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Why do Sikh children commit suicide when they cannot cut their hair? 
What would compel them to do this?  
 
By Pritam Singh. 
 
 Most Canadians would probably wonder why something as mundane as 
cutting one's hair, could lead children to suicide. When Sikh children are 
involved, it is not surprising to know what might lead them to do this. It all has to 
do with the Sikh religion considering hair sacred and forming an integral part of 
the identity of a young boy. 
 
 News of such happenings does occur in the community, but it is often 
shared in a spirit of denial and shame. Usually, this happens through word of 
mouth. Each rumour carries with it the shock and horror of the event, 
compounded with the anxieties and the fears felt by those who pass on this 
information. Relatives and other acquaintances feel reluctant in coming forward 
to talk about it. The details are never fully disclosed for fear of embarrassing the 
family's position and being disrespectful to the elders. This occurs because 
suicide generates profound feelings of shock, anxiety, guilt and shame. 
 
 The Sikh community in Toronto has seen an increasing number of 
suicides over the last few years. There have been nine suicides since September 
1996 to the beginning of 1997. On January 9th 1997, a 14-year-old Sikh boy 
named Inderjit Singh Shergill, committed suicide by hanging himself with two of 
his own ties. He was living with his parents in Brampton.  
 

On February 24th 1994, an 18-year-old boy named Dalbir Singh Anand 
committed suicide. He was the son of Mr. Baljit Singh Anand. The family had only 
two children. Dalbir had another elder brother and both were born in Kitchener, 
Ontario. His father had been past-secretary of the Toronto Chapter of the World 
Sikh Organization. In 1993, the family relocated from Kitchener to Mississauga, 
Ontario.  
 
 He was attending a high school in Brampton. On that fateful day, Dalbir 
phoned his grandmother from school, saying that he would be involved in 
extracurricular activities and thus would be late arriving home. When his parents 
discovered that he had not arrived from school, they called the school. The 
school reported their son was not found in any after school activity. The family 
then called the police.  
 
 Two days later, a cleaning lady at the Hotel Novatel in downtown 
Mississauga discovered his body. Apparently, Dalbir had taken money from a 
bank account to rent a room at this hotel. Found among his belongings, was the 
old address of their Kitchener home, a bottle of pills from a recent prescription for 
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his grandmother and a letter. It is rumoured he took all 57 pills that were in the 
bottle. 
 Why did he kill himself? The story that was shared at his funeral and as 
reported in the weekly newspaper "Sanjh Savera", mentioned a year earlier he 
had told his parents that he wanted to remove the turban and cut his hair. He 
was told in Punjabi, this could only happen over his "mother's dead body"  
 (                                                                                               ), a phrase 
commonly used to signify shame and disgrace. What his mother was really trying 
to say, but perhaps could not say, was that she and her husband would lose face 
amongst the members of their community. An act of this nature was considered 
unbecoming of a son whose father belonged to a prestigious Sikh organization.  
 
 Why do suicides occur? The exact reason for a suicide can never be 
found. Those that occur in Sikh families, usually represent the anguished cries of 
young Sikhs caught between a search for identity and a conflict with Sikh 
traditions. 
 
 Like most families based upon patriarchy, the parents of Sikh children give 
more importance to sons than daughters. Male children carry on the (father's) 
family name and the traditions passed through each generation. Death by suicide 
is a tremendous blow to the family. Apart from the pain and suffering generated 
by this event, it also produces an upheaval in the beliefs and traditions of the 
Sikh community. 
 
 Many Sikh families lay a heavy emphasis upon the keeping of long hair. 
Even without a suicide happening, the act of cutting hair generates much 
anguish. When a boy commits suicide over wanting to cut it or change his 
identity, he leaves his family engulfed in a torrential current of anguish and pain. 
This is further exacerbated by members of the family feeling guilt over having 
forbidden him from cutting his hair. 
 
 Everyone knows suicide is a matter that most people have difficulty talking 
about. Sikhs find this subject even more difficult to deal with because it 
represents an unspeakable aspect of their religious identity - the cutting of one's 
hair and not wearing a turban.  
 
Development of a tradition. 
 
 Forbidding the cutting of one's hair or the removal of a turban is not a 
simple matter. It is built upon a foundation that is reinforced through external 
means. This reinforcement occurs through the development of a tradition and is 
based upon four things: 1) an act or behaviour that is helpful to people and 
becomes a part of their way of life; 2) cultural practices; 3) the role of religion; 
and 4) the influence of political movements.  
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 People live a way of life that offers meaning to them. This is lived in the 
present and not in the past. In contrast to this, people who follow traditions 
blindly, do not realize how such an adherence prevents them from living in the 
present. When not realized, traditions then come to hold a grip over people and 
eventually become the main catalyst in the suicide of young Sikh teenagers. 
 

The development of a tradition happens when other forces utilize an act or 
behaviour that helps people in their daily life. Over a period, the forces of culture, 
religion, and politics usurp the helpfulness that the original act or behaviour 
provided to people. Those forces then take their toll by giving people the tattered 
and forlorn remnants of what used to be helpful.  
 
 People lived life and radiated health and joy. The simplicity in the ways of 
living that they practiced gradually became burdened with cultural practices and 
religious beliefs. Those in turn, became the instruments for political forces to 
wield their influence upon people. Through the passage of time, what originally 
helped people to live healthy and joyous lives, now keeps them anchored to 
misery.  
 
 Ideally, cultural practices are supposed to refine the ways of living. 
Through the passage of time, they actually do the reverse. This happens through 
the forces of change. Each change has a momentum that passes through 
successive generations. Change is the force of evolution at work. Cultural 
practices, societal customs and norms, all evolve with the onslaught of time. 
 
 The subject of hair has been used by various societies or groups at one 
time or another, to portray holiness (India's holy men - sadhus), sovereignty 
(Kings could keep long hair, but peasants could not), or to punish individuals by 
having their heads shorn. More recently, during the 1960's young people kept 
their hair long to voice a rebellion at the establishment. Thus, hair by itself is 
neutral but succumbs to the prevailing forces in society. 
 
 The simplest explanation for the keeping or the cutting of hair has to do 
with how we feel at the level of our skin. Shaving the hair from any part of the 
body leaves the skin feeling rough and irritable. Hair that is cut on any part of the 
human body has a different texture than hair that has not been cut. Men's beards 
are the best example of this. Men know that even the best shaver only gives 
them a few hours before stubble reappears on their face. After shaving, new hair 
growth stands up like sharp bristles and engenders the scratchy, itchy feeling. 
Many men put up with this new bristly growth only to escape it temporarily 
through repeated cycles of shaving. Some men trim their beards to a certain 
length in the hope of softening the bristle's rigidity. Other men value the 
smoothness of their skin that a full beard provides to them. Consequently, they 
do not have to put up with having a haircut at regular intervals and the 
accompanying irritation. 
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 Sikhs as a group, interpret the naturalness associated with the keeping of 
uncut hair, but have gone one-step further. Sikhs consider hair sacred. On the 
other hand, Buddhist monks do not consider hair to be sacred and keep their 
heads shaved. That too, is a part of their religion. Thus, it can be seen that the 
keeping or the cutting of hair could either be considered sacred or profane, 
depending upon the respective system of religious belief. 
 
 Sikhs consider the keeping of uncut hair as being central to their faith. The 
reality is quite the opposite. The keeping or the cutting of one's hair has 
absolutely nothing to do with being spiritual or spirituality per se. Similarly, formal 
observances and the practicing of rituals, also have nothing to do with being 
spiritual. This understanding has been thoroughly substantiated in the book that 
Sikhs revere the most -- the Guru Granth Sahib, but you will not hear Sikhs 
proclaiming this fact. 
 
 Human beings have hair on their bodies much as many animal species 
do. When compared to animals, the placement and the proportion of the hair on 
a human body may differ, but it is just like the nail and other secretions produced 
from the animality of the body. The object of attributing "sacredness" to one 
secretion of the body and not the other is a testimony to the division of the body -
- a common tactic that religion uses to dominate people. This is an obvious truth 
that has been shrouded in the mists of history and perhaps, been deliberately 
beclouded over the lapse of time. 
 
  Religion reinforces traditions by propagating them through a system of 
beliefs. Beliefs are usually codified as rules of conduct. Codification is akin to the 
formulation of laws. Laws are enacted at the behest of political interests. Political 
interests are usually representative of state power or authority. Thus, the 
simplest way of life, that had as its origin feelings linked to the smoothness or 
roughness of one’s skin then becomes attributed to religion. Through a 
convoluted process, the feelings one has at the level of his skin, become 
subservient to the forces of power vested in religion and politics. 
 
 Religious authorities masquerade as political forces. Political forces 
masquerade as religious movements. The objective for both is to usurp people's 
way of living and then impose a concoction of a system of beliefs. This is usually 
done through the imposition of self-contradictory beliefs. Self-contradictory 
beliefs create conflict among people. Conflict keeps people ignorant about the 
truth. Ignorance is the tool that keeps people's awareness in check. Ignorance is 
also a power that has its own unique momentum. It acts by keeping people 
bound to specific patterns that are privy to vested interests. Religious authorities 
use the reinterpretation of history and other means and methods to impose their 
will upon people. Efforts are devised to keep people adhered to empty rituals. 
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The observance of empty and hollow rituals sidetracks people from accessing 
the built-in life force that the Creator had put in every human being. 
 
How does religion develop in the mind of a child? 
 
 Religion is one component in the phenomenon of the suicide of Sikh 
children.  What role it plays in the formation of an individual's identity, needs to 
be explored in more depth. 
 
 With all the technological changes taking place in society these days, one 
must ponder over the relevance of religion and how it affects those people who 
believe in it. We need to discover how religion develops inside the mind of our 
children. As children, we acquire an understanding of religion and its' meaning 
through events and happenings external to ourselves. This can include the study 
of religious texts or observing the rituals that our parents practice and observing 
the society around us. 
  
 As children, we were not allowed to question what our parents taught us. 
In the past as well as today, there is a continued acceptance for not allowing our 
children to question what we teach them. Now that we are adults, it should not be 
too surprising to know that nearly all of us have unwittingly emulated what was 
modeled to us by our caregivers. 
 
 Commonly held beliefs about what a religion or a religious life connotes 
vary from religion to religion. How we understand those beliefs can be traced to 
the time when we ourselves were children. All we need to do is to embark upon a 
mental voyage to remember how we felt when we were children. Can we 
remember, for instance, when each of us imagined what God might have looked 
like and the feeling of awe and mystery that was both intriguing and self-
absorbing? Some of us may even remember how we prayed and secretly talked 
to God. 
 
 This was a time when our personal beliefs developed. Though personal 
beliefs may develop from a variety of factors and information that we are 
exposed to, the ability of a child to vividly imagine what he or she is taught by the 
elders becomes a catalyst towards establishing a belief in a supreme being. In 
this regard, our children are completely vulnerable and perhaps helpless 
because they are made to believe an adult's version of what God is supposed to 
be. They are also encouraged to not trust their inner vision and are implicitly told 
to align themselves with society's prevailing belief systems. 
 
The relevance of religion in a world of technological change. 
 
 In our present age, change occurs rapidly on a scale that affects all 
spheres of human endeavour. Only recently, due to the onslaught of technology 
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and the increased communication that has resulted, have we begun to question 
the relevance of religion in today's world. Many of us have taken religion for 
granted and may have forgotten to ask whether it is relating to our needs. Since 
this question is rarely asked, it is more than likely that people are continually 
paying obeisance to old ways of living that may not serve them. 
 
 Throughout history, the common man felt obligated to become a member 
of a particular religion. This later became synonymous with being religious. 
Nowadays, people do not know the difference between religion and being 
religious, but are only mesmerized by the use of both words. 
 
 Many people still think religion is about belonging to something, or being 
seen by others. The purpose of religion is quite the opposite. Religion is meant to 
guide and facilitate the embodiment of awareness in human beings. It has more 
to do with one's unfoldment through the acceleration of one's consciousness 
towards becoming one with the universe. It is a pathless path of inner realization, 
dealing with a journey that has nothing to do with rituals and observances. 
 
 Specifically, it is about becoming alive and conscious to what happens 
within us. It is also about people experiencing a self-transformation that allows 
their consciousness to see beyond themselves. This results in a profound 
understanding of and an implicit knowledge about who we are, what we do, why 
we do it, how we do it and for whom it is done. Besides knowing this within one's 
self, one also becomes aware of how all of this affects other people in society 
and the universe that we are all a part of. Perhaps this is called enlightenment. In 
actuality, it is simply understanding the difference between knowing who we are 
versus what we were told to be! 
 
 When people are able to question a set of beliefs without being fearful of 
the purveyors of dogma, this empowers them to embark upon a journey of self-
discovery. In that process of self-discovery, much grief can also be avoided. 
However, the religions of the world do not tell people that their act of believing 
will make them experience grief. One example of this would be when people kill 
in the name of religion. Religion serves to provide the anesthesia. If one’s religion 
allows you to kill others, then is there a possibility for experiencing grief? 
Probably not because religion makes you feel numb. In the same way but more 
grievous is the subtle manner used to fragment a child’s personality to fit a 
particular "religious identity."  
 
 In today's world, when an adherent of a (or any) particular religious faith 
lives comfortably in the delusion that he or she can continue to be religious 
without ever questioning the basis for this frame of mind, this results in the 
manufacturing of religious identities. When we do not question the beliefs and the 
rituals that contribute towards making an individual become religious, this can 
quickly put us behind the times and at loggerheads with new ways of living. The 
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times of today do not allow us the luxury to keep ourselves distant and removed 
from what is happening within ourselves and from the world that we inhabit. 
Being religious has a lot to do with how we have taken religion for granted.  
 
 In our everyday life, we aspire to become whatever we had set our hearts 
upon. When we aspire to do this, there is very little chance that we would 
acquiesce to old and obsolete means and methods. If we compare the running of 
a business to religion, then we all know that the old ways of doing things would 
only guarantee failure. When a (or any) religious belief cannot be questioned for 
how it affects those who follow it, this represents an imbalance and even 
retrogression.  
 
 If we were to compare religion with the technology of computers, then 
religion, just like the first PC (personal computer), would probably require a 
newer "processor". This would mean that the old ways of believing, would not 
work as they used to. Similarly, the religious symbols that people cherished and 
the rituals they performed would need to be quickly replaced or perhaps 
discarded completely. 
 
 The importance of adhering to religious symbols may have been vital and 
necessary at a given period of man's development. The wearing of symbols may 
assist towards developing those aspects of ourselves that either lie buried in our 
psyche or are too abstract for us to understand. However, as man's 
consciousness increases, the need for practicing rituals and the wearing of 
symbols decreases. If societies encouraged people to debate and understand 
this fact, then it is probable that the symbols would never have appeared in the 
first place! Since the majority of the world’s religions and Sikhism has not 
proclaimed this in particular, one could construe that there are vested interests 
that want to ensure that their followers remain enslaved to their "symbols"!  
 
 The existence of symbols indicates humanity's dependence upon forms 
and rituals, as an acknowledgement for signs of holiness. People use symbols as 
a stepping-stone to relate to concepts that may require more time to digest. 
Holiness is an all-encompassing word to describe people's experience of 
something they feel in their gut, but find their head (intellect) has a difficult time 
dealing with. This difficulty arises because human beings have deluded 
themselves with the belief in the efficacy of using intellectual "tools" to bring 
about the required understanding. Understanding resides at the level of Being 
and has nothing to do with man's efforts to acquire it. When people think of using 
"tools" to generate the acquisition of understanding, they fail to notice that this 
too, is a concept favouring the use of the intellect. Understanding happens within, 
at the core of the self. Like the sun with its rays, the flowering of understanding 
benefits intellectual and other human faculties. 
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 Holiness then becomes the byproduct of man's desperate attempts to 
categorize phenomena that has been difficult to understand. If a more effective 
paradigm is used to the dispel layers of myths that have replaced the experience 
of God-realization, then holiness could be understood from a closer distance. 
That which we perceive as outside of ourself, lends easily to the belief that it 
must be sought through the crossing of some barrier or distance. When we 
embrace "holiness" within ourselves, then there is no need to assume that this is 
something that exists outside of ourselves. Nor does this necessitate the need to 
acquire something. From the perspective of seeing this within ourselves, then we 
will come to know that the experience of God-realization has nothing to do with 
symbols. Neither does this have to do with a (or any) any set of beliefs. 
 
 Beliefs have nothing to do with one's experience of God-realization. For 
example, one's belief in the eating of food does not convince his or her stomach 
to quell the fires of hunger. The feelings of hunger experienced through the 
gnawing inside our stomachs only goes away with the eating of real food. If 
beliefs were as solid as humankind had attempted to portray them, then simply 
saying that God exists, would make everyone realize this within him or herself! 
Just as food needs to be inserted into one's mouth, chewed and then swallowed 
in order for the stomach to receive it, and then for the body to acknowledge 
satiation, the same it is for God-realization. Realization is much like eating food, 
but in this case, the "satiation" is felt by our consciousness through gut feelings 
and other subtle senses. 
 
Evolution and consciousness. 
 
 In real terms, the evolution of humanity pertains to an increase in 
consciousness. An evolved consciousness can usually be noticed in the ability of 
the common man to be in a state of full awareness. When an individual has full 
awareness, then the need for external symbols and rituals becomes 
meaningless. This is akin to a child requiring training wheels to learn bicycling. 
Once the art has been mastered, the training wheels are dispensed with.  
 
 The need of the times calls for a better understanding of the original 
purpose of religion. That purpose had a lot to do with developing the 
consciousness of the common man. So, how did religion get off its rails? Religion 
in its present form, knows nothing about how this can be done. It has replaced 
the hunger people feel for the live connection to the Spirit-Being-Creator that is 
within them, and replaced it with a faith in empty rituals and false adornments. 
When rituals are only observed and symbols become meaningless to the point of 
causing grief to the people who practice them, this is a sure sign that there is 
something seriously wrong. This can be further compounded by noticing how the 
needs of the people are bypassed in favour of the interests of the few and the 
powerful, known usually as the priests and politicians. When this happens, then 
the observances that made people live joyous and fulfilling lives become the very 
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noose around their necks. This is what the Sikh Rehat Maryada and Amrit 
Ceremony are doing to the Sikhs. Rules, regulations, laws and various religious 
ordinances then become devoid of life: like leeches, they suck the life of those 
very human beings who believed in them.  
 
Technological change as a paradigm for the upgrade of religious 
scriptures. 
 
 When new software programs do not run on older processors, then older 
chips are replaced with newer and faster chips. Sometimes, even that will not do 
and one has to purchase a brand new computer! Religion as we have known it 
also needs to be revitalized. If that is not done, there is the distinct possibility of it 
becoming obsolete. Perhaps it already has. To save it from becoming obsolete, 
we could consider the thought of recycling. Recycling may be a "cheaper" 
alternative, but in the long-run, even that will not do! Obviously, there is not much 
point in insisting that we need it, if it does not assist in increasing awareness 
among people. If it continues to do the reverse, then it will be declared obsolete 
and face extinction. 
 
 Throughout history, clever people have sold religion to us. This was made 
possible by conditioning people into believing that religion had something for 
them. Well, it does, but it is not something that comes from outside of one's self! 
Though this is the reality, there are always people who have "pushed" religion 
like product to be bought and sold in a marketplace. This has occurred because 
consumers (followers) have always generated a persistent demand towards 
finding answers and meaning to the mysteries of life. Of course, this led to the 
creation of a marketplace.  
 
 This is evident from the many temples, mosques, gurdwaras, synagogues 
and churches that "sell" varying products, all competitively priced! People 
purchase those "products", not because they need them, but because they are 
taught to want them. Much like used car salespeople, the world's religions market 
themselves and their "products" based upon what people want. What people get 
is only a controlled and regulated access to something they have already been 
conditioned to want! Of course, there is always wisdom is getting something that 
we really need, as opposed to something that we want. We need free and 
unrestricted access to self-knowledge. What we usually want is for someone to 
give it to us without our discovering it within ourselves. This is like wanting to 
have the hunger in our stomachs satiated by allowing someone else to eat our 
meal! We all know that this is not possible. 
 
 Since one's hunger could only be satiated by personally eating a meal, 
likewise, self-realization is also something that we experience within ourselves. 
Furthermore, it is not a commodity that can be had by simply being a follower or 
belonging to a (or any) particular religion. This needs to be understood deeply.  
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 If religion in its present form cannot assist us in having that "inner hunger" 
satiated, or if people do not experience self-realization within themselves; as 
when the state, instead of empowering its people, overrules them: then the 
"computer" will not function. Just like the new software programs such as 
Windows XP does not function on slower and older processors, the 
obsolescence in religion will not allow people to flourish but only add more grief 
to their lives. 
 
 If we think about religion as being a kind of "software", then it is plausible 
to expect a few "bugs" in every release of this "product". The history of 
humankind is replete with numerous examples of visionaries and prophets. 
These people came at specific times to lead humanity away from their 
preoccupation with "buggy software" and user manuals (holy books) that 
hindered people from using the program (religion) correctly.  
 
 Software manufacturers improve their products by listening to their 
customers; likewise, religion must do the same. Since only the users (customers) 
of software programs really know what kinds of "bugs" or "glitches" they 
encounter during the use of those products, similarly the followers of each 
religion also need to communicate what they feel does not meet their needs. 
Usually, those "bugs" creep in through the garb of religion. This happens when 
the fear of blasphemy prevents people from voicing their concerns and by asking 
questions. Despite this fact, it seems there is little acknowledgement by people to 
ask for "maintenance releases", or for that matter, even newer versions of the 
"software" and better documentation. If people in the computer industry do not 
settle for a "buggy" program (once they discover a better version), why must 
people who belong to religion, settle for anything less? Do not they also deserve 
a new, "bug-free" release with documentation (scriptures) that is more in touch 
with their needs?  
 
What was not discussed in the debate over the Sikh Turban and the 
RCMP’s dress code. 
 
 As humankind evolves, our perception about the need for religion and the 
rituals and symbols that it has been associated with will also change. In this 
context, the Sikh turban can be seen as a forerunner for this need to evolve 
amongst world religions in general, and Sikhism in particular.  
 
 The Canadian public has been forced to view the issue of the turban as 
being confined between the Sikhs, the Royal Canadian Legion and the RCMP. A 
recollection of the media reports from the 1994-1996 time period leaves an 
impression that all three parties were preoccupied with presenting their 
respective points of view. The Legion's rules prohibited the entry of turban-
wearing men into their Legion halls. The RCMP had its own dress code, and 
Canadians were not willing to change a century-old tradition. The Sikhs were 
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more concerned about not compromising their religious identity as attached to 
the wearing of the turban. This short debate was laid to rest with the turban being 
accepted without further legal challenges. 
 
 To most Canadians who were involved in this frenzy, it would seem that 
the outcome of allowing the turbans into the RCMP had settled everything. In 
reality, that never happened. Why it did not happen can be seen from what the 
Sikh community did not talk about. Although the Sikhs vociferously asserted their 
right to wear the turban, paradoxically, they never considered the wearing of the 
turban and its impact upon young boys and men. The hidden turmoil experienced 
by the boys and men who must practice the keeping and wearing of it and by 
those few, who commit suicide, is not worthy of any attention. 
 
  The turban seems to have become synonymous with an "identity" for the 
Sikhs. In actuality, it only serves as a mirror representing internal and external 
conflicts. The focus of those conflicts exists beyond the turban and points to an 
identity that proclaims the cutting of hair as taboo.  
 
 Although the Sikh identity insists upon the keeping of uncut hair by both 
genders, in practice, having it can identify only male turbaned Sikhs. Mainstream 
Sikh women do not wear anything that would portray their religious identity. 
Though this distinction exists between genders, Sikh women have never 
campaigned for a religious identity that is at par with their male counterparts and 
neither has the community taken steps to explore why such an imbalance exists.  
 
 It is rather strange that the question of the identity of Sikh women never 
came up when Canadians were upset with the RCMP accepting turbaned Sikhs. 
If Sikh women were to join, there would not be such a prodigious outcry from the 
community as was the case with the turban. Sikh women are not bound to wear 
any form of dress that makes their Sikh identity as visible to that of a man's 
identity. Thus, one could conclude that the matter of Sikh religious identity 
applies selectively, and only to men!  
 
 Though the turban could be considered for its major contribution towards 
the maintenance of an external identity for a Sikh male, there are probably other 
factors that led to this. An exploration of those factors would require an 
investigation into the origins and the reasons about how the turban became an 
accepted form of dress for men and not for women. Though this is beyond the 
scope of this article, it would be quite reasonable to say that an identity based 
upon the turban probably will not diminish as long as the tradition for the wearing 
of the turban persists.  
 
 
 
 



Page 12 of 16 

_____________________________________________________________________________________
Why do Sikh children commit suicide when they cannot cut their hair? What would compel them to do this? 
By Grantor: Pritam Singh. All private rights reserved. (Originally posted on the Internet: December 1997; re-
written March 28

th
 2005. Updated August 20, 2017.  

Public Notice: https://assaultatdixiegurdwara.wordpress.com/2010/08/06/notice-to-all-readers/  

Patriarchy and the Sikh Turban. 
 
 The tradition to wear the turban also needs to be seen for its role in 
perpetuating male superiority. Male superiority has led to the reinforcement of 
patriarchal structures. Those structures in turn guaranteed the survival of the 
Sikhs as a separate, visibly distinct and identifiable community. Without the 
turban as a reinforcer of male superiority, the survival of the Sikh identity would 
have been threatened much sooner.  
 
 A more detailed exploration of the role of male power in the propagation of 
the Sikh religion as we know it today may lead to a greater awareness of how the 
turban affects men. Such explorations can also assist men by empowering them 
to question and reflect upon how their gender may have been utilized against 
their will.  
 
 When men are able to self-reflect about the role their gender had played in 
the propagation of this religion and fully express their feelings, it is probable that 
the turban may yield to its own demise. Should such a possibility become real, a 
Sikh identity would emerge and be devoid of its attachment to external forms. 
This too, would be in congruence with the writings contained in the Guru Granth 
(the Sacred Book of the Sikhs) that condemn man's dependence upon forms and 
rituals as a subterfuge against living a moral and ethical life. 
 
The wearing of the Turban and how it affects men. 
 
 To fully understand the impact of the turban upon men, it is of primary 
importance to know that the keeping of long hair results in male and female 
children being raised differently. Exactly how this happens is a subject beyond 
the scope of this article. It is suffice to say that peer pressures from the society at 
large and the lack of support from family members contribute towards low self-
esteem and poor self-image. Since the Sikh community is based on patriarchal 
structures, this would affect male children more than it would affect females.  
 
 If we explore the contrast between how non-Sikh and Sikhs (men and 
women) feel about the cutting of their hair, we will discover that it affects Sikh 
people in a way that most non-Sikhs may have difficulty understanding. It may be 
acceptable for women in western society to have long hair, and men have been 
socialized to equate their masculinity with haircuts and shaved beards. This is 
quite the reverse for Sikh men. Sikh men are conditioned to equate their hair with 
their gender. It is no wonder then that a Sikh male is more sensitive to this issue. 
If he keeps his beard and wears the turban, his feelings may vary from the 
people around him. Though he would feel more accepted and reassured within 
his community, he would feel quite different in a group of clean-shaven non-Sikh 
people. In the former case, he would simply blend in and be reassured of his 
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identity, whereas, in the latter case, he would be more self-conscious and 
anxious about how other people perceived him.  
 
 Non-Sikhs do not attach any religious significance to the keeping or the 
cutting of their hair. Therefore, it would be accurate to say their lives would be 
free of the guilt that Sikh men and women experience for breaking this taboo. 
Though male and females alike experience the turmoil over this issue, it is the 
experience of Sikh men that is especially more poignant.  
 
 Since Sikh men carry the burden of perpetuating patriarchal structures, 
the act of cutting hair or the removal of their turban is a gut-wrenching 
experience. Though the cutting of hair would not cause any consternation to a 
great majority of the world's people, Sikhs find this to be a traumatic and painful 
experience. Generally, such acts will produce a wide range of symptoms that 
include extreme humiliation, shame, self-pity, worthlessness, betrayal, anger, 
disappointment and the sheer horror of being abandoned or excommunicated. 
The elders further exacerbate this. They use social isolation and verbal abuse 
and on some occasions resort to physical violence as punishment for having 
been disobeyed and disrespected. When such happenings occur, they are rarely 
reported. To do so would cause embarrassment leading to the dreaded 
disrespect of elders and, thus, a perpetuation of the cycle of abuse. 
 
 The cycle of abuse is also concerned with self-image. Most men 
encounter conflicting messages and inhospitable pressures that are both internal 
as well as external to the community. Some of those messages construct a male 
identity that is impervious to experiencing feelings. That is not to say that feelings 
are not experienced at all. Those may still be experienced, but they would be 
coloured with the distortions of how society expects a man to be. An example of 
this would be where the identity of a young boy is affected from his observation 
and exposure to believing what a male Amritdhari (Khalsa) is supposed to be.  
 
 As a Sikh boy's identity is being formed, some of the images that he 
experiences may be derived from a preponderance of historical stories that link 
the Khalsa to men. He may also internalize the concept of a "Khalsa" and equate 
it in his own mind with a distorted vision of how he sees himself fitting it. In this 
case, the kirpan can easily serve to reinforce the macho stereotype linked to 
switchblades and weapons. With a little common sense, we can readily see the 
dangers in how this or any other form of religious upbringing can affect children 
negatively.  
 
 Parents need to be especially vigilant about the vulnerability of their 
children. Children can be easily influenced through their ability to feel guilt and 
thus become susceptible to emulating the lives of idealized people. Though it 
may appear that such vigilance is a responsibility for all parents to exercise, 
many of them still go about condoning such emulation. 
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 Most of the adults who do this do not lack the awareness. They know what 
is happening, but are not prepared to deal with it. That is because they 
themselves need to overcome their own religious indoctrination that inhibits them 
from doing otherwise. An example of this is when the turban and the kirpan are 
seen as instruments that help males adopt postures of dominance over women. 
This also conforms to the ideals of patriarchy, where the identity of being a 
Khalsa serves a twofold purpose. Firstly, it would reinforce a plethora of 
behaviours that condone the dominance over women, and secondly, sensitize 
women to play a more subservient role. Thus, this would ensure the continuation 
of this inequality as a paradox and contradict Sikh ideals proclaiming equality of 
the sexes.   

Perhaps, there is not much we can do about this. All of the Sikh gurus 
were men and this may not have been a coincidence. All of the prophets have 
been men! The historical record of major world religions demonstrates an 
abundance of religious thought brought about through the lives of men. What 
women had to do with men being "prophets", is not mentioned! The fact that 
there is no world religion attributed to a women prophet makes this even more 
conspicuous. It is quite possible that humanity provided us with women prophets, 
but it may not have been politically correct to record those occurrences.  
 
 For the aforementioned reasons, it would do us much good to be alert in 
knowing how the role of men's masculinity may have influenced their religious 
contribution to humanity. We would also need to distinguish how those men 
experienced the world differently than did the women of their time.  
 
 Men, much like women, have played both a positive and negative role in 
the development of humanity. The times of today now require balanced role 
models to provide leadership to both men and women. Whether Sikh families can 
provide such balance through an adherence to their religious symbols is 
questionable. As long as the turban reinforces a male Sikh identity that not only 
condones patriarchy but also asserts it over Sikh women, it would be highly 
unlikely for balanced role models to emerge. 
 
 Though the Khalsa Sikhs insist upon the keeping of uncut hair, the truth 
about this reveals something quite different. How could such an abundant supply 
of hair on our heads become so sacrosanct as to assume religious proportions 
unparalleled in the history of the world's religions? Moreover, why would Sikh 
teenagers and adults be impelled towards either committing suicide or having 
their families torn apart, if they chose to cut their hair or remove their turbans?  
 
 A variety of possible answers to this dilemma may have a lot to do with 
how men have used religion to assert their superiority. It is no secret that men 
dominate the religions of the world and women are expected to play a 
subservient role, if any at all. The followers of Sikhism find it convenient to allow 
males to assert their superiority through an identity that barricades them from the 



Page 15 of 16 

_____________________________________________________________________________________
Why do Sikh children commit suicide when they cannot cut their hair? What would compel them to do this? 
By Grantor: Pritam Singh. All private rights reserved. (Originally posted on the Internet: December 1997; re-
written March 28

th
 2005. Updated August 20, 2017.  

Public Notice: https://assaultatdixiegurdwara.wordpress.com/2010/08/06/notice-to-all-readers/  

prospect of self-analysis. Again, this is a particularly male phenomenon. Though 
one could expect men disliking the prospect of having their superiority being 
challenged, in a more subtle form this actually represents their unwillingness to 
get in tune with their feelings.  
 
 One of the ways religion helps men to protect their superiority is through 
the use of symbols to replace their need for attunement with themselves. For 
Sikhs, this is exemplified through the keeping of hair and other religious symbols. 
This results in the wearer abdicating his or her responsibility for what the symbols 
imply or lead to and acts as a shield to hide one's lapse in moral behaviours. This 
in turn, generates an air of religiosity that also protects men against threats to 
their superiority (male ego). 
 In this manner, religion keeps the male ego from evolving past the 
biological need of defending one's family against the fear of outsiders. When men 
find their ego being threatened, this may manifest in undesirable and possibly 
destructive behaviours. Although many men actualize those destructive 
behaviours, it is comforting to know that such acts only serve to mirror the need 
for them to experience their own feelings. Of course, if men do not get this 
message and change their lives accordingly, then the use of religion will only 
perpetuate more neurosis. 
 
 All men share some common behaviour despite their educational, 
religious, cultural and socio-economic backgrounds. Those behaviours are based 
upon the fear and the anxiety that they experience around their self-image and 
identity. Sikh men are no exception to this. Though all men share the same 
gender, the imposition of cultural values alters the way they perceive both their 
self-image and how the world interacts with them. Apart from the role that religion 
plays in the development of male identity, there are other factors involved in the 
suicide of Sikh children. Those factors are concerned with the development of 
self-image in Sikh boys and can be explored separately in another article.  
 
 When the caretakers of Sikhism or any other religion begin to despise 
people by being indifferent towards their plight, this only perpetuates a steady 
line of followers (customers). Then religion as we know it may have followers that 
are loyal towards keeping it alive, but to have followers at the cost of taking their 
lives is not worth it. Perhaps religion is like the very people that seek it: both need 
each other. We need to discover why religion needs people. However, it is 
obvious that people need it because it gives them a sense of belonging. That is 
probably why many people flock to religious places and believe what they are 
told. Though the need to belong is a human need and cannot be faulted, it is the 
lack of common sense that is responsible for allowing people to ignore some 
obvious signs of a child's distress. 
 
 Some of those signs start appearing when children stop opposing and 
contradicting what their parents tell them. Generally, it is the big stretch of silence 
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that marks conversations between parents and their children. Children simply do 
what they are told as if they had resigned their will to live. In addition, their tone 
of voice does not carry the vitality or the aliveness that one hears from 
enthusiastic and excited children. All of this really underscores the need for 
parents to be attentive to their children. They can do this by becoming conscious 
about the power and control they hold over their children. That is the first step. 
The second step occurs when we experience a transformation within ourselves 
after realizing what we felt as children when our parents treated us. Such 
reflection then humbles us towards embracing a partnership with our children, 
not as authority figures, but as each other's friends. 
 
 In the case of Dalbir Singh Anand and apart from the turmoil experienced 
by his family, the Sikh community chose to ignore his distress as a warning 
signal for what might happen to other children. Instead, the community condoned 
the matter by actively advocating his suicide as a pretext for upholding the Sikh 
religion! The Punjabi monthly newspaper "Sanjh Savera" quoted this 
undercurrent as "he died but did not cut his hair and thus saved the honour of his 
family and religion". That he died with such a determined plan is a tragedy. Far 
worse than this tragedy is the choice made by the community to sweep similar 
matters under the carpet. Both suicide and violence have been a pernicious 
problem throughout the community and need to be dealt with forthrightly. 
Breaking the silence and speaking about it, will be the first step in this direction. 

 
The suicide of Sikh boys represents a clarion call to the followers of all 

faiths to evolve past the symbols, ceremonies and rituals. Please reconsider 
what you allow yourselves to believe.  
 
For further enquiries, you can write on my blog or contact me via email. 
 
https://assaultatdixiegurdwara.wordpress.com/ 
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