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One of the most talked about issues facing contemporary Sikh society is the retention and transmission of the Sikh faith.  Sikhism is a way of life, and retention of Sikhism involves the incorporation of Sikh values, ethics, and ideology into each of our sense of who we are as individuals and social and spiritual beings.  In order to understand why Sikhism is not being incorporated into the lives of the younger generation, we need to understand how these youth are developing a sense of who they are, also described as an individual’s sense of self, or identity. 

I recently completed research examining the process of self and identity development of second generation Canadian Sikh adolescent males.  This investigation was carried out between November 1997 and February 2000, as my Ph.  D.  dissertation. Although the study specifically examined identity development of Sikh males, based on my personal and professional experience, I believe that many aspects are generalizable to the lives of young Sikh women as well.  

In this study, I used a broad definition of the term “Sikh.” I recruited for those young men self-labelling as Sikh because I wanted to study the larger phenomenon of those who refer to themselves as Sikhs.  28, 2 to 2 ½ hour interviews were conducted with young men aged 16 to 19.  Interviews were transcribed and then analyzed to identify the key process and subprocesses involved in the development of a sense of who each young man was, and who he was becoming. A theoretical model of the process of how these young men are constructing a sense of who they are was developed.  This model is not my personal opinion, but a summarized version of the voices of young Sikh adolescents growing up in Western Canada.  This is their perspective.  In this paper, I will first present an overview of key elements of this model.  Then, I will focus on some of the issues involved in identity formation of second generation Sikh youth and present possible avenues of intervention.  

1.  Self-labelling as Sikh
Although all young men in the study labelled themselves as Sikh, they varied with respect to their practice of Sikhism.

- there were those who were baptized and consciously practicing Sikhism - they kept their five K’s, did their daily Nitnem, and were actively trying to incorporate Sikhism into their lives - some were involved with Sikh youth groups. 

- there were those who were not baptized but wore a dastar and actively attempted 

to learn about and practice Sikhism, as well as those who wore a dastar but did not 

feel a connection to spirituality

- there were those who had an interest in religion/spirituality but were not currently interested in integrating Sikh spirituality into their lives - these young men indicated that they desired to be religious but felt that they were unable to practice religiosity in their current lives - they imagined more actively exploring religiosity when they were in their late 30's and 40's.

- there were also those who had no interest in exploring and incorporating Sikhism into their lives, currently or in the future.

 The term Sikh provided a sense of personal and collective historical and social identity, even to those who did not desire to incorporate religiosity into their lives.

2.  The model - Being strong enough to stay on track
Overview of the Modeltc \l3 "Overview of the Model
In this theory, constructing a sense of self and identity is seen as a process that parallels a Sikh youth’s construction of a projected path of development, or track, that integrates aspects of three social scripts he is exposed to, and sees as relevant to him. 

The term script is used specifically to refer to a socially accepted and expected pattern of attitudes, values, and behaviours seen as influencing life choices by Sikh youth.  

The three scripts that adolescent Sikh males growing up in Canada saw as relevant to them were 
the Panjabi ethnic sociocultural script, the Sikh religious/spiritual script and the dominant Canadian sociocultural script. 

The term dominant culture is used to refer to the predominantly Euro-American mainstream culture of Western Canada. 

The function of the track is to provide each Sikh male a sense of continuity of past, present, and future aspects of who he is and who he is becoming within a social context. 

The central process in constructing a sense of self and identity is being strong enough to stay 
on track. 
Quote: (Hardip 18) Overhead
“I gotta look at myself and just do whatever I can to achieve my goals.  And like I can’t, I have no power over the way other people look at me. So, I just gotta continue doing what I’m doing and just like stay on the track that’ll get me to my destination.  Getting settled, having a good job. Like, being able to provide for my family.”

Figure 1: Being Strong Enough to Stay on Track
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The elements, sub-processes, and meanings of being strong enough to stay on track are an interplay between current and future-oriented intrapersonal and interpersonal concerns about getting an education, having a career, becoming married, having children, incorporating religiosity, and achieving prosperity in the Canadian context, while maintaining a sense of connectedness and belonging in the social and spiritual domain.  

There are three subprocesses involved in being strong enough to stay on track.  These are: constructing an initial track, staying on track, and reconstructing the track.  

The construction of an initial track is seen by second generation adolescent Sikh males as guided largely by Panjabi immigrant parents.  Panjabi parents are seen to selectively socialize their sons to particular values, attitudes, behaviours, customs, language, and traditions, which integrate elements of the Panjabi ethnic sociocultural script and the  Sikh religious/spiritual script, thereby imparting expectations of what is normal development for their children.  Becoming financially, socially and spiritually set are elements of this subprocess.

 Staying on track is multifaceted, dynamic, and future oriented.  It is grounded in each Sikh male’s construction and clarity of a track and his ability to be strong enough to stay on track while being immersed in his present life context in Canada.  It is influenced by the subprocess of aspiring to be my best while striving to be set.

Through exposure to the dominant culture through school and friends, and visual media and music, Sikh males become aware of the dominant sociocultural script.  This propels them into integrating the three scripts and reconstructing the original track. With increasing cognitive abilities and social experiences in the dominant culture, in childhood and adolescence, each young man continually makes daily choices that influence the maintenance or modification of elements of the various phases of the original track.  Therefore, progress on a track as well as modification of a track is seen as an active process that becomes more conscious and deliberate in adolescence.  Integrating the three scripts may be a complicated process, especially where adolescent males see aspects of the Panjabi ethnic or Sikh religious script in direct contention with elements of the dominant sociocultural script.   Reconstructing the track is influenced by the subprocesses of, being guided versus doing it alone,  belonging while avoiding exclusion, and managing visibility. How youth manage these processes influences the degree to which they feel strong enough to stay on track and their subsequent development and clarity of a sense of self and identity.

In this grounded theory, Being strong enough is defined as the ability to persevere through psychological confusion and distress associated with trying to construct a track, stay on track, and reconstruct the track while meeting one’s needs for psychological continuity, rootedness, and belonging within the Panjabi ethnic, Sikh religious, and dominant culture social contexts.

This model gives us an understanding of how Canadian-born adolescent Sikhs are constructing a sense of who they are and provides us a basis for transmitting Sikhism to our youth and assisting them in retaining the Sikh religion.

3.  Implications for intervention with Sikh youth:
I will specifically address interventions at the family and community level.  

1.  Putting our youth on track
It is clear that the initial track is constructed through selective integration of the various scripts by Sikh parents.  Thus, the sole responsibility of putting our children initially on track rests with parents.  We put our children on the spiritual track by integrating elements of Sikh religion into their lives when they are young.  I have heard said about young children.  Koi Na Aape Sikhi wal aajaan gai waday hokay.  How often have we seen young children who have not been brought up with Sikh culture actually come back to Sikh culture in this Canadian context?  Not very often.  In order to have our children incorporate Sikhism into their lives we must not only encourage them to become financially and socially set, but spiritually set as well.  We say, “jadh apne buchay set hogay ta apnay saray fikar muk janay.”  According to the young men in the study, Becoming financially and socially set attends to getting a good education, having a prosperous career, and being happily married with children.  Becoming spiritually set on the otherhand focuses on our relationship with God in this life and in the afterlife.  We must not only attend to assisting our children in becoming financially and socially set, but spiritually set as well.

Youth in the study reported that they did not realize that there was a life track until they reached adolescence.  Yet, as a school counsellor, I can tell you that most school educators are able to predict a child’s future behaviour by observing his or her behaviour up to grade 5 or 6.  Those young people who are going to stay on a particular track have already proven it by this age.  Thus, the responsibility of putting our kids on the right track comes back on us, the parents.  It is quite unusual for a young person who is not on track to come back on track without some sort of intervention.

2.  Keeping our youth on track
a)  Helping youth distinguish between Panjabi ethnic script and Sikh 


religious script.  

Often our youth are turned off of Sikh culture because they observe within their community  unequal treatment of girls and boys; discrimination based on caste - especially when it comes to marriage arrangements; excessive drinking and physical abuse of spouses and children.  Sikh youth need to be taught that these are not elements of Sikh culture - the Gurus infact denounced these aspects of Indian society.  In counselling university students, it is my observation that the young people most likely to reject their ethnic background were those who observed their parents participating in such discriminatory behaviour.

b)  Helping our youth be strong enough to stay on track
Staying on track is associated with the clarity of the track.  Our children must be clear about what they need to do to stay on the spiritual track and how they are to stay on track when they are confronted with differing values and ideologies from both the Panjabi script and the Dominant Canadian Culture script.  

- it is not only the larger Canadian society which can undermine a child’s desire to maintain Sikhism - but other Panjabis who are not practicing Sikhism as well.  For example - young men in my study reported how a young man with a Joora was often called Giani by others.  Altough a Giani is a person to be revered in Sikhism, in this sense the term is often derogatory.  If we hear this term being used in our extended family situations or in other contexts - it is important that we correct the individual using it.

- give children  knowledge about Sikhism - at a young age, teach them to read and write Panjabi - as a parent I know that it takes a lot of effort to make time but recognize that reading and writing Panjabi will give your children direct access to Sikhism rather than relying on someone else’s translation.  If you personally don’t have knowledge to answer the questions raised by your children, find someone in the community who is able to or buy your children material which helps them answer their questions. 

- youth in this study reported that participating in athletics increased their ability to stay on track.  Thus, it is important to encourage our children to participate in school based and out of school athletics or other hobbies so that they gain a sense of self esteem in various areas.

3) Helping youth reconstruct their life track so they choose to retain elements of 

Sikh religion.
Quote: Feeling torn (Hardip, a 17 year old says)

I know whether I can judge right from wrong.  And,  I have a feeling like that He’s (referring to God) is looking down on us.  And so it influences me to a high degree I’d say, when I like think of the Sikh religion.  I don’t keep my hair, keep my beard, certain aspects like just being in Canada. It’s just like to be integrated into the lifestyle that we’re in, that we have to take this physical persona.  Whereas,  at the same time I wanna feel accepted, but I wanna be somewhat religious.  


In reconstructing their life track, youth are dealing with three inter-related processes of being guided versus doing it alone, belonging while avoiding exclusion and managing visibility.  

a) Those youth who felt guided in reconstructing their life track when they confronted incongruencies 

between the Panjabi ethnic script, Sikh religious script and the dominant 


culture script, 

- reported high levels of mental and physical well-being, including contentment with life, congruence between who they were on the inside and who they were on the outside, greater self confidence, and greater sense of direction in life.  

- Young people who did not feel guided reported feelings of loneliness, confusion, stress, and lack of direction in life, as well as incongruencies between who they were on the inside and who they were on the outside.  Some of these later young men gave examples of those who were dealing with issues of drugs and alcohol, truancy from school, getting into fights with others, as well as difficulties with the law. 

Youth indicated that guidance was an essential part of developing a strong sense of identity.  Parental guidance was considered most significant although older siblings or friends could supplement whatever adolescents are getting from their parents.  It is important that parents realize the integral role they play in their childrens’ lives.  

Parental guidance:

Guidance is an ongoing daily process.  It is not waiting for a crisis to occur in the family and then punishing our children.  Sikh youth indicated that there were five aspects to parental guidance that were essential in their lives.  Parental time, knowledge, interest, communicativeness, and modeling.

Parental time: parents must make time to spend with their children.  



Being immigrants in the Canadian context, often the focus is on working to establish ourselves economically.  But if working towards building a mega house is taking time away from our children then we must re-examine our priorities.  Is living in a mega house a good trade-off for having our children go off track?  The more time we spend with our children in various activities, the better we will know them, and the more comfortable they will feel in sharing with us the issues they encounter in being strong enough to stay on track.

Parental knowledge: parents must have accurate knowledge of the issues 



that affect the self development of their youth.  Issues we are talking about today.  Parents with children growing up in the Canadian context have to make efforts to learn about these issues. This knowledge can be gained from conversation with our children, reading, and conversing with other parents.

Parental interest: we must take interest in the activities that are 




meaningful to our children, such as ttending school events or sports events that our children are involved in.  One 17 year old young man in my study reported how he felt confused and rejected because his parents never went to any of his sports games.  Yet he was one of the top atheletes in his school.  He could not understand whether his parents just didn’t care about him or whether they were just too busy working and didn’t even realize what they were missing out on.  This young man reported feeling directionless in grade 12 because he did not feel guided by his parents.  He reported how he had learned to rely on his friends because his parents were never there to meet his psychological needs.

Parental communicativeness: we need to have a common language to 



guide and relay our concerns to our children.  Often Canadian Sikh youth are more fluent in English and their parents more fluent in Panjabi.  We must make effort to teach our children Panjabi and also learn English ourselves.  This will ease the ability of children to share their feelings and difficulties with us.

Parental modelling
Role modelling means practicing what we preach.  If we are expecting our young people to incorporate and retain the values of Sikhism then it is essential that we ourselves make an effort to grow as spiritual beings as well.  In order to do this, each of us must recognize how Kam, Krodh, Lobh, Moh, and Hankar challenge us in our everyday lives, whether at home, at work, in Gurudwara politics, or within the larger community in Canada.  Then we must work actively to be better Sikhs.  Sikhs that our children can be proud of and want to emulate.  Retention of Sikhism is not just an issue for our children, but us adults as well.

Importance of mothers and fathers
Both mothers and fathers play an essential role in the self development of 


our youth.

Mothering: support and nurturance
The young men in the study reported that their mothers had often played a vital role in their early childhood and they usually felt more comfortable sharing secrets with their mothers, as compared with their fathers.  They indicated that the support and nurturance they received from their mothers was an important part of staying on track.  For young men who kept their Kes, they reported how their mothers had helped them take care of their Kes and then tie a ramaal or patka when they were young.

Fathering: gender identification and empathy
In entering adolescence though, young men reported that if their fathers were not actively involved in their lives, they experienced a lack of gender identification and empathy for their experiences as young men going through adolescence.  Thus, fathers need to take a more active role in the lives of their children, especially the boys, if we expect them to stay on track.  In modern society, gender roles are not as clearly delineated as they were previously.  Thus, in order for our children, both boys and girls, to learn to function and survive in today’s world, the involvement of fathers and mothers in all aspects of their lives is necessary.

b) belonging while avoiding exclusion
Our children live in a complex world which includes their family, their school and peers, the Sikh or Panjabi community, and the larger Canadian society.  Having a sense of belonging in all of these contexts can be extremely complicated especially when the requirements for belonging in these various groups clash.

- it is typical for adolescents to want to belong within their peer 


culture, as they must spend their school time within this context.  Young men in the study also indicated how they wanted to please their parents.  But doing both at the same time isn’t always easy.  Having a sense of belonging in the dominant culture often means doing the things that typical “Goray” adolescents do.  Such as dating, having a particular hairstyle, wearing certain clothes, listening to particular music. 

- children who have guidance from their parents are less likely to rely on 


their peer culture as their primary source of self esteem.  They are also 


more likely to discuss with their parents the issues they face in trying to belong while avoiding exclusion.  Thus, parents and children can jointly come up with solutions to these issues.

- we must also give children a social context which encourages their expression of Sikhi.  They need to have a Sangat that sees them as special and value them as human beings.  Young people who feel valued for being Sikhs are more likely to retain Sikhism.  If you see a young person who is attempting to incorporate Sikhism into their lives, give them a pat on the back.  If you look around you today at the youth that are present at this conference, you will indeed see a very special group of young people.  These are the future of the Sikh religion.  Make a point of commending them on their efforts and their accomplishments.

  


Helping our youth develop a sense of pride in being a Sikh
We must give our children cause to feel proud to belong to the Sikh community.  Unfortunately, the image of the Sikhs in current Canadian society has become tarnished - the term Sikh is now equated to terrorist, fanatic, and an unruly person.  These are not terms which envision the Guru’s image of the Sikh as a learner of the truth and the defender of the weak.  Instead of being seen as someone who society can turn to for help, we are now seen as a group to be feared and mocked. One particular local radio station in fact, as a joke, created a song about the Sikhs called “the Sikhs don’t want no seats.” 

When I was growing up in the 1970's in a small interior town in British Columbia, there were not many turbaned Sikhs around.  There was one notion that I remember having as a small child.  That was - if I was ever in trouble, find someone who wore a dastar and ask them for help.  Perhaps I was naive as a child - but I think you would agree that there was a time when we felt that we could turn to someone with a dastar if we were in trouble.  We need to reconstruct that image of the Sikh, here in the Canadian context.

c) Helping our youth manage their visibility

As minority group members in Canada, Sikhs are a visible group.  One young man in my study stated “A Sikh can be recognized anywhere in the world by his turban.”  Yes indeed a Sikh can be recognized anywhere.  Even if you are in the remotest part of the world, if you see a Sikh with a dastar, you automatically feel that you have some kind of connection, a sense of brotherhood with this person. 

 

- Being visible means that an individual is distinguishable by others as belonging to the Sikh community.  It is this very aspect that some young people fear.  They believe that if they wear a dastar and keep their hair, then this might somehow negatively impact their ability to become successful financially and socially.  Some of these fears are only perceived and some are real.  There is no denying that discrimination and racism do exist in all parts of the world. 

- We must teach our children to distinguish between real and perceived fears and then provide them the means to counterattack anyone who denigrates them for being Sikhs.  This can only happen through knowledge about the Sikh religion.  Young Sikh men in the study reported that knowing who you are and justifying it to others and balancing the negatives and positives are essential aspects of developing pride in being a Sikh.

4) Encouraging our children to pursue higher education and conduct research on 

issues of Sikh youth.

- although Sikhs believe that one of the most important issues facing contemporary Sikh society is the retention and transmission of the Sikh faith to its youth, there is a lack of research which can help us ascertain interventions to deal with this issue.

- Thus, it is important for us to encourage our children to pursue higher education in areas of psychology, sociology, anthropology and religion for example, so that they can conduct research to investigate issues related to transmission and retention of Sikh religion.

A word to the youth:

1.  The final choice is yours.  

It is possible for your parents to put you on the spiritual track, but the desire to stay on track must come from within you.  Parents can encourage us and guide us, but they can not create that inner sense of peace and connectedness that only comes from an individual’s desire to be a spiritual being.  Thus, when you are faced with choices related to incongruities between the Panjabi culture, Sikh faith, and the dominant culture, ultimately it is up to you to create your own life track.  

- young men in the study reported how choosing friends with similar values and having faith in themselves improved their ability to be strong enough to stay on track.
- if you are here today, participating in this conference, you are already facing in the right direction. 
2.  Can one be strong enough to stay on the spiritual track within the Canadian 
context.
Sikh history is full of examples of those who were strong enough to stay on track. Every day in our Ardaas we remember those who, at cost of personal injury or death, and at cost of injury or death to their loved ones, still chose to practice Sikhism.

- what was the source or essence of that inner strength that allowed such humans - as they 

all were in physical form - to endure such physical and psychological pains inflicted by those who were interested in breaking their spirit?

- can we honestly say that it is more difficult to practice Sikhism in contemporary society 

than it has been in the past?

- were all those individuals superhumans?  Or were they just strong enough to stay on 
track because they knew the benefits of staying on track?  To them, these benefits in the 
form of collective value - retention and transmission of the Sikh faith and “sarbat da bhalla” as well as, I imagine, their personal sense of fulfilling the will of Akal Purkh, outweighed any challenges or pain in this life.  

- Where did they gather that personal strength from?

- it came from guidance , role models, and knowledge of what was required to 

stay on track and unquestioning faith in the existence and Will of God.

I believe these are the elements which will help each of us to create a life track that incorporates Sikh spirituality into our own lives and transmit it to the next generation.

I leave you with a quote:

Quote: Developing pride in being a Sikh
I started tying a full turban in the beginning of grade 9. So, it’s been two years and its important to me. I take pride in making it look nice and stuff and, it’s just that it signifies who I am, like what culture I come from, what religion I come from.  You can pick out a Sikh anywhere by his turban and I think that is important.  Just the other day in socials class my teacher said that I am  very open about my religion by wearing my turban and having the courage to do it.  I said “it’s not about having the courage, it’s that I want to.”  And I don’t mind doing it. It’s not a question of well my father makes me do it, or my parents make me do it, it’s the religion asks for it, I do it and, and it’s my pleasure.  











(Jaspreet, 16)
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