UC Irvine
UC Irvine Previously Published Works

Title
Historical Constructions of Ethnicity: California's Punjabi Immigrants

Permalink
https://escholarship.org/uc/item/2g10n4bh

Journal
Journal of American Ethnic History, 12(4)

ISSN
0278-5927

Author
Leonard, KB

Publication Date
1993

Copyright Information

This work is made available under the terms of a Creative Commons Attribution License,
availalbe at https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

Peer reviewed

eScholarship.org Powered by the California Diqital Library

University of California


https://escholarship.org/uc/item/2q10n4bh
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://escholarship.org
http://www.cdlib.org/

Historical Constructions of Ethnicity:
Research on Punjabi Immigrants
in California

KAREN LEONARD

IMMIGRANTS FROM the Punjab province of India came to California
at the turn of the twentieth century and settled in the state’s major
agricultural valleys. About five hundred of these men married Mexican
and Mexican-American women, creating a Punjabi Mexican second
generation which thought of itself as “Hindu” (the name given to immi-
grants from India in earlier decades). This biethnic community poses
interesting questions about the construction and transformation of ethnic
identity, and the interpretations of outsiders contrast with those of the
pioneers and their descendants. These interpretations direct attention to
the historical contingency of ethnic identity and to the many voices
which participate in its definition.

Punjabi Immigrants and the Punjabi-Mexican Families

The community of immigrants from South Asia has changed dramati-
cally over time. Table 1 shows the small numbers of Asian Indians and
their concentration in rural California in the first half of the twentieth
century. While the figures do not indicate place of origin in South Asia,
the overwhelming majority of the pre-1946 immigrants were men from
the Punjab in northwestern India.! This table also shows the effect of
later changes in citizenship and immigration laws: a large increase in
numbers, diffusion throughout the United States, and a shift to urban
centers. In 1946, the Luce-Celler Bill made Asian Indians eligible for
citizenship, and the oldtimers were allowed to sponsor a small number
of new immigrants (the 1924 National Origins Act, applicable once
Indians could become citizens, established an annual quota of 100 for
India). In 1965, the Immigration and Nationality Act opened up immi-
gration to all Asians, and Asian Indians responded dramatically. Since
1965, the South Asian immigrant population has become very diverse,
representing the subcontinent’s many distinctive regional cultures.

Table 2 and Exhibit 1 (the map of California counties) show the
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TABLE 1
Asian Indians in the U.S., 1910-1980

No. in No. in % in No. in Calif. % in Calif.

LS. Calif. Calif. rural areas*  rural areas*
1910 2,544 1,948 T 1,875 96.25
1920 2,544 1,723 69 1,648 95.65
1930 3,130 1,873 59 1,751 93.49
1940 2,405 1,476 60 1,387 93.97
1950 2,398 815 34 566 69.45
1960 8,746 1,586 17 864 44 48
1970 13,149 1,585 16 1,039 65.55
1980 387,223 57,901 15 3,454 6.00

Source: H. Brett Melendy, Asians in America (New York, 1981), Tables VII, VIII,
IX; U.S. Bureau of the Census, Census of Population 1980, 1B, General Population
Statistics, PC80-10B6 California, 160—170.

*The rural area figures were derived by subtracting the California city figures from
the totals. All city figures include Los Angeles, San Francisco, and Stockton. In
1950, Oakland is included as part of metropolitan San Francisco; in 1960, Oakland
and Long Beach are included as part of metropolitan San Francisco and Los Ange-
les; in 1970, Census inadequacies do not permit comparable figures for the metro-
politan areas, thus the apparent decline in urbanization. The 1980 figure includes
the standard metropolitan statistical areas (SMSAs) of Anaheim, Garden Grove,
Santa Ana; Fresno; Los Angeles, Long Beach; Modesto; Oxnard, Simi Valley,
Ventura; Riverside, San Benardino, Ontario; Sacramento; San Diego, San Francisco,
Oakland; San Jose; Stockton; Vallejo, Napa Valley; and Yuba City. In 1980, Asian
Indians were not tabulated in SMSAs where their numbers fell below 400.

settlement areas and the patterns of family life for the early Punjabi
immigrants. Most were married men in India—the age at marriage for
Punjabi men in the early twentieth century ranged between thirteen and
eighteen —but only a handful had brought their wives to the United
States before the immigration laws prevented this.? Many of the men who
remained in the United States remarried and their choice of wives was
strongly affected by the anti-miscegenation laws in effect at the time.>
Asian Indians were technically Caucasians, but they were not generally
regarded as “white,” and this meant that they were prohibited from
marrying “white” women. As Table 2 shows, most of the women they
married were Hispanic, particularly in the southern counties where the
flow of Mexican immigrants across the border increased after 1910,
driven by the disruptions of the Mexican Revolution. Marriages be-
tween Punjabis and Hispanics began in 1916, and on the marriage li-
censes, the blank for “race” was most often filled in for both bride and
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TABLE 2
Spouses of Asian Indians in California, 1913-1949

Race/Ethnicity of Spouses

Counties  Hispanic* Anglo Black Asian Native Total
Indian American

No. % No. % No. % No. % No. % No. %

Yuba

Sutter 45 506 25 28.1 9 10.1 8 90 2 23 89 23.6
Sacramento
San Joaquin

Fresno
Tulare 383 760 11 22.0 0 0 1 20 0 0 50 13.2
Kings

Imperial
Los Angeles 221 925 12 5.0 6 25 0 0 0 0 239 632
San Diego

TOTALS 304 80.0 48 127 15 4.0 9 24 2 5 378 100

Sources: Karen Leonard, family reconstitution from county records (vital statistics,
civil and criminal records) and interviews.

*These wives were Mexican, Mexican American, and (only three) Puerto Rican.

groom with “brown,” although the entries varied according to the county
clerk’s perception of the applicants.*

The chief characteristics of the biethnic community can be noted
briefly; a detailed analysis of these Punjabi Mexican marriages and the
families they produced appears elsewhere.” A majority of the men were
uneducated peasants from farming castes in the Punjab; many had served
in the British Indian military or police services, often overseas in China’s
port cities. Most were Sikhs, adherents of a sect developed in the Punjab
from both Muslim and Hindu roots in the fifteenth century, but some
were Muslims or Hindus. Most came from three densely populated
Punjabi districts (Jullunder, Hoshiarpur, and Ludhiana), and many were
from the same villages. Blood ties between them were less frequent,
since most families in the Punjab sent only one or two men at a time to
work overseas. In the United States, relationships formed as shipmates,
as fellow passengers on the long voyage to the west coast, also proved
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EXHIBIT 1
California Counties and Major Agricultural Valleys of Punjabi Settlement
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important bases of the partnerships and crews formed for agricultural
work.

The women the Punjabis married were predominantly Spanish-speak-
ing Catholics, about half of them Mexican American and half immigrants
from Mexico. The early marriages characteristically involved sets of
sisters, or a mother and daughters, and several Punjabi partners. Punjabi
attempts to marry white women were actively resisted by Anglo society,
and Mexican men sometimes retaliated against the biethnic couples.5
But the numbers of such biethnic couples grew steadily, and children
were born whom outsiders called “Mexican-Hindus,” “Mexidus,” or
“half and halves.” The families were large, and the birth of children
drew the Punjabi men into new relationships with each other as godpar-
ents to each others’ children in the compadrazgo system associated with
the Catholic church. The men participated in this, although none converted
to Catholicism (three who allegedly did so “also remained Sikh”).” The
marriages were not conflict-free, and the frequent occurrence of di-
vorces and remarriages (in the Imperial Valley especially) involved the
Punjabi men and Hispanic women in complex relationships through
stepchildren and ex-spouses.

It was the men who represented the families to outsiders, and it was
the stereotyping of them as “Hindus” (and later as “old Hindus”) that
determined the community’s image in rural California. Although the
different backgrounds of the wives of the Punjabi immigrants meant that
the community varied by region in California—for example, English
was spoken at family gatherings in the north rather than Spanish—
generally the men’s networks dominated community life. The Punjabi
farmers formed strong links with local lawyers and bankers, particularly
after the 1923 United States Supreme Court decision which denied them
access to United States citizenship. This decision was based upon the
“fact” that although Asian Indians were Caucasian, they were not “white”
in the popular meaning of the word.® Significantly, this meant that the
Punjabis were affected by California’s Alien Land Laws that prohibited
the leasing and ownership of agricultural land by “aliens ineligible to
citizenship.” (Originally these laws were aimed at the Japanese farmers
in California who were doing very well.) After that 1923 decision, the
Punjabis were forced to rely upon Anglo lawyers, bankers, neighbors,
and friends to lease and hold land for them.?

Within the biethnic families, the domestic culture was more strongly
Mexican than Punjabi. The children’s names reflected their biethnic
heritage —Jose Akbar Khan, Juanita Singh, Manuela Chand, Roberto
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Singh —but the home language was usually Spanish and the children
were raised as Catholics. Some families spoke English at home, but very
few wives and children learned Punjabi. The men used Punjabi with
each other, in Punjabi-bossed field crews and in meetings. The men met
daily for work breaks in their rural towns, and they met more formally
at political meetings to rally against British rule in India or for United
States citizenship. The Sikhs had founded a temple at Stockton in north-
ern California in 1917, and this was the central institution for Punjabis
throughout California for many decades; annual meetings not only served
religious purposes but also political and social ones.!? (In the late 1940s,
the Sikhs in the Imperial Valley established a temple in El Centro,
buying a Japanese Buddhist church after the incarceration of Japanese
Americans during World War II and the non-return of many of them to
the valley afterward.)

The Punjabi Mexican families played prominent roles in the Punjabi
immigrant community. Punjabi urban men, many of whom had arrived
as students or professional men and married Anglo women, outranked
the rural men with Mexican wives, according to some views, but the
model for family life in rural California was the Punjabi Mexican fam-
ily. Punjabi men who were bachelors in the United States visited the
family men and gave gifts to their children; they were commonly called
“Uncle” by many fictive nieces and nephews. The wives cooked chicken
curry, roti (bread), and other Punjabi dishes, and dinner guests were
frequent. The families routinely visited the Stockton temple and took
part in its activities. As the Punjabi-Mexican daughters came of age,
some agreed to marry older Punjabis, reinforcing the orientation towards
the men and their networks.'!

Given the legal prohibitions on immigration from India and the con-
straints on marriage choices, California’s Punjabi Mexican community
developed “naturally” in those early decades. Later on, when the immi-
gration laws were liberalized (slightly in 1946 and dramatically in 1965),
new immigrants from India and Pakistan arrived. While table 1 reveals
their numbers, it does not show two significant facts about the newcom-
ers. First, they came as families, that is, married couples with children;
second, several thousand of them were new Punjabi villagers who settled
in rural California, particularly in the Yuba City area. With these devel-
opments, the Punjabi Mexican families became “unnatural” and contro-
versial, their identities challenged by the newcomers from South Asia
and in particular by the villagers from the Punjab.



Leonard 9

Review of the Research on Punjabi Immigrants, 1923-1988

The Punjabis and the Punjabi Mexican community have attracted
scholarly attention since the early 1920s, and these “outsiders” have
written in interesting ways about the Punjabis as an ethnic group. Earlier
scholars who did field research on the Punjabi immigrant experience in
California were strongly influenced by their own backgrounds and his-
torical contexts. Working with an implicit model of “American society,”
that of the dominant Anglo culture, most measured the Punjabis against
that Anglo-centric model to draw varying conclusions about their cul-
tural adaptation.

The earliest “outsiders” who observed the Punjabis in California first
hand were Dhan Gopal Mukerji, Rajani Kanta Das, and William Smith.
Mukerji, a non-Punjabi, was one of many students from India who
earned summer money by working short stints with “Hindu crews” in
California. He has a chapter entitled “In California Fields” in his book.
His social distance from the other Indian workers is evident: “What used
to disgust me so with these men was their love of work. They worked
longer hours than any other laborer would dream of working,” he said,
and he sympathized with American union laborers for wanting to ex-
clude the Punjabis! He rather impressionistically described the Punjabi
men as working too hard to be able either to preserve Indian cultural
values or adapt themselves constructively to their new environment.1?

Another non-Punjabi Indian observer was Rajani Kanta Das, who had
a Ph.D. in Economics and taught at New York University. He carried
out a special study for the United States Department of Labor on the
Hindustani workers on the west coast. Das’s book, like Mukerji’s, was
published in 1923, but Das formed a very positive opinion of his infor-
mants’ ability to adapt themselves to American society.!3 He found that
prejudice and discrimination precluded much meaningful social inter-
course between the Punjabis and others, but that “a large number of the
Hindustanees have, however, changed their customs.” He saw no seri-
ous obstacles to their assimilation, which he defined as cultural adapt-
ability, or to their amalgamation, which he defined as physiological
unification, with other Caucasians.!4

The third early observer, William Smith, worked as an interviewer for
a “Race Relations Survey” undertaken in the early 1920s. Smith had
visited India himself and clearly liked the men he was interviewing.
While he left no systematic analysis, a few of his “life histories” contain
lengthy, lively quotes from Punjabi immigrants, and he commented mat-



10 Journal of American Ethnic History / Summer 1993

ter of factly on the marriages with Mexican women, which were in-
creasing rapidly as he did his research.?’

The next set of close observers, Allan Miller, Yusuf Dadabhay, and
Harold Jacoby, worked in the late 1940s and early 1950s. Their interest
was probably stimulated by the Luce-Celler Bill of 1946, that allowed
for naturalization to citizenship and opened up Indian immigration
slightly. All three of these investigators saw the Asian Indian immi-
grants as a declining, aging population, but they viewed the men and
their “acculturation” quite differently.

Allan Miller’s ethnographic study of the Yuba City/Marysville Sikhs
was completed in the fall of 1947.16 Miller lived at the Van Tiger Sikh
Labor Camp near Yuba City for six weeks, that is, until his project was
cut short by the Punjabis’ suspicion that he was an agent for the Immi-
gration and Naturalization Service. He felt that the predominantly bach-
elor farmworkers’ “primary interest in life was to make money.”!” While
not interested in “acculturation problems,” Miller reported that few of
the men had maintained strong ties with kin in India and that few were
returning to India with their money. Miller’s research was conducted
just after the passage of the Luce-Celler Bill; yet his informants appar-
ently did not speak of the opportunity it offered to bring their wives and
children from India.

Dadabhay, who conducted his research in northern California in 1951
(San Jose, Mountain View, Sacramento, and Stockton), was primarily
interested in cultural change and assimilation. His theory of “circuitious
assimilation” proposed that the Punjabi men were assimilating into
American society by way of a “sub-culture.”!® He thought that discrimi-
nation drove Asian Indians to participate in the Mexican-American sub-
culture, which readily accepted them; the next step was intermarriage
with Mexican Americans. According to Dadabhay, the Punjabis came
into contact with Mexican culture through residential propinquity and
through agricultural work “side by side.” He also commented on the
similar placement of Punjabis and Mexicans in the color hierarchy and
the fact that both came from patriarchal family systems that subordi-
nated wives and children. He saw intermarriage as evidence of mutual
acceptance and stopped short of declaring it “the final test of assimila-
tion”; yet he saw the Punjabis’ assimilation into the dominant American
culture as henceforward “bound up with the assimilation of Mexican-
Americans.” Furthermore, Dadabhay believed that the American educa-
tional system was orienting immigrant children successfully to the larger
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society; he thought there were “no ethnic schools.”!® (He was wrong —
California schools were segregated by race and ethnicity then, and there
were also segregated classrooms within schools.)

Harold Jacoby’s 1954—1955 research focused on the extent to which
the Punjabis had become “a part of the American scheme of things.”
Concentrating on Indian political leaders, he conducted interviews all
over California and eventually obtained data on 451 men. In his view,
the men were acculturating well in several areas (material culture, per-
sonal habits, to some extent in food and drink) and less well in others
(language, religion, and “crime and delinquency”).2 Even though his
work occurred almost a decade after the passage of the Luce-Celler Bill,
Jacoby found no large surge of immigrants from India. He thought there
were few men with the resources to bring brides from India and few
with wives and families in India to be brought over. Of his 451 men, 56
percent of them (251) had spouses in the United States, 77 Mexican
Americans, 68 East Indians (he included the mixed-parentage children
in this category), and 65 European Americans.?! (His study included many
urban non-Punjabi men, thus the high proportion of European-American
wives). He thought that instead of amalgamation with Mexican Americans
or European Americans, the Punjabis were heading toward “a stabilization
of their biological separateness.” At the time of his work, some 15 to 20
American-born daughters of Punjabis were marrying older Punjabis, and
he also found one third of the sons marrying others like themselves. He
predicted that the trickle of new immigrants would add to the pool of
half-Indian children and form an endogamous East Indian community.?2
(This prediction was upset by the dramatic increase in South Asian
immigrants after 1965 and the failure of the new immigrants and the
descendants to accept each other as kin.)

Several studies in the middle and late 1960s still found an aging,
declining population of Punjabi pioneers, with the second generation
increasingly overlooked by outside observers and analyzed as somehow
separate or no longer “Hindu”; few members of this group were inter-
viewed. Furthermore, religion and religious institutions loomed large on
the research agenda. Scott Littleton conducted field work in 1959 and
outlined four immigrant Punjabi communities in California, three Sikh-
dominated and one Muslim-dominated: Marysville-Yuba City, the Cen-
tral Valley from Stockton to Fresno, the Imperial Valley, and Sacra-
mento.?> While his investigation of status criteria for social stratification
centered on first-generation immigrants, he did interview enough Punjabi
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Mexican teenagers to opine that they were losing their ethnic and reli-
gious identification as Punjabis. Littleton was bothered by a “problem”
with their religious identification — the children attended mass and then
went along to the gurdwara (Sikh temple), but they “expressed no strong
attitudes about religious matters.” Terming Sikhism and Roman Catholi-
cism “two radically different religious systems,” Littleton felt that expo-
sure to both had resulted in an apathetic attitude toward religion in
general.®* He concluded that since the first generation was dying out and
the second and third ones were assimilating, the Punjabi communities
were not “viable” unless new immigrants, both male and female, appeared
(and he thought the likelihood of that rather remote).2’

Lawrence Wenzel’s 1963—-1965 published work on the Marysville/
Yuba City community is largely descriptive.?6 To him, the most visible
characteristic of the Punjabi immigrants was the establishment of Sikh
religious institutions and practices in northern California at the time.
The “religio-ethnic” Punjabi group he described was quite visible; yet
Wenzel felt that membership in it was voluntary because he observed
second-generation offspring participating in the dominant American cul-
ture and maintaining only nominal contact with the East Indians.?’ He
concluded that acculturation was underway.?8

In 1964, Ann Wood studied the Punjabi men’s organizational activi-
ties and focused on the Stockton temple in the pre-1947 period. She did
not take an acculturation/assimilation approach but maintained that the
Punjabis themselves pursued pluralist aims, promoting economic and
political assimilation but maintaining social and religious separation and
a strong group identity.?? Wood did not investigate family life, and other
than citing Jacoby’s figures for the ethnicity of spouses before 1947,
reported only that “of the children from Mexican-East Indian marriages,
not much can be said. . . . unless they are married to an Indian directly
from India, one does not encounter them in the general run of commu-
nity affairs.”30

Work on the Imperial Valley Punjabis in the 1960s gave a uniform
impression of their decline. Leonard Greenwood’s 1966 Los Angeles
Times story, “El Centro’s Community of Sikhs Dying Out,” reported
that some men had been drawn away from their religion by non-Sikh
wives and children, while others had merged with the Americans around
them. The leaders of the El Centro Sikh temple told him that new
immigrants were settling in the north and the Imperial Valley Sikh
community was dying.
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Robindra Chakravorti’s 1967 study of the Sikhs of El Centro put it
more academically: “the most crucial feature of the community was the
rapidly declining influence of its ethnic subsystem.” Both these observ-
ers confined themselves to the Sikhs affiliated with the El Centro temple,?!
thereby overlooking the expanding biethnic families. Chakravorti, how-
ever, interviewed some members of the second, chiefly Punjabi-Mexi-
can generation. His tables, based on twenty-two interviews with members
of each generation (first-generation men, second-generation men and
women), illustrate the clear differences in language, naming patterns,
religion, and other characteristics between these groups; he termed the
second generation’s “actual” identification with the Sikh subculture as
“at best tenuous.” Yet Chakravorti reported that members of the second
generation preferred to identify themselves as Hindus. He interpreted
their preference for an “identification with the Indian subculture from
which they were divorced to identification with the Mexican subculture
to which they were close” in light of sociological theory about marginal-
ity and status anxiety and hypothesized that members of the second
generation were seeking a better status in the eyes of the majority com-
munity. Adhering closely to the sociological literature, Chakravorti con-
cluded that the first generation had accommodated, the second had ac-
culturated, and the third generation would be assimilated.3

As the flow of new immigrants from South Asia increased and the
Yuba City population in particular grew dramatically, scholarly atten-
tion shifted from the old to the new immigrants.?? Two studies, Bruce La
Brack’s in 1974-1975 of the Yuba City Sikhs and Salim Khan’s in
1980-1981 of the Pakistanis in the American West, used both archival
and interview materials and included sections on Punjabi Mexican fami-
lies.*

However, others have used limited sources and as a result have come
to incorrect or misleading conclusions. In 1972 a young Sikh student at
Chico State University (just north of Yuba City) wrote that “the rules of
endogamy and exogamy have been carefully adhered to among Califor-
nia Sikhs. In the entire community there are only about ten to twelve
marriages involving a Punjabi and a non-East Indian.”3> In 1986, another
scholar wrote that the Sikh pioneers were “unable to produce a second
generation of American citizens” and that the “Sikh-Mexican” children
were “lost to the Sikh community as potential harbingers of assimila-
tion.”3¢ While one sees the perspectives from which such statements can
be made, they ignore or contradict what the Punjabi pioneers and members
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of the second generation themselves have said about their lives and their
ethnic identity. Recent scholarship on Asian Indians and Pakistanis in
the United States is even further from acknowledging or examining the
experiences of the early Punjabi immigrants and their families.3”

Self Concepts of Ethnic Identity

It is difficult to reconstruct fully self-images in the past from oral
evidence collected only over the last ten years;8 yet it is clear that mem-
bers of the biethnic families saw themselves as working with elements
of three different ethnic identities. They were not just biethnic, they
were triethnic: Hindu, Mexican, and American. In early childhood,
members of the second generation seemed comfortable with their moth-
ers’ Mexican culture. The children were socialized into a Spanish-speak-
ing, Catholic community by virtue of their assignment to predominantly
“Mexican” schools; Mexican Americans were their schoolmates and
Mexican-American culture was familiar to them. Yet the Punjabi Mexi-
can children and their mothers were not really part of the larger Mexican-
American communities around them.3?

Thus as they grew older, most members of the second generation
moved towards a “Hindu” self-identity. This movement was the result
of several factors, including not only prejudice against Mexican Ameri-
cans by members of the dominant group, but also because of the preju-
dice directed against them by Mexican Americans. Although there were
tensions between fathers and their children,*® “being Hindu” had many
positive components for the wives and children of the Punjabis. “Being
Hindu” meant being a good farmer, working hard to lease and buy
agricultural land; it meant taking pride in the men’s political battles for
India’s freedom and American citizenship. The Punjabi men were hon-
est, tenacious, and fiercely loyal to each other, and those who stayed in
the sometimes stormy marriages were strong fathers who transmitted
their values of hard work, pride, and independence to their children.
“Being Hindu” meant eating chicken curry and roti (bread), lemon pick-
les and Punjabi vegetables, and having a reverence for the “holy book,”
whether the Granth Sahib of the Sikhs or the Quran of the Muslims. It
meant a social life based on the men’s activities, going to the “Hindu
store” downtown, to wrestling matches, and to the Stockton temple. And
“being Hindu” had meant opening one’s home to other South Asians,
Punjabi bachelor uncles and others, providing Hindu food and hospitality.

Added to the Hindu component of identity was the American compo-



Leonard 15

nent, emphasized as the Punjabi Mexican families defended themiselves
against the “new Hindus” by claiming to be both Hindu and American.
This component had been present from the beginning within the mar-
riages. In the early decades, the women saw themselves as marrying
foreigners, men more different from Americans than they themselves
were, and some spoke of “Americanizing” their husbands. The men saw
themselves as permanently cut off from the Punjab and their relatives.
Many explicitly discouraged their wives and children from learning about
India or speaking the Punjabi language, clearly viewing themselves, and
certainly their children, as Americans.4!

Many Punjabis spoke approvingly of the greater equality and educa-
tion of women in America compared to India. Two of the “reforms”
they made in the Stockton temple practices reflected their changing
views: they abolished segregated seating by sex and instituted chairs so
that women (and others) would not have to sit on the floor. Many
became advocates of love marriages instead of arranged marriages, and
they recognized divorce as an American phenomenon related to the
importance of love in marriage. One farmer, a man who had left a
Punjabi wife behind and married three Mexican women in succession in
California, said:

You can’t force love here, women go where they want to, even if
they’re married, even with three or four kids. In India, you could only get
a divorce after India got freedom. Here, women go away, here it’s differ-
ent. The woman is the boss in this country. A woman can have four
husbands, a man can have two or three women. What you gonna do,
that’s the way with love. . . . Yes, I knew about divorce. In this country, |
no sleep. Everybody was divorced, I could see what they were doing. It’s
only normal, you see the customs of the country, and so you have to do
that.42

There is also evidence that men and women alike regarded marriages
made in the United States as superseding all previous marriages, and
one termed the civil marriage in California an “American marriage,”
implying a commitment to a new nation as well as to a new partner.*3
The commitment to the new nation was reflected in the Punjabi men’s
efforts to gain United States citizenship. Many had applied for citizen-
ship and fifty-nine became citizens before the 1923 Supreme Court
decision denied them that privilege; they then lobbied actively for two
decades to regain it. When citizenship was extended to them in 1946,
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hundreds of aging Punjabi men became citizens, and Dalip Singh Saund
was elected a United States congressmen in 1956 from the Imperial
Valley.** Some of the men went back to India or Pakistan immediately
after 1946 for visits or with an eye to retiring there, but most remained
in California insisting on their identity as Americans.

Members of the second generation, American citizens by birth, took
pride in an ethnic identity as “Hindus” in rural California until new
immigrants from South Asia challenged their claim to that identity.
Their “Hindu” identity, developed over time in the United States, neces-
sarily differed sharply from that being constructed by the more recent
newcomers from South Asia.*> By example and comment, the newcom-
ers made the Punjabi Mexican descendants feel their lack of experiential
knowledge of Punjabi culture as it existed in India and Pakistan. When
new immigrants were few in number, they appreciated the hospitality of
the Punjabi Mexican families, but as their numbers grew, particularly in
the Yuba City region, they no longer needed the “not really Indian”
families. Members of the second generation who had grown up visiting
the Stockton temple and helped establish a new Sikh temple in Yuba
City when new immigrants first began settling there no longer felt wel-
come at the temples. Attempts by self-identified “Hindus” to greet re-
cently-arrived South Asians sometimes were greeted with confusion and
rejection. One second-generation “Hindu” offered to show South Asian
newcomers around Disneyland but gave his obviously Muslim name
and was rebuffed. In another instance in a local grocery store, a new-
comer who was approached did not respond because “he looked Mexican
to me.”4®

Relations between the descendants of the early immigrants and the
new immigrants became strained. More consequential encounters be-
tween newcomers and members of the second generation involved in-
heritance cases. Some of the oldtimers died and left money or land to
Indian relatives; in other cases, Indian relatives tried to claim part or all
of the inheritance left to Punjabi Mexican family members. After 1946,
many of the old men had sponsored the immigration of nephews, sons,
or grandsons, and these relatives posed the most immediate threat.*”

And while the newcomers were critical of the Punjabi Mexican de-
scendants, they in turn began to criticize the newcomers, emphasizing
their slowness to “become Americans.” Descendants stated that the
chicken curry cooked by their mothers was as good or better than that
prepared by the South Asian immigrant women. They also advised the
newcomers to wear skirts and dresses. In places where the newcomers



Leonard 17

outnumbered the longer-established families, the strain was most severe.
The quote below, written in response to a series of newspaper stories
featuring the new immigrants in the Yuba City region, illustrates this.

I also wanted to let you know that the first generation of Hindus that
came here married Mexican women and there are a large amount of half-
breed children born from the marriages. The East Indian of today would
like to forget we exist, because they are ashamed that their people came
to this country and found the Mexican women very compatible with
them. . ..

Our fathers and mothers lived a very rich life. They raised us to be
very proud, and gave us the best and the finest quality of life that one
could ask for. . . .

Our fathers with the help of our mothers became well-to-do in our
community and were well known for what good people they were. They
could take a piece of ground, and turn it into a rich farmland. . . .

Our mothers allowed their husbands to bring their brothers, sisters and
nephews in the 1950s and helped them to adjust to our way of life, and
the cycle has repeated itself over and over and over. But the new breed
did not keep the quality up.*®

While the descendants of the pioneer Punjabis in the several regional
contexts responded somewhat differently to the new immigrants’ chal-
lenges chiefly because of demographic factors, everywhere they empha-
sized their identity as Americans, and as both Hindus and Americans.4’
Their self-perceptions changed over the life cycle, moving from an early
identification with Mexican-American culture to one with “Hindu” cul-
ture and finally to an overriding one with American culture. Their expe-
riences highlight the process of identity formation, the flexibility and
relational nature of culture and ethnic identity, and the importance of
context.

Interpretations of Ethnic Identity

The current debate in anthropology about culture and the process of
sociocultural change is highly relevant to historical constructions of
ethnicity. Anthropologists have characteristically talked about cultures
as more or less bounded units which could be located in time and space
and sometimes ranked with respect to one another. These older notions
are giving way to a recognition of the difficulty of defining and analyz-
ing such units. Now, many anthropologists are looking at processes of
transformation and transition affecting not “cultures” but “connected
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social fields.”?® Earlier, the Punjabi immigrants might have been ana-
lyzed as archetypal natives,>! men drawn from their own place by capi-
talist needs for labor, experiencing social disorganization®? in their new
place. The problem of finding women legally eligible for marriage and
of working around the Alien Land Law might have been seen as forcing
them to accommodate, adapt, or assimilate to the dominant American
culture.

Yet the Punjabi immigrants themselves and their descendants tend to
talk about their history in terms of the choices they made over the
decades. They do not deny or disguise the ways in which their “Hindu”
identity brought discrimination, but they view their ethnic identity as a
resource which they employed flexibly over the life cycle. Their chang-
ing conceptions of ethnic identity have served Punjabi Mexican Ameri-
cans well, permitting cultural flexibility for both individuals and collec-
tivities in what they clearly conceive of as a plural society.

Scholarly discussions of ethnic pluralism have tended to shift from an
emphasis on culture to an emphasis on power in recent decades, and
there has been a deprecation of the celebratory tone of much of the work
on “ethnic persistence.”? Yet the voices of the Punjabi immigrants and
their descendants testify to an underlying consensus that pluralism means
equality and diversity rather than repression and delusion.>* It is impor-
tant to emphasize this, to forestall a possible alternative interpretation of
the Punjabi Mexican experience which would continue to impose labels
like “marginal” and “subcultural,” or their current equivalents, “border-
land” and “periphery.”> Certainly most Punjabi Mexican Americans now
stress the centrality of the American component in their history and
experience.

The work of three American historians of ethnicity, John Higham,
David Gerber, and Victor Greene, helps interpret the ways in which the
early Punjabi immigrants and their descendants developed both Hindu
and American identities. Higham relates the localization of power in the
United States (in contrast to its centralization in Europe) to the observa-
tion that ethnic groups acted differently in different contexts in the
United States,”® thus underlining the flexibility of ethnicity and its
contextualized development and expression. Gerber, rather than assuming
the existence and continuity of ethnic groups from the homeland, delin-
eates a process of “ethnicization,” the formation of ethnic groups; en-
gagement in democratic party politics was important to this process in
the case of the Irish and German immigrants in Buffalo, New York.>’
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Similarly, Greene shows immigrant groups moving from “ethnic na-
ivete” to conscious political mobilization. In his study, these were peasants
from Poland and Lithuania who moved from attachment to village and
province to political nationalism through intragroup conflict centered on
the Catholic church.”® Gerber and Greene studied European-American
immigrants who participated directly in American urban politics, and
the Catholic church played a major cultural and political role in their
studies. In the Punjabi Mexican case, the Punjabi immigrants fought for
political rights in both India and America but could not exercise them
directly until the final decades of their lives (that is, after 1946); conflict
among them centered more on these political battles and on the acquisition
of land than on religious issues. (The Stockton Sikh temple in the early
decades was a center of unity for Punjabi families and did not involve
them in wider religious arenas.)

It was the Punjabi Mexican second generation who, building on the
experiences of their fathers and mothers, developed and embraced a
concept of “Hindu” ethnicity. They originally welcomed the post-1965
immigrants from South Asia, seeing themselves as both Hindu and
American. However, the new South Asian immigrants saw them as
representing neither India nor America. There was little congruence
between the California-grown image of an India composed overwhelm-
ingly of Punjabi-speaking farmers from villages and an India composed
of urban professionals from a wide range of linguistic, religious, and
caste backgrounds.

Ironically, it has been the new South Asian immigrants, particularly
the Punjabi peasants among them, who pose the most serious challenge
to the “Hindu” ethnic identity in California, and that is largely out of
fear of “losing” their own “culture.” Even the pioneer Punjabis were
confronted by challenges to their identities and by greatly-changed con-
cepts of their homeland and together most of the pioneer men and their
families moved to claim a stronger identity as Americans. There had
been successful challenges when Punjabis claimed citizenship and
American identity earlier, but by the late 1940s these claims were recog-
nized, not only in federal law but in various local contexts. The men had
reached accommodation, most importantly with respect to access to
farmland, and their children were citizens by birth, participants in local
events such as high school athletics, dances, and county fairs (albeit
sometimes through an ethnic vehicle, such as the “Hindu Queen” of the
Imperial County Midwinter Fair). The Punjabi men and their families
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had secured a place in California’s rural landscape as Hindus and as
Americans. Probably they are among the growing proportion of the
population claiming to be simply “American” or “white” or otherwise
“distorting” the census by choosing among various ancestries.>?

The early Punjabi pioneers and their non-Indian spouses have impor-
tant things to say to scholars ready to impose identities on them, and to
the post-1965 South Asian immigrants who have turned out to be “other”
as well. For the pioneer families, changes have occurred in many domains
once considered crucial to cultural and ethnic identity, particularly those
of religion and language. Their experience dramatizes the changing con-
tent and form taken by ethnic identity as it crosses oceans, continents,
and years. Avoiding the fallacy of viewing immigrants as inhabitants of
“zero culture” transition zones, people without culture as they became
adapted to a new place,®® we see that immigrants are the creative pro-
ducers of new identities,®! important agents in the shaping of past, present,
and future worlds. We need to recognize the historical contingency of
ethnic identity and listen carefully to the many voices participating in its
definition.
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