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The Institute of Ethnic Studies (KITA) was officially established on 8 October 2007
by Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia (UKM) to undertake academicr esearch on
subjects pertaining to ethnic studies in Malaysia. This research institute is the “only
one of its kind” in Malaysia, focusing specifically on “ethnic studies” with a thematic
studies orientation. The Institute emerged out of the need to maintain at home the
present peaceful inter- and intra-ethnic existence against worldwide poblematic, and
sometimes violent, ethnic situations.

KITA plays a lead role in undertaking academic work which can inform public
policymakers, civil service administrators, and programme implementers along with
the general society and the academic fraternity on ethnic r elations in Malaysia. The
research undertaken will be able to determine critical concerns r egarding inter- and
intra-ethnic issues, provide analytical frameworks on the strengths and weaknesses of
government policies and programmes as w ell as strategies and ne w initiatives in
addressing them.

At present, KITA conducts research (basic, applied, and strategic) and offers
postgraduate studies degree programmes. Organizationally, KITA has five research
clusters, each being led by a prominent scholar or a highly experienced professional
person. The five research clusters are: Social Theory and Ethnic Studies; Ethnicity
and Religion; Ethnicity at the Workplace; Ethnicity and Consumerism, and The Arts
and Social Integration.

The Institute of Southeast Asian Studies (ISEAS) was established as an autonomous
organization in 1968. It is a regional centre dedicated to the study of socio-political,
security and economic trends and dev elopments in Southeast Asia and its wider
geostrategic and economic environment. The Institute’s research programmes are the
Regional Economic Studies (RES, including ASEAN and APEC), Regional Strategic
and Political Studies (RSPS), and Regional Social and Cultural Studies (RSCS).

ISEAS Publishing, an established academic pr ess, has issued more than 2,000
books and journals. It is the largest scholarly publisher of r esearch about Southeast
Asia from within the region. ISEAS Publishing works with many other academic and
trade publishers and distributors to disseminate impor tant research and analyses
from and about Southeast Asia to the rest of the world.
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PREFACE

This volume is an outcome of a conference, “S ikhs in Multiracial Southeast
Asia: Negotiating an I dentity”, held at the I nstitute of S outheast Asian
Studies (ISEAS) in May 2008. Senior scholars in the field of Skh studies were
identified to present an o verview of the topic while some scholars w  ere
encouraged to go into the field in parts of Southeast Asia to learn about Sikh
communities settled ther e and to pr esent their findings at the seminar
During the two-day seminar, guests of honour, Member of Parliament of
Singapore, Inderjit Singh, former Ambassador (M alaysia), Ajit Singh, and
former Ambassador (India), Paramjit Sahai, were also invited to present their
perspectives on the issues discussed at the seminar . The seminar was a joint
initiative co-funded by ISEAS and the I nstitute of Ethnic Studies (KITA),
Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia.



FOREWORD
Sikhism in Southeast Asia —
Southeast Asia in Sikhism

This fine collection of essays makes a substantial contribution to both
Southeast Asian and Sikh studies. The contributors to the wlume document
the historical development of S ikh communities in S outheast Asia and
cultural configurations that shape contemporar y Sikh life in the r egion.
They trace the ways in which colonialism, migration, political struggles,
and religious life have shaped the experience of Skhs in Southeast Asia over
the past 150 years.

This region is a very important site to think through Sikh history and to
test new approaches in the field of Sikh studies. Historians, geographers, and
anthropologists have long seen Southeast Asia as a crossroads, where an array
of local cultures have intersected with several substantial diasporic communities
and numerous long-distance trading netwoiks. The work of these overlapping
and interlocking structures produced societies characterized by considerable
social complexity where cross-cultural negotiations of v arious kinds have
been a basic fact of life, both in the colonial and post-colonial periods.

Recent work by historians such as Thomas Metcalf and Sugata Bose
has underlined the centrality of connections to I ndia in the shaping of
modern Southeast Asia and hav e emphasized the ways in which these
connections were produced by those two powerful engines of modernity:
empire and migration. The essays gathered here reconstruct the changing
shape of these inter-regional networks and trace the consequences of these
connections in vivid detail. They also show how Sikhs in Southeast Asia,
as sojourners or permanent settlers, hav e imagined their P unjabi roots
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and the place of that P unjabi cultural heritage in shaping the par ticular
forms of diasporic cultural practice.

It is striking, however, that despite the work of scholars such as K ernial
Singh Sandhu and Verne Dusenbery, Southeast Asia has not been a site for
sustained investigation or theoretical reflection for scholars of Skhism. Various
explanations might be forwarded for this oversight, but the outcome of this
lacuna is that models of the Sikh diasporic experience tend to be gounded in
British, North American, or even East African case studies. This volume is a
much needed and extremely significant corrective to this imbalance within
Sikh studies. Southeast Asia is, of course, an extremely rich site for thinking
about the transformation of the Sikh Panth (community) and the history of
Punjabi/Sikh communities outside I ndia. In particular, the development of
Sikhism in Southeast Asia foregrounds two crucial issues: negotiations between
Sikh leaders and the machiner y of modern states, and the place of cross-
cultural engagements of various kinds in shaping understandings of what it is
to be Sikh. These are two broad issues that, to my mind at least, haw received
insufficient attention by scholars of S ikhism, who have prioritized narrowly
“religious” issues and who tend to privilege r  eligious/textual sources over
other types of material in their analytical practice.

One of the gr eat strengths of this v olume is that the essays clearly
communicate what I have elsewhere called the “texture of Sikh history”. By
this I mean that these contributions demonstrate the ways in which the
specificities of space, time, social structures, and political systems shape the
development of the par ticular Sikh communities. The authors who have
contributed here remind us of the full range of liv ed Sikh experience and
underscore the ability of Skh individuals, families, and sangats (congregation)
to adapt to the par ticular circumstances that have framed their for tunes,
while maintaining their commitment to the teachings of the gur  us. The
authors of these essays use a wide range of sources and demonstrate how new
archives — such as cartoons — might be productiv ely used to illuminate
important aspects of S ikh history. They also document the histories of a
broad cross-section of Sikhs, ranging from working-class urban wor kers to
powerful businessmen to female activists. The essays also cast ne w light on
certain issues that have been acknowledged as significant in the shaping of the
Panth, but which have only received limited treatment to date, such as the
place of war in framing Skh identity, or the place of memoiy in the definition
of community boundaries.

So the essays collected here remind us that location matters and that een
in an age of intensified transnational flo ws, state policy continues to have a
substantial ability to define the economic and cultural parameters of an



Foreword Xi

individual’s or community’s experience. State practices and national imaginaries
have been central in defining what possibilities hav e existed for S ikhs to
define themselves in the public spher e, and have also shaped the ways in
which particular Sikh communities in S outheast Asia have been able to
engage with the global mo vement of representations, ideas, and discourses.
Time and time again, the contributors emind us that the nature of the guam
(race/community), as well as the global economic and cultural landscape,
looks quite different from different locations. Although all Skhs are connected
by their veneration of the ten gurus and Sri Guru Granth Sahib, to be a Sikh
in Manila was quite different from being a Sikh in Yangon or Jakarta, Kuala
Lumpur or Singapore. The groundedness of these case studies and the more
synthetic or theor etical overviews offered by Arunajeet Kaur , Shinder S.
Thandi, and Verne Dusenbery, provide us with a rich and challenging set of
readings of the Sikh experience. These stories capture the complexity of lived
experience and offer some compelling insights in contemporar y Sikh life in
Southeast Asia. Taken as a whole they stand as the most important guide we
have to the Sikh experience in Southeast Asia and they open up a host of new
analytical possibilities for those of us wor king in Sikh studies.

Professor Tony Ballantyne
University of Otago
New Zealand
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