste Sikhs is also present 
among SC Sikhs. Fauja Singh, a Ramdasi Sikh who explicitly discusses his experiences of caste-based 
discrimination, is able to claim that in Sikhism there is no space for caste recognition or caste discrimination 
because the Gurus eliminated caste. Thus, the question arises, how is Fauja Singh able to make sense of his 
own expenence of discrimination in a community that vehemently opposes casteism? One way in which Fauja 
Singh deals with this situation, is by identifying Sikhs who participate in discriminatory behavior as "clean-
shaven Sikhs," thus implying that these Sikhs have not fully adopted Sikhism: "Most people treat me well and 
they speak to me with love, but there are some people clean-shaven people who believe in Sikhism less and 
they have less knowledge, and they spend more money for the gurdwara and try to make others around them 
feel inferior. The people who hold on to these differences and act based on these differences aren't doing it 
because they have hatred in their hearts; they do it because they don't have knowledge" (Fauja Singh) 
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in everyday conversations through casual language that he should stay in his place and live in 

his means 

Scheduled Caste Sikhs are reminded of their "inferiority," in effect, to maintain 

current power relations General caste Sikhs, according to Fauja Singh, say, "The poor 

should remain poor, low castes should remain low " When a SC Sikh challenges the current 

power relations, then he or she becomes the object of ridicule, rumor, and gossip Fauja 

Singh emphasizes repeatedly that SC Sikhs are restricted in their behavior and actions 

through indirect means, "little by litde " And these daily reminders of SC "inferiority" 

propagated by general caste Sikhs are internalized by SCs, and function as a form of self 

regulation 

Fauja Singh The situation is like this if we have less money, then our clothes are also 
cheap Due to these reasons we remain back We limit ourselves because our 
clothes are simple, our clothes are cheap so we remain back We know that we will 
be served parshad, but we choose to take it last because of our clothes The poor 
public, we are happy staying back and not taking the lead because sometimes we 
don't even have one rupee to matha tekh [touch one's forehead to the ground in front 
of the holy text] Some [SC] people will go to maharaj [holy book of the Sikhs] and 
matha tekh without money, others don't think it's appropriate, so they will matha tekh 
from afar and not even go to maharaj Some [SC] people expenence hatred towaid 
then own clothes, and therefore they say my clothes are cheap, they are ugly So I 
can't take a primary position, I can't take the lead It's not as if anyone direcdy 
stops the poor from participating or from taking the lead But they limit themselves, 
they stop themselves 

Saitonal appearance, accoiding to Fauja Smgh, signifies caste affiliation, and therefoie, it 

functions as a visible, marked difference 4 Fauja Singh argues that he and other SC Sikhs 

Sunnder S Jodhka finds that SCs are rareh if ever stopped from enteringgurdivaras managed by general caste 
Sikhs Nevertheless, SC Sikhs do believe that they are "not treated at par with their counterparts from the 
upper castes (2002, 1818) For example, Scheduled Caste children are often asked to come for langar after 
everyone else is finished eating, or they might be asked to sit in sepaiate queues \pangat], and members of the 
Scheduled Caste community are often not allowed to cook and serve langar at local gurdwaras (See Jodhka, 
"Sikhism and the Caste Question," 184) According to Jodhka, in a village of Gurdaspur district, the devout 
Mazhbi Sikhs would regularly visit the village gurdwara, but "they could never sit along with the upper caste jats, 
[and] larely would they be encouraged to distnbute langar ox parshad' (2002, 1818) 
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make a self-conscious decision to remain back, to partake of karah parshadlast and matha tekh 

from afar. These decisions are made due to visible, marked differences, such as sartorial 

appearance. For some, according to Fauja Singh, self-regulation transforms into self-hate. 

Some SCs do not believe they are capable or worthy of a primary position in society because 

of their self-hate. Consequently, general-caste Sikhs do not need to constantly regulate the 

behavior and actions of SC Sikhs through force because SCs limit their own behavior 

according to current social prescriptions and power relations.43 

When asked why SCs engage in self-regulation, Fauja Singh states that it is born out 

of fear of humiliation: 

This behavior is born out of the fear of others saying, "Your clothes aren't decent, 
your hands aren't washed, your feet are filthy, and look at you. You are trying to get 
ahead and take the lead. Just stay back, a little man." Before anyone can make this 
type of statement, the poor limit themselves and remain behind. 

SC Sikhs, according to Fauja Singh, want to avoid public humiliation, and therefore, they 

behave in ways that avoid any opportunity for ridicule. Fear of being criticized and chastised 

creates reluctance in SC Sikhs, which is evident not only in gurdwaras, but also in other 

locations.44 Others, such as Jasveer Singh Gill and Santokh Kaur (see section on Lack of 

In my conversation with Fauja Singh, he mentions an encounter he had with the local police. In the 
description of the encounter, Fauja Singh emphasizes his attire and appearance in great detail. He describes his 
appearance because, to a large extent, his appearance dictates the way in which he is treated by the thanadar 
[local police chief]. The mistreatment that Fauja Singh experiences at the hand of the thanadar reinforces the 
fact that clothing oftentimes functions as signal of caste, which m turn determines treatment and degree of 
respect received. 

J When SCs challenge the status quo, members of the general caste at times suppress them through violence 
and sexual abuse. See Hansh Pun, "Sikhism Scheduled Castes in Sikh Community," 2700 and Juergensmeyer, 
"Cultures of Deprivation," 49. 

According to Fauja Singh, SC Sikhs also self-regulate when attending prayers at a general-caste Sikh home: 
"This does happen in gurdwaras, and it happens when people have prayers in their homes. The poor will matha, 
eat parshad, and enjoy langar, but they do it while remaining in the shadows, while staying back." Simran Kaur, a 
28-year-old Khatn woman, confirms that SC Sikhs are expected to stay back at such functions, however, 
according to Simran Kaur, this expectation is born out of general-caste Sikh behavior and treatment towaids 
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Personal Confidence) read this reluctance as a lack of confidence, which obscures the indirect 

ways in which general-caste Sikhs help to create this sense of "inferiority." Fauja Singh's 

narrative provides some insight on the ways in which SC Sikhs experience, understand, and 

negotiate everyday experiences of caste-based discrimination in a community that denies its 

very existence. 

Conclusion 

An analysis of the ways in which Sikhs narratrvize caste discrimination helps to explain (1) 

how ordinary Sikhs maintain a belief in caste equality while also participating in caste-based 

discriminatory practices; (2) how casteism defined by ordinary Sikhs; and (3) how SC Sikhs 

make sense of everyday experiences of caste-based discrimination in a community that 

denies its very existence. Through Alcoff s understanding of identity as a horizon of agency 

and Somers' notion of narrative identity, I am able to demonstrate that Sikhs maintain a 

belief in and commitment to caste equality while participating in caste-based disciirmnation 

through a public Sikh narrative of equality and a series of ontological nariatives. Most 

respondents are able to discuss their personal discriminatory beliefs and practices while 

maintaining a commitment to a Sikh narrative of equality through a series of ontological 

narratives that minimize their own participation in discriminatory practices by shifting the 

focus to SC's behavior, state policies, and degrees of religious observance. I find that it is 

important to pay attention to the reasoning, aiguments, and terms used to justify and contest 

everyday Sikh beliefs and practices that are in tension with Sikh religious prescriptions 

SC Sikhs Therefore, one must qualify what Fauja Singh identifies as self-imposed restriction with the fact that 
this type of behavior is reinforced if not prescnbed by geneial-caste Sikhs who have prayers in then homes 
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because an examination of this sort reveals the limits of a Sikh politics of equality, its 

assumptions and presuppositions, and the day-to-day context through which these 

limitations are constructed, reinforced, and challenged. By doing so, I demonstrate that an 

understanding of identity as a horizon of agency has explanatory value because it renders 

meaning by connecting an examination of identity to a larger set of symbolic, institutional, 

and material practice, which underscores issues of power and power dynamics by asking 

what matenal interests are at stake, what narrative strategies are employed to maintain and 

challenge these interests, and who, in turn, is privileged and displaced 
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