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Effects on Cultural Values and Norms of Sikhs while living in 

Oakland 

Oakland located in the U.S within the state of California is considered as the major west 

coast port city in the country. It stands at eight largest city in the state and 47th largest city in the 

U.S having population that is highly diversified. In fact, Oakland is considered as the third highly 

diverse city in the United States. As a result, within Oakland, one can observed several major 

cultures within cultures and different subcultures within the major cultures. The different 

cultures are being influenced by different cultures surrounding it and as a result in some cases, 

people are found to follow mutually exclusive cultures to carry on with their lives.  It is being 

said that a culture practiced within the diversified cultural society can always be influenced by 

different cultures present in the society. Consequently, people tend to make sure that they are 

practices and following their norms and values, even when there are living in abroad, which 

creates a subculture.  

An important subculture within the Oakland is of the Punjabis or more precisely the 

Sikhs. Sikhs have lived in the area for more than century, some families have lived for 

generations, and some have just migrated to the developed country.  The most common attribute 

amongst the Sikhs that is observed is the fact that Sikhs are very strict regarding their cultural 

norms and values, and therefore they tend to practice it anywhere they are living. I spoke to three 

Sikhs, who were originally born in India and the migrated to America in different ages, two men 

and a woman, were living here with their families. They respondents for the study yield 

important and contributing information towards the realization of interesting aspect of American 
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and Indian culture. However, here it is critical to mention that Sikh’s religion enforces the 

practitioner to follow the culture. Stated otherwise Sikh’s religion and their culture are highly 

integrated.  

Investigating three respondents; Karan Singh, Gurbir Sing and Veerna Singh, generated 

with critical findings of issues faced by people striving to survive in international cultures while 

sustaining and delegating their national culture. As stated earlier that culture practices are strictly 

followed by Sikhs, and therefore their teachings for their culture is very strong. Upon asking the 

main elements of Sikh culture, a common answer was observed regarding the five K’s to wear 

that are; kesh is unshorn hairs, including  turban mandatory for males and option of females, 

Kangha is comb to promote discipline, the Kara, a steel bracelet and Kaccha, a kind of shorts. 

Sikhs tend to have strong believes on these five K’s and they urge that a person who comprises 

of these K’s is a Sikh and an additional feature is the religious matter underlying the norm and 

values. However, I was astonished to get an answer by a Sikh who was not following these K’s.  

My experience talking with Karan Singh, in his late 20s, was interesting in this regard, as 

he himself was not wearing a turban; a special identity for Sikhs and had nicely done Johnny 

Depp style beard. Upon asking, he urged that he gets a regular hair cut in order to remain 

blended in with the fashion of the Western World. Karan further added, “Women don’t get 

attracted by turbans”. During the discussion on this point, it was observed that many male youth 

have been shaving hair, modifying their beards, and are not wearing turbans, so that they can 

move along with the recent fashion in colleges, universities and even the professional life. Even 

though agreeing to the stance, that these are against the Sikh code of conduct, Karan does not 

follow these practices. Karan, while mentioning his social circle claimed that he lives within 

Punjabi social circle, most of his friends are Sikhs, out of some follow the K’s and some does 
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not. However, Karan did mention that he had to farce strong resistance from his family, 

especially from his father as he is strict follower of Sikh code of conduct including religion and 

culture.  

In order to live a successful live and avoid cultural conflicts, Sikhs have reflected that 

they are receptive to change even adept at learning new manners from other cultures with whom 

they contract. The impact is apparent, a Sikh parent is observed to adaptive to American society 

allowing this daughters to attend the school with males, which is to what some extent not 

acceptable in Sikhs in Punjab supported by culture and religion. Investigating Gurbir Singh, a 

family guy living having daughter and son, provided in-depth impacts of American culture on 

Sikh culture and reasons for these changes. Gurbir urged that, “I am a Sikh, and a Sikh must do 

follow all the good means to success”, referring to this statement, it was observed that he let her 

14 year daughter to study in co-education school, as he wanted her to be educated and become a 

doctor. Discussing this particular point, he urged, if he had been in Punjab, he would have a 

school separated for girls, and letting her study with male colleagues would have been 

understood as bad conduct, but he does not have any choice her. This culture impact is mainly 

because of acculturation, Sikhs are observed to transform their own culture in order to blend in 

with different traits and characteristics from American culture as well. Summarizing the 

interview with Gurbir, makes me to say this, the changes within the Sikh culture is mainly driven 

by the desire of success in the U.S. Even though he had a turban but he agreed to youth not 

following this custom, and for this urged his old incident. Gurbir, a few years later, when he was 

struggling financial was offered a job at a factory. They told him to take the job; he has to take 

off the turban, as helmet was mandatory for the job. Gurbir then urged that he was in great stress, 

as his religion and practice was in danger, and on the other hand, he was facing financial 
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challenges. However, Gurbir, discussed it with his parents, as being a strict follower of norms 

and customs, his parents did not allow him to take off his turban. However, he did mention that if 

his son would want to shave his head or remove the turban, he will not interfere in the matter. 

The main reason for such changes and influences on Sikh culture is the fact that Sikhs migrated 

to U.S to have a high standard of living, and for which they have faced hardship in their 

homeland. For this reason, to get success and blend in the society and culture, Sikhs had to adopt 

the very changes which can lead towards high integration within the society.  

As the part of the research study, observatory analysis was mandatory. I found this was 

the right time, so I decided to visit a temple to observe a big sample in a common practice. 

There, I observed that there are several Sikh youth which is not following K’s as a part of 

religion or culture. They were also prominently different in dressing style as compared to those 

who were of middle age. Children, after the practice got busy in their electronic devices and were 

not much engaged in conversations. However elders were having a fun time.  

The discussion was then turned towards the critical matter, as Gurbir urged that Sikhs 

have been the target of violence, especially after the 9/11. There are number of people killed 

because of their turbans, as they were perceived to be Muslims. People, who don’t know what 

the turban means and represents, and there are many people in America who would not know 

what turban represents, they have attacked the Sikhs. Amongst the different Sikh relatives, a son 

of Gurbir’s relative was shot after being considered as a Muslim.  

Such cultural influences and interesting stories made be more curious about the topic, and 

that’s why I decided to interview a female Sikh, in order to gain her perception regarding the 

culture integration and practices. In order to serve the purpose, a housewife, mother of 2 
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daughters and a son was asked to participate in the research study. The lady called Veerna Singh 

was probed regarding her opinion on the subject of the study. She claimed that, the most difficult 

job for her in U.S is of upbringing of her children. She urged that it should have been very easy 

and helpful, if I would have been in Punjab. Upon asking, she said that, “I was born in Punjab, 

where mothers train their children very strictly”. While discussing it was observed, that since 

Veerna’s childhood was spent in a culture that is vastly different in terms of race, class, gender, 

sexuality and other elements, and now when she is in America, she is facing difficulties to cope 

with the different issues. She said that in U.S it is hard to prevent young boys to get involve in 

bad activities including porn, nudity and drinks. On the other hand, you have keep worrying 

about the daughters as well, as in America, there is open explanation for everything including 

sex and even the wearing fashion is very different as well. Veerna was also very conscious about 

the dressing of girls, she said that she was not allowed to wear jeans, till she got married, and 

now her daughters ask her to buy them pair of pants, for that they have several reasons as well. 

During the interview, I remembered that during my temple visit, I observed young girls wearing 

jeans and different tops; however adult women were wearing same kind of dress that is ‘Sari’. I 

realized that Veerna was correct, as new generation wants to dress like western culture.  

Upon asking, she claimed that “after all these years, I am yet to settle here”. Veerna, 

when was asked about the cultural practices in her house, she said, although she tries to maintain, 

sustain and conduct all the activities as she use to do in her homeland, it is difficult to carry on 

with it. The main reason for this she claimed is when in homeland, a kid meets everyone that is 

following the same code of conduct, by viewing similar environment around them, children 

learns the norms and cultural practices; children meet people with diversified culture in schools, 

colleges, shops and anywhere.  



7 
 

 

From the above discussion, one might realize that Sikh culture is adversely affected by 

American Culture; however it is not the case. An interesting element of my research is despite 

the cultural influences, there are some cultural activities that are followed strictly. Moreover 

religion is also practiced with care. This might the reason that people of different age were at the 

temple. Moreover, interviews suggest that religious activities including different festivals, 

worshipping etc are strictly followed. From all the respondents, three overlapping responses are 

observed. The interviewees, although agreeing on the strong influence on their culture, claimed 

that most of the activities are still intact, and they were confident regarding the future of such 

activities. All of the respondents agreed to the stance that “family is the most important part of 

Sikh’s culture”. Karan and Gurpir somehow mutually claimed that “you will hardly ever found a 

Sikh family who has left his children at the age of 18 to live on the own”. I have to agree with 

the stance, because, during my investigation did not see any Sikh hanging alone and outcast from 

the family. Family structure is still supported in Sikhs living in Oakland. Another element that is 

observed common from the research is that, Sikhs are hardly found to lay drunk, partying late 

night out, and getting engaged in drugs or any other activity of similar level. Karan mentioned 

that this is mainly because of the fact that those Sikhs living with family, their family will not 

allow this and their response will be very strict. Further adding for without family, they are here 

to earn money and get settle, and that’s why these activities are considered as wastage of money 

and therefore not conducted. I found out that Gurbir also has similar thoughts regarding the 

stance. Recalling my visit at the temple, I saw several Sikhs practicing their religion, and during 

the preaching time, everyone seems to be very attentive.  

From the research study, it can be concluded that in the presence of different and many 

cultures, the probability of integration and acculturation increases. The main reason for this is to 
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reduce the social gap between the communities to blend in and gain advantages. On the other 

hand, at some points the followers are required to compromise, and in some case followers do 

not pay much attention to norms and keep on going. However, culture receptive to change may 

face many difficulties in the long run. As the new generation will take the place of old one, the 

cultural gap will increase.  
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