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Abstract 

It may be unusual to hear about married couples choosing to live permanently with the 

husband’s parents, especially in Canada. However, it is common knowledge among Canadian 

Sikhs that the tradition of patrilocality remains a cultural ideal in their community. This study 

provided an opportunity for Canadian Sikh women to speak to this topic as their voices have not 

been significantly heard within academic literature or within the Sikh community. The research 

took the form of a narrative inquiry through sharing circles in which five women, including 

myself, shared their stories and reflected and interpreted the meanings together over the course 

of three sessions. The findings were analyzed using the theoretical concepts of bi-cultural 

identity, the dialogical self and voice as they offered a contemporary approach to understanding 

identity constructions within two cultures1. The study revealed that the majority of the women 

wanted others around them to have a more “Canadian” mindset in terms of equality, desired 

space and open communication with their in-laws, and were critical of the contradictions 

between the Punjabi culture and Sikh religion. However, all the women expressed pride in the 

Punjabi culture and Sikh religion, some took pride in the joint family and all said they were 

supportive of other women within patrilocality. Overall it was evident that Canadian Sikh 

women, confronted with patrilocality and various cultural ideologies, expressed their Canadian 

values as well as pride in the Punjabi culture and Sikh religion; Through bi-cultural identity 

negotiation and inner and external dialogue, women made difficult decisions about their lives 

and identities. This study furthers the understanding of social and cultural change and women’s 

experiences in diasporic contexts by offering support of the theoretical concepts introduced and 

                                                           
1 The studies on bi-cultural identity that were used to support this research viewed cultures as being separate entities 
(for example, Ames & Inglis, 1974; Bhatia & Ram, 2004; Mooney, 2006 and Sekhon & Szmigin, 2011). However, it 
should be acknowledged that cultures can also be viewed as complex, active, and subject to selection and 
interpretation (Williams, 2006).  This study used the bi-cultural distinction to help research participants discuss their 
cultural experiences, but overall the results supported the idea that cultures can be overlapping domains.  
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applied by others. In addition it offers a deeper understanding of the identity constructions of 

these Punjabi Sikh women who are confronted with patrilocality in Canada.  

Introduction 
 

It may be unusual to hear about married couples choosing to live permanently with the husband’s 

parents, especially in Canada. However, it is common knowledge among Sikhs that this tradition 

remains a cultural ideal in their community. According to Statistics Canada, the proportion of 

grandparents living in the same households as their grandchildren was 39% among Sikh families, 

one of the highest rates in Canada (2011). The tradition in which women move in with their 

husband's family after marriage is known as "patrilocality" (Allendorf, 2013) and is linked to the 

concept of extended or joint families. While patrilocality is deeply rooted within the Sikh 

concept of family, it may pose identity issues for Canadian Sikh women who may find it difficult 

to follow this interdependent family system within the individualistic culture of Canada. 

A literature review of this topic shows that academic literature has explored the evolution of  

patrilocality, the changing Sikh family patterns in Canada, Sikh women’s perceptions and  

experiences of patrilocality, and how individuals within two cultures understand their identities. 

But how Canadian Sikh women2 understand their identities within patrilocality has not received 

sufficient attention. This study fills that gap by answering the question: How do Canadian Sikh 

women in Calgary, who are faced with the tradition of living with their in-laws, understand and 

negotiate their identities given the discourses of Punjabi Sikh familial obligations and Canadian 

family norms? Research in related areas provided context, theoretical concepts and similar 

findings to support this study. 

                                                           
2 Born in Canada or brought to Canada at an early age 
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This study provided an opportunity for Canadian Sikh women to speak to this topic as 

they have not been significantly heard within academic literature or within the Sikh community. 

Based on my experience as a Canadian Sikh woman residing in Calgary, I believe the topic of 

living with the in-laws is discussed within personal circles, and increasingly through anonymous 

blogs on social media (with an international context); however the voices of Canadian Sikh 

women are not significantly present in the dominant discourses within Sikh temples and Punjabi 

community outlets. My goal was to help Canadian Sikh women share their experiences and 

thoughts with a wide audience. Through dissemination of the study’s findings, the perspectives 

of these women can be better understood by the Sikh community and can help educate others 

about Canadian Sikhs. Contributing to academic literature will help deepen an understanding of 

these women’s experiences. A few years ago, Canada made international news with the newly 

elected Liberal government appointing four Sikh cabinet ministers, including the Minister of 

National Defense, to the federal cabinet (Bailey, 2015). What this meant for Sikhs around the 

world cannot be underestimated; it was seen by many as a powerfully symbolic validation of the 

Sikh identity in Canada (CBC News, 2015). But even with hundreds of thousands of Sikhs in 

Canada (Statistics Canada, 2001), it may be surprising how little other Canadians know about 

Sikhs, which this study may help change.  

The purpose of giving women an opportunity to speak was reflected throughout the 

research design of the study, including its methodology, data collection and analysis steps; 

ethical considerations and limits and exclusions. The research took the form of a narrative 

inquiry. Data was collected during sharing circles in which five women, including myself, shared 

their stories and reflected and interpreted the meanings together over the course of three sessions. 

In order to understand identity constructions, women were invited to share their life stories in a 
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confidential and non-judgmental setting in which my subjective experiences and reflections as 

the researcher were also brought to the table. The approach was feminist and post-modern in 

nature. As feminist researchers believe, “the concrete lived experience is a key place from which 

to build knowledge and foment social change” (Hesse-Biber, 2012, para. 3). Postmodern 

interviewing draws attention to the shared communicative context of the researcher and 

participants and views interviewing as a collaborative production of knowledge (Fontana, 2003). 

To analyze a collection of narratives, William Labov and Joshua Waletzky’s structural model of 

narrative form was used to identify the key parts of each story and compare them. The findings 

were then discussed using Mikhail Bahktin’s concepts of the dialogical self and voice (as applied 

by Sunil Bhatia and Anjali Ram in 2004), and the concept of bi-cultural identity (as applied by 

Yasmin K. Sekhon and Isabelle Szmigin in 2011), as they offer a contemporary approach to 

understanding identity constructions within two cultures. It is important to note that a key 

theoretical underpinning in this study is that culture is dynamic and “tradition is not only a 

selection but also an interpretation,” as advised by Raymond Williams in his theory of culture 

(2006, p. 56), meaning that culture is always in a constant state of change. Through this 

framework, this study found that: Canadian Sikh women, confronted with patrilocality and 

various cultural ideologies, expressed their Canadian values as well as pride in the Punjabi 

culture and Sikh religion; Through bi-cultural identity negotiation and inner and external 

dialogue, women made difficult decisions about their lives and identities. Further discussion of 

the theoretical framework of this study will be covered within the literature review exploring 

how Sikh women’s identity constructions within this tradition have been understood up until this 

point, starting with a historical context of patrilocality in Punjab, India. 
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Literature Review 
 

Patrilocality in Punjab, India 
 

Patrilocality3 is deeply rooted within the Punjabi Sikh concept of family. Historically, it 

is based on the economic and patriarchal context of India. In rural parts of India where 

agriculture or businesses are family-based, extended families provide labour and security (Suda, 

1978), as was the case in the Sikh homestate of Punjab, India (Ames & Inglis, 1974). 

Patrilocality also reflects India’s collectivist culture (Samra, 1996; Medora, 2007) and upholds 

izzat, or family honour (Sekhon & Szmigin, 2011). It is connected to the fact that sons have 

traditionally represented the continuation of lineage and could provide care for parents in old 

age, while daughters were raised to be obedient to their husband’s family (Medora, 2007). 

Traditionally, women have an inferior status in Indian society partly due to their lack of property 

rights (Mooney, 2006). Daughters were considered to be burdens to their families due to the 

dowry system in which the bride’s parents give financial compensation to the groom’s family 

within arranged marriages (Medora, 2007).  

The tradition of dowries in India is understood to have originated from the colonial forces 

of monetization and education (Srinivasan, 2005). Imperial policies and measures in Punjab 

created a “masculine economy” which increased the preference for sons who could work and 

provide for families and lowered gender equality (Oldenburg, 2002, p. 4). When dowries are 

deemed insufficient by the groom’s family, they have been the cause of violence against women 

as well as female infanticide in India; these remain serious social issues despite government 

measures to criminalize these practices (Panchanadeswaran & Koverola, 2005). In fact, it has 

                                                           
3 While patrilocality is also practiced in other societies (Gallin, as cited in Samra, 1996), Punjabi society will be the 
focus of this literature review. 
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been found that “the cultural undervaluation of females [...] is a double-edged sword that reduces 

relative female survival by decreasing (or leaving un-changed) female survival while it increases 

the survival of males” (Kishor, 1993, p. 261). In studies that consider the family structure as a 

factor in violence against women, some find that extended families protect against violence 

while others find that the families pose a risk to women’s safety (Allendorf, 2013). This may be 

because, traditionally, daughter-in-laws were lowest in the patrilocal family hierarchy as they 

were not biologically related to the patriarch (Chawla, 2007; Sandhya, 2009). However, these 

ideologies are being challenged along with the new economic and social climate in India and 

within transnational contexts.  

Globalization and the spreading of Western ideas have altered patrilocal family patterns 

in India and abroad. A shift to nuclear families in urban centres in India during the 1990s may be 

due to increasing mobility, the Western influence of individualism and the “changing status of 

women” (Medora, 2007, p. 173). Researchers have also observed the “modified extended 

family” in which parents, relatives, and couples do not live together but still provide mutual 

social and financial support (p. 173). In a transnational context, it has been noted that 

patrilocality has helped to facilitate migration (Sekhon & Szmigin, 2011) but has been 

disregarded when potential wives live in more economically and socially attractive countries 

(Voigt-Graf, 2004), or has been subverted when women are the enablers of migration (Mooney, 

2007). But even with these economic and social changes, patrilocality continues to be the ideal in 

India (Ames & Inglis, 1974; Medora, 2007; Walton-Roberts & Pratt, 2005) and among Sikh 

families in Canada (Mooney, 2006) which are the focus of this study. 
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Sikh Families in Canada and Patrilocality  
 

Many of the first Sikhs to enter Canada in the early 1900s sponsored their families to 

immigrate, which helped them establish their place in Canada. Sikhism is a monotheistic religion 

based on the teachings of the gurus of which human equality is central (Mann, 2003). It is 

important to point out that although the Sikh religion is generally understood to promote equality 

between men and women, women do not hold positions of authority within the Sikh tradition, 

and are not well represented in Sikh historical writings (Jakobsh, as cited in Murphy, 2009), 

except for a few stories about extraordinary women which reinforce gendered forms of religious 

service (Murphy, 2009). The warrior identity is a guiding image for Sikhs for the protection of 

their religion (Ames & Inglis, 1974) and baptized Sikhs are identifiable by their practice of 

covering their uncut hair in a turban as an article of faith (Jakobsh, 2015). In the early 1900s, 

some Sikhs started to migrate to Canada for economic reasons (Ames & Inglis, 1974) but strict 

and discriminatory immigration and citizenship laws made it difficult for Sikhs to enter and live 

in Canada (Johnston, 2014). Through relentless lobbying and a changing political context, 

reforms emerged (Johnston, 2014), but for many years it remained difficult for Sikh immigrants 

to bring their families (Ames & Inglis, 1974). During this period, Sikhs were highly resourceful, 

often living together, pooling income and resources (Johnston, 2014) and when possible, 

sponsoring family members (Johnston, 1988). As explained by Nicola Mooney, Sikhs tend to 

“use family reunification rather than professional or skilled categories as a means of gaining 

Canadian immigration” (2006, p. 390). While the migration of Sikhs to Canada involved the 

“physical and social separation from families of orientation” (Siddique, 1977, p. 198), the ideal 

of joint/extended families may have helped facilitate the migration and settlement patterns of 

Sikhs in Canada and seems to remain deeply rooted within the Sikh community today.  
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Patrilocality has generally been followed in Punjabi Sikh marriage practices (Mand, 

2002) and many early Sikhs were reluctant to let go of them for a Canadian way of life. Michael 

M. Ames and Joy Inglis (1974) examined how family patterns changed after the settlement of 

Sikhs in British Columbia (B.C.), finding that both Indian-born and Canadian Sikhs considered 

traditional family life to be more desirable than what they perceived to be the Canadian family 

life. However, they found that some women were dissatisfied with the traditional patriarchal 

family structure but their research did not explore this further. It was predicted in another study 

in the 1970s that as women step outside the culture through work and school, more changes 

would occur, but the same study also cautioned against assuming that all traditional values would 

disappear (Siddique, 1977). As later studies found, women were still struggling with the issue of 

patrilocality but how these women understood their identities within Sikh and Canadian contexts 

had still not be explored significantly. 

Sikh Women’s Perceptions and Experiences of Patrilocality  
 

Studies asking Sikh women in Canada about their perceptions and experiences of 

patrilocality have indicated desire for freedom, conflicting generational views, and stress. A 

study asking young Canadian Sikh women about their perceptions of patrilocality noted their 

desire for freedom and control in their lives but their reluctance to rebel. In an unpublished 

master’s thesis, Sukhjinder Mann (1998) used in-depth interviews with Sikh immigrant mothers 

and their adult daughters who were born in Canada or brought to Canada at an early age, in order 

to understand their views on gender expectations and family obligations. Interviews were 

separate and confidential. All of the daughters said they did not want to live with their in-laws 

unless they were sick, but they were still reluctant to act against the traditional wishes of their 

parents. Mann explains:  
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First generation immigrants are struggling to hold on to traditions they feel are important 

for maintaining their culture, while second generation immigrants are trying to find a 

middle ground of maintaining respectful relationships with their parents as well as 

gaining some measures of happiness through freedom and independence from the rules of 

the culture (Mann, 1998, p. 73).  

Similarly, Pavna Sodhi Kalsi also observed these generational conflicts in her interviews with 

Punjabi women in Canada as her unpublished doctoral dissertation (2002). The indication that 

daughters would uphold patrilocality to fulfil parents’ wishes suggests the possibility of conflict 

within the patrilocal household. Studies that have focused on the experiences of women living 

within patrilocal families have explored the stresses of the environment and how women use 

negotiation tactics in relationships.  

In a 1996 unpublished thesis designed to help the counselling profession, Paige Samra 

asked married Sikh women living with their husband’s families in Canada about the stresses they 

experienced. The eligibility criteria was specified to specifically explore stresses caused by the 

patrilocal household opposed to other stresses, but the researcher pointed out that this made 

finding participants a challenge as many did not fit the criteria or were scared that their in-laws 

would find out. The women’s responses about their stressors included: how they are treated; their 

lack of decision-making authority, autonomy, freedom, a social life, and privacy; their lack of 

control over finances and child rearing; problematic interpersonal relationships; unbalanced 

household chores; and negative experiences resulting from the substance abuse of men. As the 

researcher stated, the study only focused on the environmental stressors and attributed them to an 

outsider joining the family rather than conflicting cultural contexts. Ignoring the cultural contexts 

is a major exclusion from Samra’s study as the stresses experienced by women may have been 
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due to the challenges of navigating Punjabi Sikh and Canada cultural expectations. Cultural 

context has been explored by other researchers in this area; Kalsi’s study recognized cultural 

contexts, pointing out that patrilocality helped ensure the continuation of language, culture and 

religion (2003).  

More recently, blog posts about Indian women and their experiences and perceptions of 

patrilocality have become popular within Punjabi networks in Calgary. AkkarBakkar 

(akkarbakkar.com) is an Indian/feminist blog featuring women’s story submissions (with the 

option to be anonymous) on traditional gender roles within Indian culture. Some of the posts 

focus specifically on patrilocality and identity including posts such as, “A perfect Indian 

daughter-in-law has these qualities, you'll never be one” and “Dear my could-be in-laws, I won't 

marry your son and I'm not sorry”. The former post critiques the cultural expectations of the 

daughter-in-law and the required identity changes, and focuses on obedience, silence, servitude, 

selflessness, guilt, lack of space, lack of sensitivity, crushed aspirations and significant domestic 

responsibilities. It states: “Obedience is not a choice, it’s a way of life…Do you want to be that 

girl?” (Johnson, 2017). The latter post discusses similar themes in the form of a letter to potential 

in-laws. It asks: 

Even if I accept you all, will you ever accept me as one of your own? Or will there 

always be a line, most probably created by the ‘daughters’ of the house? After all I would 

be the ‘daughter-in-law’ (Bathla, 2017). 

Although it is not clear which country these posts are written in, the popularity of the blog in 

Calgary within my social media networks suggests that these experiences may be congruent with 

those of Canadian Sikh women. The perceptions and experiences of patrilocality by Sikh women 
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in Canada calls into question the presence of in-laws and the communicative environments of 

patrilocal households.  

Communication and Resistance within Patrilocal Households 
 

 Although it is a relatively new area of study, researchers have examined the 

interpersonal communication strategies that some women employ to express their voices within 

controlling patrilocal households. By conducting ethnographic interviews with women in India, 

Devika Chawla (2007) explored the ways in which women resist their subordinate positions. Her 

study addressed family communication specifically within a Hindu arranged marriage/joint 

family context in which the well-being of the family took precedence over the couple’s 

relationship, and the men of the family, connected biologically and economically, held 

significantly more power. The study revealed that, prior to an arranged marriage, women were 

negotiating the criteria for potential husbands with their parents in order to ensure their income 

level would allow them to enjoy material comforts, and were reframing aspects of arranged 

marriage from a romantic point-of-view (p. 11). This finding was echoed in another study by 

Raksha Pande examining how South Asian women in Great Britain acted as agents in their 

arranged marriages by negotiating expectations within their families in choosing partners and 

romanticizing aspects of arranged marriages (2015). Romanticizing arranged marriages indicates 

that women are making internal negotiations when it comes to tradition, but it does not fully 

explain how women negotiate their identities within partrilocality. There is however some 

evidence that women living in patrilocal households are expressing their voices after marriage.  

Chawla (2007) found that women, in dealing with their authoritative mother-in-laws, 

were using material items such as clothing choices to show rebellion toward the traditional 

constraints imposed upon them, or avoiding conversations with members of their husband’s 
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family (p. 12). This may be indicative of marital problems within patrilocal households. Another 

study by Shaifali Sandhya found that couples in India who are not living within joint families 

judged themselves to be happier, scored higher on a happiness index and were in more 

agreement about their happiness as a couple than those living in joint families (2009). While 

more research is needed to understand interpersonal negotiations within patrilocal households, 

current studies call into question the identity negotiations that women are experiencing. This the 

major gap in current literature that this study is specifically interested in fulfilling.  

Theoretical Framework: Identity Constructions 
 

In recent studies, conflicting internal identity negotiations among South Asian women 

have also been explored using key theoretical concepts of acculturation, dialogical self, voice 

and bi-cultural identity4. Acculturation has been a dominant model for understanding how 

individuals respond to the stress of entering a new culture, but has been criticized and revised by 

researchers. The model of acculturation, developed by John W. Berry and colleagues, generally 

outlines four stages including “assimilation” into the host culture, “integration” into both the host 

and home culture, “separation” from the host culture and/or “marginalization” away from both 

the host and home culture (Bhatia & Ram, 2004, p. 227). Integration is considered the best 

possible outcome psychologically for all groups. Bhatia and Ram argue that a “dialogical” 

approach is more suitable for the dynamic environments experienced by diasporic communities 

today than the linear, rigid stages of acculturation which ignore power relations (p. 226). 

Diasporic communities are understood as those that actively stay connected to their home 

culture. The dialogical approach refers to the internal or external dialogue that helps shape 

identities. This dialogical approach, based on the theoretical concepts of Mikhail Bahktin, uses 

                                                           
4  Today identity in general is viewed as “contingent, ‘unfixed’, impermanent and fluid” (Turner, 2003, p. 213).   
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the concept of the “dialogical self” which highlights the social construction and historical context 

of identity and the concept of “voice” which suggests individuals negotiate their identities 

through the imagined interaction between their voice and the voices of others (p. 226). In using 

the dialogical approach to examine the changing, multiple, and contradictory aspects of identity 

among South Asian women in America, Bhatia and Ram found that the identities of their 

participants were in a constant state of conflict in the stages of acculturation, were “connected to 

a larger set of political and historical practices” and were “shaped by the voices of race, gender, 

nationality, religion, sexuality, and power” (p. 237). As Bhatia and Ram explain, “the dynamic 

movement between voices involves negotiation, disagreement, power, play, negation, conflict, 

domination, privileging, and hierarchy” (p. 229). Other researchers have also criticized the 

simplicity of the acculturation model and revised it in order to better understand the complexities 

of identity construction. The concept of the “bi-cultural self” has been introduced to further 

complicate the acculturation model in order to improve its value in a contemporary context. 

Sekhon and Szmigin (2011) pointed out that, in the past, it was suggested that people will either 

completely assimilate or acculturate, but significant research has now shown that people adapt to 

cultures over time in complex and situational ways. They use the term “bi-cultural self” to refer 

to those who are constantly navigating two cultures with their individual beliefs and sentiments 

(p. 83). In examining the acculturation of second-generation Punjabis in Britain, the researchers 

found that individuals’ bi-cultural identities were in a constant state of negotiation and that their 

family and community obligations influenced the intensity of their acculturation (p. 96). In her 

study with South Asian youth in Canada, entitled “To “brown it up” or to “bring down the 

brown”: Identity and Strategy in Second-Generation, South Asian-Canadian Youth”,  Purnima 

Sundar (2008) demonstrates that bi-cultural identities can be also be strategic depending on the 
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social interaction. Other studies suggest that the process of identity negotiation can be creative 

(Ames & Inglis, 1974), personal (Walton-Roberts & Pratt, 2005) and transformative (Mooney, 

2006). Bi-cultural identity, along with dialogical self and voice are valuable concepts that are 

used to explain the data collected in this study.  

As researchers have noticed, even today, patrilocality remains an ideal among Sikh 

families in Canada. Sikh women in Canada have indicated their dissatisfaction with 

patriolocality but have been reluctant to go against the wishes of their parents (Ames & Inglis, 

1974). However women’s experiences of internal conflict and cultural negotiation within 

patrilocality has not been explained through concepts of dialogical self, voice, and bi-cultural 

identity. Exploration of the ways in which Canadian Sikh women specifically understand and 

negotiate their identities within patrilocality offers an original area of investigation that this study 

fulfills. This study uses of the concepts of dialogical self, voice and bi-cultural identity as part of 

the theoretical framework, as well as the structural model of narrative form (discussed in 

methodology) and as mentioned earlier, the theories of culture, postmodern interviewing and 

feminist research as the key underpinnings (for a visual of the framework, see appendix 1). The 

purpose of giving women an opportunity to speak is reflected throughout the research design of 

this study, including: methods, data collection, analysis steps and ethical considerations. 

Definitions. In this study, the term ‘identity’ is defined as the ever-changing 

understanding of the self, which is situated within cultural discourse. ‘Discourse’ is understood 

as dialogue that reflects cultural ideologies. This is based on Bhatia and Ram’s understanding of 

identity as dynamic, multiple and contradictory (2004) and David Howarth’s understanding of 

discourse as the significance of conversation or texts (2014). Some theorize that conversations 

and texts function within greater “systems of power or knowledge” (2014). As explained by 
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Carla Willig (2014), “discourse analysis is based on the premise that the words we choose to 

speak about something, and the way in which they are spoken or written, shape the sense that can 

be made of the world and our experience of it” (p. 341). The term ‘ideology’ is understood as 

beliefs about the world that are considered common sense (Althusser, as cited in Barker, 2012, p. 

64), such as the normalness of a nuclear family within Canada or the normalness of the patrilocal 

family within the Punjabi Sikh community. However, ideologies can misrepresent power 

relations. Assuming the nuclear family is better than the patrilocal family ignores the power 

differences between white Canadians and the Punjabi Sikh diasporic community, while assuming 

the patrilocal system is ideal ignores or the power difference between men and women within 

Punjabi Sikh culture. Some theorists explain that dominant ideologies are upheld through 

hegemony, “the consent of the majority” (p.67), which is constantly negotiated and “re-won” (p. 

68). In this study, women confront and negotiate both Canadian and Punjabi Sikh ideologies and 

it is hoped that by disseminating the findings, dominate ideologies will be challenged. With these 

definitions and methodological underpinnings, the remainder of this section will outline the 

specifics of the research design. This includes the methods of narrative inquiry, data collection 

steps, data analysis steps and ethical considerations. 

Method 

Critical Paradigm  
 

This study is informed by the critical paradigm, an approach to social research that 

contends that there are many equal interpretations of reality reflecting broader ideologies that 

must be critiqued in order to create social change (Merrigan, Huston & Johnston, 2012). The 

critical paradigm furthers the principle of interpretative paradigm that “there are multiple 

realities that are socially situated” (p. 42). Studies within the critical paradigm usually involve 
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the collection of empirical qualitative data that provides observable evidence of how individuals 

make meaning (Punch, 2016). This study aligns with the critical paradigm as it provides the 

opportunity for a silenced group to express and reflect on their own personal lived experiences 

given cultural discourses, while collaboratively addressing ideologies. 

Postmodern Interviewing. The purpose of this study is postmodern in nature which is 

associated with the critical paradigm. Postmodern theory “claims that all knowledge is 

discursively formed and historically situated, and that there is no objective reality or organizing 

structure outside of language” (Merrigan et al., 2012, p. 297). Postmodernism has significantly 

changed social science research by critiquing and challenging the traditional, scientific methods 

of research that upheld rational ideology (Fontana, 2003). Unlike traditional interviewing, 

postmodern interviewing acknowledges the privilege, control, biases, and subjectivity of the 

researcher. In this study, the postmodern techniques of sharing circles and reflexive dyadic 

interviewing (as discussed later) helped address my own perspectives on patrilocality. As a 

Canadian Sikh woman, I acknowledged the naturally collaborative meaning-making process and 

minimized my control over the conversation. This approach aligns with the postmodern principle 

of helping give silenced groups an opportunity to speak (Fontana, 2003). This study helped to 

give Canadian Sikh women an opportunity to speak on the topic of identity constructions within 

patrilocality. Given its focus on identity and discourse, narrative inquiry was an appropriate 

research method for this study.  

Narrative Inquiry/Life Story Interviewing. Narrative inquiry through life story 

interviewing suited the purpose of this study which was to understand how Canadian Sikh 

women negotiate their identities within patrilocality. Narrative inquiry is based on the premise 

that we understand our experiences through stories (Plummer, 2001). As Carolyn Ellis and Leigh 
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Berger explain, story-based data gathering can be conducted through interactive group 

interviewing in which participants share their stories and interpret meanings together (2003). 

This method of data collection reflects the feminist approach to research (Ellis & Berger, 2003), 

which strives for social change by giving voice to those who have been excluded and disrupting 

traditional hierarchies and power relations within research (Hesse-Biber, 2012). Likewise, this 

type of postmodern interviewing embraces the value-laden, interactive, reflective and emotional 

nature of research (Ellis & Berger, 2003).  

As part of narrative inquiry, life story interviewing offers a way of sensitively and 

respectfully hearing the voice of an individual in order to understand how he or she has or is 

making meaning of his/her reality. As Robert Atkinson (2007) suggests, “the storyteller is the 

first interpreter of the story they tell” (p. 236). Life story interviewing can be used across any 

discipline with the lens of any theory (or none), can be recorded in first person or from the 

researcher’s perspective and can be used for social or personal aims. Assisting an individual in 

telling his/her story can allow the interviewee to better understand how parts of his/her own life 

are interwoven. This type of interviewing was a natural fit for this study because exploring how 

women understand their identities within patrilocality and cultural discourses required the 

exploration of meaning-making. Ellis and Berger (2003) also recommend that the researcher be 

personally involved in the interview, through the sharing of his/her own thoughts, stories and 

reflections. 

Reflexive Dyadic Interviewing. The reflexive dyadic interviewing technique was 

implemented in this study in order to allow researcher involvement in the data collection. 

Reflexive dyadic interviewing allows the researcher to share his/her own experiences during the 

interview and be part of the reflective process (Ellis & Berger, 2003). According to Ellis and 
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Berger (2003), the researcher’s reflection on her own story within a group interview can help 

participants feel more comfortable in sharing and reflecting more deeply on theirs. This 

technique helps to diminish the traditional interviewer-interviewee hierarchy, build trust with 

participants and allow the researcher to be part of the meaning-making. As a result, the research 

findings offer the researcher’s perspective on the stories of the participants, therefore offering 

more “context and layers” (p. 472). This technique is especially valuable as it decentralizes the 

researcher’s control over the interview process, making it difficult to ignore or overlook 

important parts of an individual’s story (Caldwell, 2014). In this study, reflexive dyadic 

interviewing was an appropriate technique given that I myself am a Canadian Sikh woman with 

experiences and reflections on patrilocality. Being a participant of a sharing circle allowed my 

biases and perspectives to be openly shared, thus bringing authenticity and a breadth of 

perspectives to the research.  

Sharing Circles. Sharing circles offered a sensitive and empowering way of 

communicating with participants that was appropriate for this study. Also known as talking 

circles, they are based on Indigenous and oral cultural practices (Rothe, Ozegovic & Carroll, 

2009) and symbolize equality, respect and non-judgment by allowing individuals to speak 

without being interrupted (Chilisa, 2012). Sharing circles are reflective of the conversational 

method of data collection. “The conversational method aligns with an Indigenous worldview that 

honours orality as means of transmitting knowledge and upholds the relational which is 

necessary to maintain a collectivist tradition” (Kovach, 2010, p. 42). The conversation method is 

also used in narrative inquiry and can show cultural sensitivity, involve the interviewer in the 

data collection and involve the participants in analysis (Rothe, Ozegovic & Carroll, 2009). 

Therefore, the sharing circle approach was befitting of this study. A sharing circle may have 
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helped alleviate any fear of judgment for the women who shared their personal experiences and 

reflections. The women said that the space to speak (uninterrupted) about their identity 

constructions within patrilocality and cultural discourses was an empowering experience. A 

conversation may have been less intimidating than direct interview questions, especially to a 

group of women who felt their voices have not been previously heard. It is also possible that 

transmitting knowledge from one woman to another may help build the ties and sense of 

community between Canadian Sikh women in patrilocal homes.  

Data Collection 
 
 This study collected the life stories of five Canadian Sikh women, including myself. It is 

important to note that I only recruited five women for several key reasons. Researchers who use 

the life story method recommend that fewer participants allow the researcher to ask targeted 

questions to gain deeper insights into the participants stories; Atkinson (1998) advises, “the most 

effective interview […] will be the one in which the interviewer can step back, observe the 

process that is occurring as it is happening, see which direction it might best go in, and know 

what question to ask next, all before it happens” (p. 3). Having fewer participants also gives 

individuals the “space” to share their story and opportunity to reflect on their experiences with 

others (Ellis & Berger, 2003, p. 14). In this study, I noticed that even with just five participants, 

some women dominated the group conversations, making it necessary that I conduct one-on-one 

interviews as well to give each woman enough space to speak and reflect. If there been more 

participants within the group interviews, there would have likely been fewer chances for each 

woman to contribute to the conversations. It is also recommended by life story researchers that 

interactive interviews should be conducted in small group settings with two to four participants 

including the researcher to enable the group to collaboratively interpret meanings together, 
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because what is learned together is as important as the individual stories (Ellis & Berger, 2003). 

It is considered ideal if the participants know each other to some capacity to help build trust, as 

did my participants. I was surprised by the level of personal detail revealed by some of the 

women, which may be a result of having a small group of participants in which they felt 

comfortable. It should also be noted that I needed to decline three potential participants. One 

woman had small children and could not attend the group sessions and another felt 

uncomfortable to share her experiences with others; however the group sessions were an integral 

part of the study. Another woman, who had moved to India after marriage, took interest in the 

study but her location made it difficult to coordinate the interviews with her. Furthermore, 

understanding her experience of moving to another country would require research into other 

intercultural theories and concepts that were beyond the scope of this study. Given the overall 

purpose of the study and the recommendations by other researchers, having five participants 

including myself was ideal.  

 I also made an important research decision regarding the cultural and religious 

background of my participants. My participant criteria specified that the women needed to be 

Punjabi and Sikh. I wanted to specifically focus my research on Punjabi Sikh women, as opposed 

to Punjabi women who followed other religions, as this would involve understanding how their 

religious discourses played a role in their identity constructions. Being more familiar with the 

Sikh religion was a strength I felt I could leverage.  

 Participants were asked to commit to 10-12 hours of their time to this study. This 

included optional independent journaling in between group interviews (one to three hours in 

length), a series of three group interviews/sharing circles (each up to an hour and a half in 

length), a one-on-one interview (up to two hours in length), and reviewing the research findings 
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and providing feedback (one to three hours in length). All participants, except one who was 

pregnant, attended at least two group sessions. In addition, a one-on-one interview was 

conducted with each participant (see appendix 6 for interview attendance).  

In this study, advertisements calling for participants were posted throughout the 

University of Calgary and Mount Royal University (large universities in Calgary) and Indian 

shops in the North East quadrant of the city, which in my experience, are places where young 

Canadian Sikh women are likely to visit. The poster was also shared on my social media 

accounts (Facebook and Instagram) and this was how all of the participants in this study were 

recruited. Any individual who met the criteria was accepted (convenience sampling) except for 

three women who could not attend the group sessions in-person. The participant criteria were 

Canadian Sikh women who have recently married5 and may or may not be living with their 

husband’s family6. The invitation to participate stated that the research would be conducted in 

English only. 

Once participants were selected, there were several steps I followed. The group 

interviews were booked in a private room at the Saddletowne Calgary Public Library, an 

accessible location for most of the women. I asked participants to prepare for the sharing circle 

by writing a journal entry to help them recall events (Atkinson, 1998) as well as start to reflect 

on their experiences. As recommended by Plummer (2001), the sharing circle began with me 

introducing myself and my purpose and sharing little bit of my own story. Ellis and Berger 

(2003) recommend for the researcher in a narrative inquiry to insert herself into the reflective 

                                                           
5 It may be interesting to note that only one participant, Aman, had a semi-arranged marriage in which a relative 
introduced her to her husband and they dated briefly before becoming engaged.   
6 It is important to point out that I knew all of the participants in some capacity prior to the study. It may also be 
interesting to note that all of the participants had a university degree or diploma. 
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process in order to build trust, confront personal biases and bring authenticity to the research. My 

story is therefore woven into the findings along with the narratives of other participants.  

In terms of questions, Atkinson (1998) recommends using descriptive, structural and 

contrast questions and adapting them as needed (see appendix 5 for the list of interview 

questions). Questions 2, 5-8 and 19-21 were recommended life story questions by Atkinson 

(1998) and were appropriate for this study because they asked participants to connect their life 

experiences to their cultural understandings and influences. Some of the questions also checked 

that the participants felt that the interviews allowed them to represent themselves fairly.  

The session was recorded on my personal smart phone. The audio files were saved my 

personal laptop and (backed up in my Dropbox account), were transcribed using Voice Base and 

were reviewed and edited by me. Pseudonyms were used for the participant names and names of 

other individuals in their stories. The transcriptions were then uploaded into coding software 

(nVivo) to electronically code themes in the data analysis.  

Understanding Lived Experience through Life Stories 
 

The major theory that guided the data analysis in this study was the structural model of 

narrative form, developed by socio-linguists Labov and Waletzky in 1967 (Stalker, 2010). It 

provided a model for analyzing the structure of a narrative and the function of its core elements 

(Elliott, 2005). As Labov and Waletzky suggest, the core elements of all narratives include 

abstraction, the introduction provided by the narrator; orientation, the background information; 

complication, the problem(s) that emerge; evaluation, the significance of the story as interpreted 

by the narrator; resolution, how the story is resolved; and coda, the conclusion that “brings the 

story back to the present moment” (Chamberlain, 2012, p. 21). While this theoretical framework 

allows the researcher to synthesize a narrative to analyze and compare it to others (Chamberlain, 
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2012), it has been critiqued for its focus on linguistics and has been further developed by those 

seeking sociological understandings of narratives (Stalker, 2010). In order to summarize 

complex stories from participants and connect them to cultural discourses, it was suitable to use 

Labov’s and Waletzky’s structural model of narrative form for guiding data analysis, and the 

concepts of dialogical self, voice and bi-cultural identity for the discussion. This was a suitable 

approach for this study as the research question focused on identity negotiations, related to 

Labov’s and Waletzky’s concepts of complication, resolution and coda, and how stories connect 

to cultural discourses, related to the concepts of dialogical self, voice and bi-cultural identity. As 

previously mentioned, the dialogical self refers to the social construction and historical context 

of identity; the concept of voice suggests individuals negotiate their identities through the 

imagined interaction between their voice and the voices of others, and the term bi-cultural self 

refers to those who are constantly navigating two cultures with their individual beliefs and 

sentiments. 

The first step in the data analysis was to identify Labov’s and Waletzky’s six elements 

within each participant’s narrative and identify the concepts of dialogical self, voice and bi-

cultural identity in the person’s story, as well as other themes. This coding was completed twice 

for each narrative, once for an initial reading and once for validation. Participants were provided 

a copy of the research findings for their feedback and approval in order to show respect and keep 

the life stories authentic (Atkinson, 1998; Ellis & Berger, 2003). This inductive process revealed 

themes that could be connected to findings in other research and allowed me to generate 

conclusions ethically.  
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Ethics 

In conducting this study, there were a number of ethical challenges to be aware of 

including participant confidentiality, conflict of interest and harm. This is important because in 

similar studies, researchers have pointed out that participants were scared that their in-laws 

would find out (Chawla, 2007; Samra, 1996). As per the Royal Roads University Research 

Ethics policy, the letter of free and informed consent (appendix 2), advertisement (appendix 3), 

initial phone/email introduction (appendix 4) to participants and interview questions (appendix 

5) followed the guidelines set by the Research Ethics Board and were submitted for review prior 

to the start of the research. Participants were informed of their right to withdraw, in which case 

all documents, notes and recordings would be destroyed and communication would cease. It was 

communicated in the consent form, initial contact, start of interview and post-interview contact 

that the data may no longer be withdrawn from the study once it becomes part of an anonymous 

data set. Recordings were securely stored on my private smart phone and transferred to my 

personal laptop and were deleted once the thesis was successfully defended. Field notes would 

also be destroyed. It was also communicated that the data will be uploaded to transcription and 

coding software in which the software authorities may hold the rights to this information; 

however, the data was anonymous and were removed after the thesis was successfully defended. 

Research findings were shared with participants via email and the risk of traceable emails was 

also acknowledged.  

Data Analysis 
 

 The themes that emerged from the data were: navigating cultural discourses, with the 

sub-themes being socialization, negotiating non-traditional gender roles and acceptance and 
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pride in Punjabi culture; navigating private and public space, with the sub-themes being 

parenting, living space and shared resources; navigating patrilocality, with the sub-themes being 

communication and the support of women in the family; and navigating identity: an internal 

struggle, with the sub-themes being bi-cultural identity and dialogical self and voice. These 

themes reflected findings from other research which will be referred to within this section. This 

analysis reveals that the majority of the women wanted others to have a more “Canadian” 

mindset in terms of equality, desired space and open communication with their in-laws, and were 

critical of the contradictions between the Punjabi culture and Sikh religion. However, all the 

women expressed pride in the Punjabi culture and Sikh religion, some took pride in the joint 

family and all said they supported other women within patrilocality. It was apparent that the 

women in this study had bi-cultural identities that were adaptive, creative, fluid, influential, 

challenging, transformational and contradictory.  

 Navigating Cultural Discourses  
 
 Throughout the interviews, the women recalled their memories of being socialized into 

the Punjabi culture by their natal families, and also discussed their fears or rejection of traditional 

gender roles and the struggles they faced as a result. The women wanted others, particularly their 

in-laws, to have a more “Canadian” mindset in terms of gender equality. Despite this, all of the 

women also discussed their pride in the Punjabi culture and Sikh religion in regards to their 

family values, and some discussed pride in the joint family system. These findings support the 

argument by Bhatia and Ram (2004) that individuals within diasporic communities do not 

experience acculturation in linear and rigid stages, but rather, their identities evolve through 

internal and external dialogue reflective of cultural ideologies. In this case, women were caught 



Running head: SIKH WOMEN LIVING WITH IN-LAWS 32 
 

between the Canadian ideology of the nuclear family and gender equality, as well as the Punjabi 

Sikh ideology of the joint family system and traditional roles and values.  

Socialization. All of the women said that they were raised to one day get married and 

live with their in-laws and the majority of them expected to do so, but some of the women said 

they rejected very traditional gender roles. Aman, 28, who after two and half years of living with 

her in-laws had recently moved out, said that as a child, living in a joint family allowed her to 

witness the struggles and become more open to the concept. In contrast, I am 27-years-old and 

married outside of the culture five months ago, and I shared that growing up in a nuclear family 

made me less open to a joint family. Kuljeet, Sharon and I said that in our natal homes, our 

parents did not expect us to take care of the household duties so that we could focus on our 

studies instead. However we were encouraged to learn these skills for our future roles as 

daughter-in-laws. Kuljeet, 27, who had been living with her in-laws for two and a half years and 

had no intention of moving out, explained: 

Because growing up, again, your mother would always tell you that make sure you know 

what you’re doing at home and make sure you know how to make things, make food and 

do chores because you’re never sure what type of in-laws you’re going to get.  

The other women could relate to hearing these types of messages growing up. This can be 

connected to the fact that historically in India, daughters are raised to be obedient for their future 

in-laws in order to avoid criticism of them or their parents (Laungani, as cited in Medora, 2007). 

Some of the women said that their parents felt the pressure to raise their daughters “right”. Aman 

shared an experience in which her extended family took responsibility to guide her in the “right” 

direction after her female cousin was disowned by the family for marrying outside the Punjabi 
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‘Jat’ caste7. Her male cousins tried to discourage her from making the same mistake and bringing 

shame to the family.  

It was very emotional for me to be part of those conversations that, I was also sad, but I 

was also angry that they could dictate what they wanted me to do. 

This sense of powerlessness that Aman described feeling in her natal home was also discussed 

by the Punjabi women in Samra’s (1996) study. The women in that study expressed the stress of 

feeling powerless within their patrilocal in regards to their personal life choices. Whether before 

or after marriage, it is evident that some women felt that they lack personal life choices. 

Some of the other women expressed their rejection of very traditional gender roles. This 

aligned with previous research by Mann (1998) in which young Sikh women in Winnipeg clearly 

stated that they wanted freedom in all aspects of their lives regardless of traditions. Raman, 27, 

who had been married for two and half years and currently lived with her in-laws, said she told 

her husband before marriage that she did not want to live the same traditional life as her mother. 

Similarly, I shared that I had seen my sister move in with her in-laws and decided that was not 

for me. Sharon, 24, who had been married for five months and currently lived with her in-laws, 

was also afraid of traditional gender roles and had ended her engagement to her ex-boyfriend 

when she realized that his mother was very dictating.   

When I realized that could be a reality where, you know, everything that we are taught as 

kids, Indian-wise, all that we were scared about and those fears could be true in someone 

                                                           
7 Jat Sikhs are “a caste of Punjabi farmers and landlords often now living middle-class, urban and transnational 
lives” (Mooney, 2006, p. 389). Although many claim that Sikhism rejects the caste system (Gupta, 2004), caste 
endogamy guides Sikh marriage practices (Mand, 2002). 
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else’s household, that’s a fear and I would never want that. I guess that's what makes me 

more Canadian.  

The women’s rejection of traditional gender roles for a more “Canadian” mindset came with 

many struggles. 

Negotiating Non-traditional Gender Roles. All of the women had experienced various 

struggles in rejecting traditional gender roles for a more “Canadian” mindset. Just like the South 

Asian Canadian youth in Sundar’s (2008) study who believed in the “shared set of values and 

beliefs that characterize this nation” (p. 262), the women in this study implicitly associated being 

Canadian with the ideals of equality, freedom and independence. For example, Aman accepted 

living with her in-laws for a short period of time knowing that she and her husband would enjoy 

a more Canadian lifestyle in the future. She said that she had open conversations with her parents 

about living with the in-laws; they explained to her that she would likely have to live with her in-

laws at some stage in her life and that they did not want her to turn down a potential relationship 

because of that. Although she accepted this, she said that the only reason her relationship with 

her husband before marriage had continued was because he wanted to eventually move out when 

they became more financially stable.  

The difference between my husband that I think, between other men, that might be in this 

situation is that he didn’t want to live with his parents because he wanted his own life 

based on how he’s grown up in this Canadian culture. 

She shared a story of when she and her husband were engaged and they went on a trip together. 

Even though both their parents were aware, her husband’s relatives found out and disapproved of 
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them travelling together before marriage. She found it very frustrating that her parents could not 

stand up to them.  

That's where your Punjabi culture and your Canadian identity start to clash because as a 

Canadian I should be able to go away my husband before I get married… I think our 

parents’ generations are so fearful of that conversation that they wouldn’t be able to stand 

their ground even if they know that, because… culturally that’s not what’s expected or 

what should happen. 

Aman’s conditional acceptance of living with her in-laws and her desire for freedom with her 

husband aligned with Mann’s (1998) findings. In that study, young Sikh women in Winnipeg 

were trying to find a balance between living up to their parents’ wishes and having a Canadian 

lifestyle.  

Mann also found that all the women found it frustrating that they could not live on their 

own before marriage as it was not culturally acceptable (unless it involved moving away for 

school or work). Nancy, 29, who had been married for five years and had lived with her in-laws 

for the first three, wished she had lived on her own before marriage but instead chose to get 

married to escape domestic violence.  

With all this domestic violence and negativity around me, I was just like the only way… I 

think it would have been better had I moved out, purchased my own condo and lived on 

my own but instead I chose to get married but for me the only way out of it was marriage. 

Nancy acknowledged that for a Punjabi Sikh woman to move out on her own and live in the 

same city as her parents is frowned upon and may have been the reason why she felt she had no 

other choice but to get married.  
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The majority of the women also expressed that once married, they found that the lifestyle 

and values of their natal home were much different their patrilocal home. Kuljeet said her mom 

was liberal-minded and understood the Western way of life but in her patrilocal home, this was 

not the case. 

Because even though my in-laws are a Amritdhari (baptist Sikh) as well and they follow 

the same religion as I do, their cultural norms are different, so, so different, because like 

for instance, for instance like when we got engaged, during engagement photos I was told 

by my mother-in-law that I was smiling and I was too happy in my photos. Because in 

India, if a girl is smiling too much or she shows that she’s too happy, it seems like she’s 

shameless or she doesn’t have enough sense to just kind of like tone it down, be more coy 

and shy… I wasn’t used to that because my mom would never tell me not to smile in 

photos. 

She went on to say: 

There is such a clear-cut expectation of what a woman should be doing and how she 

should behave. I wasn’t used to that because my mom was really, really liberal with me 

as a woman. So that was kinda really hard to get used to. 

Kanwal Mand (2005) explains that in northern India, women are considered to be guests in their 

natal homes, which may help explain the compassion that women experienced in their natal 

homes in this study. However, these experiences may also be due to the improving status of 

women within Punjabi Sikh communities and in the Canadian context.  

On the other hand, women’s frustrations with traditional gender roles within the 

patrilocal family have been noted in previous research by Ames and Inglis (1974) on the 
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changing family patterns of Sikhs living in BC. Like the women in their study, all of the women 

in this study discussed what it meant to a good daughter-in-law: being reserved and taking care 

of the in-laws. Sharon expressed feeling bothered by the expectations. 

Yeah because culturally we’re supposed to right, we’re supposed to take care of our in-

laws, we’re supposed to take care of your husband and I do it happily. I will do anything 

for Jessy, like he does so much for me, little things like that don’t bother me. I think it 

might just be the expectation of others more than anything.  

Similarly, Nancy felt frustrated by the inequality she experienced in the patrilocal household. A 

situation that bothered her was a Secret Santa gift exchange with her husband’s family: 

Whatever they asked for, they got it and then I asked for something and I didn’t get it. So 

then I was just like why. If they asked for it, why did they get it and why what I asked for 

I didn’t get... So I think that’s where the Canadian falls in where I’m just like if you want 

to be equal keep it equal among everyone, right. 

It was clear that the women were bothered by the indication that they were lowest in the family 

hierarchy. Traditionally, daughter-in-laws were considered to be the lowest in the patrilocal 

family hierarchy as they were not biologically related to the patriarch (Chawla, 2007).  

 All of the women who currently or previously lived with the in-laws also found it 

frustrating that their husband’s did not understand their sacrifice. This may be due to the fact that 

traditionally, sons within Indian culture “are indulged, pampered, protected, and denied very 

little” (Kumar & Rohatgi, as cited in Medora, 2007, p. 178) perhaps making it difficult for them 

to understand their wives’ perspectives. Raman said that she and her husband constantly argue 
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about taking care of her own mother who is struggling financially, versus his parents who are 

well-established: 

So you know, if you look at your parents, they are well established and they are healthy 

primarily and mom is a single mom, you know, she’s struggling financially. Doesn’t it 

make sense for us to go live with her and so then it boggles his head, right. He’s just like, 

“no, that’s not how it works.” But I was like who made these rules, we can make our own 

rules.  He is like, “No, that doesn’t make any sense.” And so I was like what if my mom 

comes and lives with us to live, like with your parents and he’s like, “that’s weird.” So 

it’s just like you know, you try to have this open mentality and this open mind about 

things but yet like men don’t really get it, right. They don’t understand what it's like to 

leave your life behind and then to come to a different family. 

Raman’s experiences can be related to Ames’ and Inglis’ (1974) observation that patrilocal 

residence was preferred among Sikh families in British Columbia, and according to one of their 

participants, it was considered embarrassing for men to live with the women’s family unless 

absolutely necessary. This is indicative of a cultural ideology about gender. As discussed earlier, 

ideologies are beliefs that are considered to be common sense, but misrepresent power relations 

(Althusser, as cited in Barker, 2012). The fact that Raman’s husband could not understand living 

with her mother suggests that the idea went against the cultural ideology that he upheld. Raman 

later explained that deciding to move out and being able to support her mom made her feel less 

“mismatched” between two cultures.  

All of the women also said they had observed contradictions between the Punjabi culture 

and the Sikh religion in terms of gender equality. Kuljeet said:  
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Our religion believes in the equality between men and women. So I see it totally, a total 

disconnect between my religion with the Punjabi culture because the Sikh religion tells 

me that men and women are equal and we can…whereas Punjabi culture is telling me no 

you’re woman, tone it down. 

In response to Kuljeet’s comments, Aman expressed her anger toward the contradictions: 

 The Punjabi Jat culture directly contradicts the Sikhi and, you know, if you’re – if you’re 

a baptist Sikh you don’t drink, you do all this. Punjabi Jats love their alcohol and then 

they have all those issues. That would really piss me off especially when my cousin 

married someone that was out of caste and that became real enough and I think I really 

started to look at all these aspects because I was like well, what’s – what's really most 

important to you. Is it Sikhi because, what she’s saying in terms of the Sikhi, like there’s 

no caste. 

Contradictions in the Punjabi culture and Sikh religion in terms of drinking have been discussed 

by Indian youth in a study by Hannah Bradby (2007), but contradictions in terms of gender and 

caste have not received significant attention. Some of the women in this study felt that these 

contradictions were important to acknowledge as other Canadians may incorrectly assume that 

patrilocality is part of the Sikh religion. As a researcher, I became worried that using the term 

‘Sikh’ in my research would contribute to this misunderstanding. While I agreed with the women 

about these contradictions, I expressed my confusion – was there a black and white contradiction 

between Punjabi culture and Sikh religion in terms of gender equality? My confusion can be 

related to the discussion by Anne Murphy (2009) in which she explores historical Sikh writings 

on extraordinary Sikh women are remembered for their feminine forms of religious service or for 
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reinforcing gendered forms of service. As Sikhism is imprinted by culture, a clear-cut distinction 

between culture and religion may not be achievable. It is possible that the women who viewed 

the religion and culture as contradictory were upholding Sikh ideologies as a way of negotiating 

their identities. Overall, the women were critical of these contradictions and wanted their 

families to have a more “Canadian” mindset, and also expressed acceptance and pride in the 

Punjabi culture.  

 Acceptance and Pride in Punjabi Culture. Despite struggling with Punjabi cultural 

expectations, all of the women also expressed pride within the Punjabi culture and Sikh religion. 

Some of the women also expressed: acceptance of their husband’s expectation to live with in-

laws; the expectation that their brothers would take care of their parents; and pride in living up to 

their parents or in-laws expectations. When asked how she decided to live with her in-laws, 

Kuljeet said: 

It wasn’t really a decision that I made. It was more of an expectation that was set from 

the beginning when I first got to know my husband. His expectation was that whoever he 

married, she would move in with his family. That was something he really wanted. I was 

okay with that. I was okay with that decision. 

Raman, Sharon and Aman said they were proud that they were able to live up to their parents or 

in-laws expectations. Raman, whose father had recently passed away, said that she was happy 

that she could make him proud. 

I guess like when my dad was around, I feel like he was quite traditional and he always 

had this image in his head, he always had it figured out for me and exactly what he 

wanted, what kind of the men he wanted for us, what kind of families he wanted for us 
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what kind of life he wanted for us… So I guess I’m happy, I’m proud that I was able to, 

you know, give my dad or give my family that sense of like pride or relief. 

Sharon expressed her pride in being a good daughter-in-law as well as her fear of disappointing 

her mother-in-law.   

She’s really thankful that she has a daughter like me. So for me that makes me proud. 

Yeah, that's valuable to me.   

The pride and acceptance that the women expressed can be connected to Sodhi’s (2002) finding 

that second-generation Punjabi Canadian women felt obligated to follow cultural traditions and 

felt guilty if they did not. All of the women also discussed pride in the Punjabi culture or Sikh 

religion and some of the women specifically expressed pride in the joint family. For example, 

Raman explained: 

These people just live for their family and their gatherings and all that kind of stuff and I 

I think that’s really beautiful but I guess, like growing up all or just having these two and 

a half years with them in their house, just how much happiness it brings just for them to 

be together and share happy moments, sad moments and stuff. I feel like that’s a key 

piece that I didn’t have in my life so I think that moving forward a goal of mine is to raise 

my children in a family like that. 

The majority of the women also felt that others outside of the culture did not understand why 

they were living with their in-laws. Kuljeet explained: 

People are like, you know, weirded out by the fact that I, even before marriage when I 

worked an oil and gas company, they were always like oh how could you do it, how 
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could you live with your in laws, like I could never live with my mother-in-law. You 

know they don’t, they can’t grasp the concept. 

Similarly, Raman felt that many people at work were horrified that she would be living with her 

in-laws after marriage. Some of her East Indian friends also had clear expectations that they 

would not live with their in-laws.  

That’s when you question, you’re Canadian, you have these Canadian values but yet, 

you’re faced with living with cultural norms. Your husband, you have to compromise, 

etc. For me, I think work pressure was quite a bit and then I just stopped taking about it. 

Oh my god, you guys are really messing with my head. There was a bit of a tossup often 

between what I feel like I should be doing as a Canadian and I wanna live a Canadian 

lifestyle. But then at the same time I’m like wait but you are rooted in your culture. And 

you’re rooted in the ways that you are. You can’t change that. I’ve just kind of let it go. I 

don’t want to have a dialogue: is it the right thing to do, is it not the right thing to do. To 

people, I always say you have to pave your own path and do your own thing and figure it 

out. 

Aman agreed that despite what others might think, the decision to move out is complicated.  

All these people are always like why don’t you move out or why don’t you do this and 

I’m like it’s not that easy. 

In my experience, I chose to have a Sikh wedding as a way of expressing my pride in my 

culture/religion and educating my husband’s family and friends about my identity: 

That's why I had a Sikh wedding you know because I wanted to show them that this is 
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who we are… it’s not scary and it’s not weird and I wanted them to kind of find common 

ground with us. And I wanted them to have everything translated so they knew like, you 

know, we’re actually very similar and I wanted to make them more comfortable with who 

I was. 

These experiences reflect those of South Asian Canadian youth in Sundar’s (2008) study, one of 

whom explained that the “ignorance” of “white people” who had misconceptions about their 

culture, caused her to realize that her culture is important to her and decide to embrace and 

preserve it (p. 263). Overall, it is evident that in navigating cultural discourses, the women in this 

study wanted their families to have a more “Canadian” mindset and were critical of 

contradictions, but also accepted and took pride in Punjabi culture. Women were also navigating 

cultural ideas of parenting and space within the patrilocal household. 

Navigating Private Space and Public Space 
 

This study found that women were trying to find a balance between having privacy and 

space, reflective of Canadian individualism, while living in a joint family with a communal view 

on parenting, space and resources. Traditionally, privacy within the Indian joint family is 

understood to be familial rather than personal (Das & Kemp, 1997). All of the women desired to 

have space in terms of parenting but were appreciative of the childcare benefit of living in a joint 

family. The majority of the women also wanted to move out because having their own space 

within the patrilocal home came with restrictions or problems and did not meet their needs for 

personal privacy. They discussed their desire for financial independence and fairness in dividing 

resources as well as the benefits and challenges of shared domestic responsibilities. Overall, the 

women negotiated cultural discourses on parenting, living space and shared resources which 

contributed to their sense of identity.  
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Parenting. In this study, the women discussed several concerns and benefits of co-

parenting with their in-laws. Co-parenting is defined as a family structure in which members are 

“mutually responsible for the care and upbringing of a child.” (McHale, 2007, p. 375). Within 

patrilocal households in India, decisions about parenting are traditionally made by elders within 

the family and small children are well-nurtured and adored (Das & Kemp, 1997). In Punjabi 

communities in Canada, it is normal for grandparents to care for young grandchildren, especially 

given the lack of accessible childcare (Aggarwal & Das Gupta, 2013). Having the grandparents 

provide childcare ensures the continuation of the Punjabi language (Aggarwal & Das Gupta, 

2013; Sodhi, 2002). But due to the language barrier that some grandparents encounter, children 

and grandparents may lack of social experiences outside of the home (Aggarwal & Das Gupta, 

2013). Studies on co-parenting have also identified levels of involvement and interference as 

common themes (McHale, 2007). A study by Deepak (2005) found that first generation South 

Asian American women were happy to have the freedom to parent their children in their own 

way, away from the extended family, despite the loss of childcare. In this study, the concerns of 

co-parenting and the benefits of childcare discussed by participants revealed that all of the 

women desired to parent children in their own way, the majority appreciated the support that the 

in-laws could provide and some women were critical of the quality of support they would 

receive.  

Aman, Sharon, Nancy and Raman, all of whom did not have children yet, were concerned 

about seeing their in-laws spoil their other grandchildren while the parents try to discipline them. 

This experience is echoed in Samra’s (1996) study on the experiences of Punjabi women in 

extended households in which some of the participants were stressed by their in-laws 

contradicting them as they tried to discipline their children. While my participants agreed that in-
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laws tend to spoil the kids, Nancy, Raman, and Sharon expected to receive childcare. In contrast, 

Aman and I were concerned that our in-laws and parents would be unable to give our future 

children the social experiences we want for them due to different parenting styles and old age.  

Aman was especially doubtful of the childcare benefit of living with the in-laws. She said 

that her mother-in-law did not significantly support her sister-in-law when she was pregnant, 

leaving Aman to be her main support. She worried that because her parents lived out of town, 

she would not have the support she would need when she has children of her own. Aman also 

resented when her in-laws used the other grandchildren as an excuse for how financial resources 

were divided – she felt that the financial resources should be divided equally in a joint family, 

not depending on which couple has children.  

You can’t fight about something that has to do with kids because then you look like the 

huge bitch in the family… it’s the person that’s trying to be fair but you will be seen as a 

bad person. That’s where the Canadian comes in. 

Aman associated being Canadian with being fair, which she believes conflicts with the 

accommodating and selfless role of women in the Punjabi culture. Within Indian culture, women 

are raised to be “self-sacrificing, docile, accommodating, nurturing, altruistic, tolerant, religious” 

and “value family above all” (Kumar & Rohatgi, as cited in Medora, 2007, p. 178). In Aman’s 

situation, due to the lack of shared financial resources, she and her husband were waiting to have 

children until they were more financially stable even though they now lived on their own. Her 

experience is similar to those of some women in Samra’s (1996) study who were stressed by the 

unfair division of finances in the household.  
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 In stark contrast, the only women in the group that was already a mother, Kuljeet, said 

she would have been lost without the support of her mother-in-law during the birth of her child 

and felt that childcare is a huge benefit of joint/modified joint families.   

Honestly, if I didn’t have them I would have been screwed. I mean, the whole birth and 

then recovery and everything like that, I've had so much support. 

She added: 

 What my mother-in-law has done for me, my own mom hasn’t ever done for me. 

Kuljeet was happy that her children will be close to their grandparents. Her experiences echo 

those of other women living in patrilocal homes. In a study by Anika Liversage and Vibeke 

Jakobsen (2010) on extended households of Turkish migrants in Denmark, young women who 

were inexperienced with childrearing expressed their gratitude in receiving support from their 

mother-in-law as well as their satisfaction about their children’s closeness to their grandparents.   

However, Kuljeet also felt that having a child put stress on her marriage.  

I know he’s trying but you know sometimes he, just I wish I had more support from him. 

You know he’s been used to his mom doing everything right and I'm kind of used to that 

now too, the fact that she takes over and does everything but there are some things I wish 

he, he would do more like for instance this whole week, these past couple of weeks, he 

had taken time off work. But the night time routine he’s helped me a little bit but I wish 

he had helped me more in terms of waking up then feeding the baby while I, you know, 

use a breast pump. 
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Kuljeet also felt that sometimes her mother-in-law’s way of taking care of the new baby clashed 

with what she learned researching online. In a one-on-one interview, she expressed her biggest 

concern: 

Honestly I think the biggest concern that I’ve had from the beginning was not having 

much of a connection to my kids because I’ve heard in certain situations where, and it’s 

perfectly normal, it’s a normal thing where the kids end up calling their grandparents 

mom and dad. You know and then I sometimes, I know it’s a silly concern but I feel like 

I might not have the connection to my kids as much as they will. I know it’s really silly, 

but sometimes I just, I get worried about that. 

Kuljeet’s concerns about her mother-in-law’s level of involvement and parenting style and her 

unmet expectations of her husband reflect some of the tensions described in previous research on 

co-parenting within Indian joint families. “The involvement of the family in child rearing can be 

a reservoir of instrumental and emotional support as well as a source of tension, particularly 

between the mother of the children and her in-laws” (Deepak, 2005, p. 595).  

All of the women expressed a number of goals for how they wanted to raise their 

children. Common goals included: wanting to pass down the Punjabi language, culture and Sikh 

religion, wanting to give children the opportunities for Canadian activities that they themselves 

did not have, and having a healthy foundation for a family. Aman and I also agreed that the onus 

is on parents to showcase both the Punjabi and Canadian cultures to their children. Passing down 

the Punjabi language and culture align with the finding from Sodhi’s (2002) study that second-

generation Punjabi women wanted their children to have a sense of cultural awareness and felt 

that living with the in-laws would help facilitate that.  The desire of having a balance between 
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Punjabi culture and Sikh religion as well as a Canadian lifestyle aligns with a finding from a 

study on the cultural transmission strategies of Asian Indian immigrant parents. In this study, 

parents recognized the challenges of bi-cultural identities and used various strategies to continue 

the culture while negotiating conflicting cultural demands (Inman, Howard, Beaumont and 

Walker, 2007). Overall, all of the women in this study expressed a desire to parent the children in 

their own way; the majority of the women appreciated the childcare support that their in-laws 

could provide; and some women were critical of the quality of support they would receive. The 

women in this study also struggled in navigating between private and public space and shared 

and individual resources.  

Living Space. In this study, it was evident that the majority of the women wanted to 

move out because having their own space within the patrilocal home came with restrictions or 

problems and did not meet their needs for personal privacy. Nancy and Aman, who had both 

moved out, said they love having their own space and felt that distance improved their 

relationships with their in-laws. This was similar to another study in which second generation 

Punjabi women in Canada expressed a desire for space from the extended family and perceived 

living with the in-laws to be a burden (Sodhi, 2002). While living with her in-laws, Aman said 

her mother-in-law did not respect her privacy; she would sometimes give tours of her bedroom to 

guests without her knowledge. Like Aman’s experience, Samra (1996) also found that some Sikh 

women living in extended families experienced stress due to their mother-in-laws invading their 

privacy.  

Nancy explained that she and her husband moved out of their in-laws home because there 

was a lack of space after her brother-in-law and sister-in-law had three children. She said they 

had no choice – money was tight for the other couple so her in-laws suggested that she and her 
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husband move out. Although they searched for homes together as a joint family, they decided to 

separate, feeling it was inevitable as everyone had their own preferences. She and her husband 

now loved having their own space. Likewise, Raman had also recently decided, with her husband 

and in-laws, that they would buy a duplex next to each other in order to have some space while 

still being a joint family. Aman’s, Nancy’s and Raman’s desire for space and privacy were 

aligned with what the participants in Liversage and Jakobsen’s (2010) study said were their main 

reasons for moving out from their patrilocal homes in Denmark. The Turkish couples 

interviewed in the study said that privacy was a trade-off for the economic benefit of living 

together, but the presence of brother-in-laws, sister-in-laws and their children caused 

overcrowding, as Nancy described. However, many families remained together for the mutual 

benefits of care in old age and childcare, just as Kuljeet, Sharon and Raman described.  

The majority of women also talked about wanting the basement suite. Sharon who 

currently lived with her in-laws said: 

I have no problem, we have the entire basement to ourselves, I can’t complain. 

However, she said she recently started questioning if living with her in-laws was something she 

wanted to do, or something thought she was going to have to do. Although she and her husband 

loved having the basement to themselves, the in-laws often wanted them to come upstairs and 

spend more time with them, which was different than her natal home and felt like a formality. 

She also expressed that there was no space after disagreements.  

Because we live together and we don’t agree on things, it becomes hard to deal, like if we 

were apart, we would go home at the end of the day. Think about it, you know, maybe 
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not talk to her for the day if I don’t have to and then go back, right, so there’s that space. 

There’s no space here.  

Nancy also expressed a desire to have the basement suite when she was living with her in-laws. 

She explained that she and her husband would have been the first to get married out of his 

siblings and therefore would have had the basement suite to themselves. However, his brother 

ended up getting married a few weeks before them and so he and his wife took the basement. 

Nobody asked. They just took the basement suite… I hated the fact that nobody asked us. 

Clearly the lack of communication bothered Nancy, in addition to losing the chance to have 

spatial separation from the family. But two of the women, Aman and Raman, added that having 

just the basement felt restricting. Raman said: 

I was like restricted to going upstairs because that’s their, kind of private, that’s their 

floor sort of thing. And the main floor, we sort of share but they kind of dominated, take 

over, because you know mom is usually in the kitchen. And then my father-in-law is 

always in the little T.V. room. And then I feel limited to just the basement.  

Having just the basement was desirable but not ideal as it did not fully meet the women’s need 

for space and privacy. Some of the women also discussed wanting the master bedroom. Before 

Raman and her husband got married, her in-laws had offered them the master bedroom. She 

declined the offer because she felt it was their house and they deserved it. She had also heard 

“horror stories” of when his older brother (an adopted cousin) got married and his wife wanted 

the master bedroom but the in-laws were reluctant to give it to them as they had their own son 

and because the couple was not contributing financially. Aman said that before moving in with 

her in-laws, her husband decided that they would get the master bedroom, but with her brother-



Running head: SIKH WOMEN LIVING WITH IN-LAWS 51 
 

in-law, sister-in-law and their children moving in and out of the home, everyone had switched 

rooms to accommodate. Although her mother-in-law offered the master bedroom to them again, 

Aman declined because she was upset with some incidents that had occurred in which her 

mother-in-law had explicitly said that this was her house. 

 Nancy had a similar experience in which her father-in-law made it clear that he was the 

home owner. She explained that she and her husband previously lived on the same level as her 

in-laws, who slept in separate bedrooms. Her father-in-law had the master bedroom. She felt that 

her and her husband’s room was tight and despite her husband discouraging her from asking her 

father-in-law to trade rooms, she did.  

Despite my husband saying don’t ask, I asked my father-in-law if he could move into our 

room and my husband and I moved into his room. And he's like – his answer was “no 

that’s not possible.” And so… it’s just like okay. 

Perhaps Nancy’s father-in-law believed that this would symbolically disturb the family hierarchy 

in which he is the patriarch. Overall, it was evident that the majority of the women preferred to 

live separately or wanted to move out because a designated space of their own within the home 

came with its challenges. There were also a number of challenges that came with sharing 

resources.  

Shared Resources. The women discussed their desire for financial independence and 

fairness as well as the benefits and challenges of shared domestic responsibilities. Sharon and 

Raman expressed wanting to provide for themselves but their in-laws insisting on providing for 

the family. For Raman, sharing finances was an ongoing and open conversation with her husband 

and in-laws. Because her husband was financially dependent on his parents as a young adult, her 
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in-laws would also offer to pay for her gas and other necessities. As a grown woman, she found 

it weird but was glad that they now understood that her and her husband were now more 

independent.  

Having full financial independence was one of the pressures that Raman and I said we 

now felt as adults. Raman expressed that she was beginning to think about her own assets, 

especially as she saw her friends starting to build houses. With the house being under her in-laws 

names, she said: 

It’s not, like, mine. So it’s difficult because, you're just like, it’s not mine. And you feel 

that you need something to your name so you feel this is what I work for. 

Having financial independence was also echoed by some of the second-generation Punjabi 

women in Sodhi’s (2002) study who felt that their parents had encouraged them to pursue 

education in order to have financial independence. This perhaps suggests the changing status of 

women but contradicts the expectation that patrilocal households continue to share financial 

resources.    

In contrast to the open sharing described by Sharon and Raman, Aman, whose in-laws 

and husband had a family business together, described a situation in which finances were tight. 

She explained that she had learned about the financial problems after marriage and offered to 

pitch in where she could, but refused to sign a major loan for the family which caused tensions 

within her relationships. As well, because financial resources were not divided equally among 

family members, she and her husband felt they had to wait to have children until they were more 

financially stable.  
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Our situation is a big cluster fuck when it comes to money but that’s something I deal 

with on a daily basis... this is a not a benefit of the shared resources, this is a negative of 

it. You maybe don’t always have the things that you want because you’re living together. 

When you think you might have them in abundance but the restrictions of, because you 

live there. You don’t have it the same way that you would. 

She went on to say: 

It frustrates me that the five people that I’m attached to, that control a lot of my life 

because of the finances are not always as logical. Or when you try to show logic or have 

that conversation, it’s always a how could you, or how dare you say that to me, or how 

could you insult me that way. 

Similar to Aman’s situation, the findings in Samra’s (1996) study showed that some Sikh women 

in extended families experienced stress due to “unfairness” in sharing finances. Now that Aman 

and her husband had moved out, she tried to train her husband to see them as a separate family 

unit but this was difficult for him. Another concern about shared finances was expressed by 

Nancy who wondered about future inheritance.   

So I don’t know, again it comes back to equality, like how will, do you know, like how 

will, when they pass away, how will things be divided?  

Traditionally within Punjabi Sikh families, only sons would receive inheritance. In a study on the 

changing family patterns of Sikhs living in BC, participants said their families were concerned 

that the division of inheritance would cause family conflict (Ames & Inglis, 1974). One 

Canadian-born woman said that she made her dad write a will to divide the inheritance for her 

mother and female siblings, as opposed to just her male siblings. In that study, Canadian-born 
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women and men felt it was important to make a will, which both Nancy and Aman also 

mentioned.  

In terms of shared domestic responsibilities, Sharon and Nancy, who currently and 

previously lived with the in-laws, resented that their in-laws or husbands perceived cleaning as 

their duty. Nancy recalled a time when she asked her husband to help with the laundry and her 

mother-in-law said that it is not the man’s role.  

So I was like to my mother-in-law, if your daughter can ask your son-in-law 

to do laundry, why can’t I ask your son? My husband’s like, mom, let’s get out of here. 

He’s like, mom let’s go sit somewhere else in the house, there’s no use arguing with her. 

Nancy found it hurtful that her husband took her parents side in that situation and explained that 

at another time he said to her that he would chose his parents over her. The pressures of 

assuming domestic responsibility align with those of Turkish women living in extended families 

who felt that the environment “perpetuated traditional Turkish norms on female domesticity” 

(Liversage & Jakobsen, 2010, p. 711).  

 In terms of cooking, the majority of the women said that their parents had encouraged 

them to learn to cook Indian food before marriage and many had regretted not learning. Most of 

the women who currently and previously lived with their in-laws were thankful that their mother-

in-laws did the cooking and Kuljeet was also thankful that her mother-in-law had taught her how 

to cook and clean. One woman, Raman, who lived with her in-laws, would cook with her 

husband in order to communicate to her in-laws that this was not solely her duty. Aman, who had 

moved out, and I both said our husbands did a significant amount of the cleaning or cooking. 

Overall, it was evident that the women appreciated help with domestic responsibilities and 
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resented if it was considered to be solely their job. Similarly, the majority of the Sikh women in 

Samra’s study (1996) who lived in extended families felt stressed by the unequal division of 

household cleaning. These resentments and desires call into question the communicative 

environments of the patrilocal home.  

Navigating Patrilocality  
 

In this study, women expressed keeping the peace and supporting other women as key 

communication strategies that helped them navigate the challenges of the patrilocal home. Many 

of the women expressed a desire for open communication within their patrilocal home, but felt 

that they had to use silence as strategy to avoid conflict. Some women also expressed that the 

support of other women in the family countered some of the negative experiences of 

patrilocality. The use of silence within the partrilocal home, and supportive or problematic 

relationships between mother-in-laws and daughter-in-laws has been observed in previous 

research by others. These strategies are indicative of the inner and external dialogue in which 

identity negotiations take place.  

Communication. Many of the women expressed a desire for open communication within 

their patrilocal home and explained that they used silence as strategy to keep the peace. In 

contrast, Raman considered herself to be lucky for getting to know her in-laws for many years 

before marriage and having open communication with them. She said: 

They understood me as a person and they knew that I don’t have bad intentions. I just 

believe what I believe and their beliefs may be a little different but we can have open 

dialogue and work it out. We meet each other half way. 
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She explained that living with her in-laws had allowed her to build strong relationships with 

them. 

I can now openly express myself and say that these are the things that I value, these 

are things that I want, which is kind of, that makes me feel like I’m in a good place.  

Raman’s ability to express her identity to her in-laws and gain their acceptance gave her a sense 

of peace, which I understood to be as a significant resolution in her story.   

In contrast, Nancy and Aman, who both no longer lived with the in-laws, discussed a lack 

of communication within their patrilocal home. For example, Nancy said she was frustrated 

when a major decision was made without her or her husband’s input. 

I hated the fact that nobody asked us, you know, listen you were the first ones to get 

married but these guys that got married seven weeks before you. So let us know. Do you 

guys still want the basement suite? Nobody asked. I just stayed quiet then. 

Nancy’s experience aligned with the experiences of some of the Sikh women in Samra’s (1996) 

study who said they felt stressed that they did not have a voice in family decisions.  

The majority of the women also shared experiences in which they felt they had to bite 

their tongue in order to keep the peace with their in-laws. Kuljeet said she knows she does not 

speak out when she should.  

Even my parents have said that to me, and my mom has especially said that to me that, 

you know, you shouldn't be afraid. You should speak up, you should speak your mind 

you should stick up for yourself but then I’m like, do I really want to go through that? Do 

I really want to ruin what I have? 
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Aman shared a situation in which she spoke up but realized it would have been better to remain 

silent. She confronted her mother-in-law about giving tours of her bedroom to guests without her 

consent.  

So I just said like, mom I’d really appreciate it next time if you involve me… and then 

she had like a huge fight with me. Like, I’m your mom too and I can go in your room too. 

And that was our first bust up and I was like ok I’m not going to say anything. I was 

biting my tongue like so hard. 

Both Nancy and Aman expressed not wanting to look like the bad person or the bitch in their 

patrilocal home. For example, Aman resented when her in-laws used grandchildren as an excuse 

– she believed financial resources should be divided equally in a joint family, not depending on 

which couple has children.  

You can’t fight about something it has to do with kids because then you look like the 

huge bitch in the family… it’s the person that's trying to be fair but you will be seen as a 

bad person. That’s where the Canadian comes in. 

Likewise, Nancy said that in many situations, she chose to remain quiet to avoid looking like the 

bitch.   

And I could’ve, in many cases I did want to speak up and whatnot but the only thing that 

held me back is I didn’t want to be the troublemaker, you know. 

She went on to say: 

Yeah, and you never want to be the bad person who starts up shit and causes chaos. 
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The strategy of silence has been used by other Indian women in patrilocal families. In Chawla’s 

(2007) study, Indian women used silence when dealing with conflict in order to gain an 

advantage. In my study, the women used silence to maintain peaceful relations and one 

participant, Kuljeet, stated that this was to ensure beneficial relationships in the long-run. The 

fear of looking like the bad person in the family has been echoed in another study; Some second-

generation Punjabi women in Canada from Sodhi’s (2002) study mentioned that women were 

typically blamed for martial issues.  

Women also used silence as a show of respect or to prevent their own parents from 

worrying. For example, Sharon said that as a wedding gift, her parents gave her a car which was 

an issue with her in-laws; she felt that the gift-giving norms were different in her patrilocal 

family and natal family so she often kept secrets from her in-laws and parents as a show of 

respect. Aman also explained that she avoided telling her own parents too many details about her 

life because she did not want them to worry. 

I know they’re scared, I know they worry even though I’ve been married for two years 

and they thought things would be easier now that I was married. 

Other women also expressed that they did not want their parents to worry about them. Parental 

concern over how their daughters are treated by their in-laws is connected to the fact that 

historically within Indian culture, daughters were seen as burdens and parents would train them 

to be good housewives in order to avoid criticism (Laungani, as cited in Medora, 2007). On the 

other hand, parental concern may be related to the improved status of women; perhaps parents 

believe that their daughter should be treated better but feel powerless in ensuring that. Overall, it 

was evident that women used silence as a way of keeping the peace on all fronts, although they 
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desired open communication within their patrilocal household. It was also evident that women 

relied on the support of other women in the family as they navigated patrilocality.   

Support from Women in the Family. A major theme that emerged from the interviews 

was the support of other women in the family countering some of the negative experiences of 

patrilocality. Sharon, Aman, Raman and Nancy said they would share their experiences of living 

in a patrilocal home with their parents to prepare them on how to communicate sensitively with 

their future daughter-in-laws. Sharon explained: 

I see my brother and his girlfriend’s relationship but when I see things in this house that I 

don’t like my in-laws house, I directly go to my mom, like you can’t do this.  

Through her close relationship with her mother, Sharon may have influenced the experiences of 

other women entering her natal family. Sharon and Aman also said that having sister-in-laws 

made their experiences easier. Sharon felt that her mother-in-law was more understanding than 

other mother-in-laws as she has daughters of her own: 

My opinion is that because he has sisters, older sisters, she had them in the house and she 

saw their relationship after marriage, that it affected a lot of what she thinks and does 

now. So now, really when her daughter calls her about a complaint that she has, she’s 

taking a mental note like hey, this is not ok. 

In terms of venting, Aman said her sister-in-law often complained to her about their mother-in-

law as they have similar expectations of how family members should treat one another. Knowing 

that her mother-in-law did not significantly support her sister-in-law while she was pregnant, 

Aman became her main support. Her sister-in-law also supported her on a number of occasions. 
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Before Aman moved in to her in-laws home, her sister-in-law warned her that their mother-in-

law was planning to have wedding guests sleep on her new bed.   

My jattani (sister-in-law) told me that my mother-in-law wanted everyone to sleep in our 

bedroom before we got there like, on our new mattress and I was like are you kidding 

me? She’s like don’t worry I made sure it didn’t happen. 

Through these examples, it is clear that by sharing their lived experiences with their natal 

families and supporting their sister-in-laws, women were trying to improve other women’s 

experiences of patrilocality. Using lived experience to create social change is feminist in nature 

(Hesse-Biber, 2012, p. 2). This suggests that gendered experiences of patrilocality are being 

negotiated and transformed by Canadian Sikh women, which demonstrates the active nature of 

culture (Williams, 2006).  

Some the women also said that the support they received from their own mothers helped 

them cope with their experiences. Aman said her mother now shared her personal experiences of 

living in a joint family in order to provide her with hope and support. Nancy and Raman also 

discussed supporting their own mothers through illness and financial struggles. Raman explained 

that being able to help her mother made her feel less restricted by traditional gender roles.  

So that makes me feel more at peace and it makes me feel not so mismatched between 

two cultures anymore because I feel like I struggled with that aspect a lot, with the whole 

living with his family or wanting to take care of my own family as a female growing up 

in a Canadian culture who values somewhat of equality. 

These experiences align with findings from Kalwant Bhopala’s (1998) study on the ways in 

which South Asian women in England received support from female family members. Women in 
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that study said they were close to their mothers and wanted to have daughters in the future 

because mothers and daughters “were able to understand and empathize with the pressures 

women faced in South Asian communities” (p. 489).   

Nancy, Raman, Sharon and Kuljeet also discussed the support they received from their 

mother-in-laws and believed that living with the in-laws was a positive experience that allowed 

them to build strong relationships. Kuljeet considered herself to be lucky for having an 

understanding mother-in-law – she knows this is not always the case for some women. Positive 

relationships between daughter-in-laws and mother-in-laws are evident in other research; Keera 

Allendorf (2006) found that among women in India, some experienced problematic and hurtful 

relationships while some experienced affectionate relationships. Overall in my study it was 

evident that through the support of other women in the family, women were able to deal with 

some of the negative experiences of patrilocality. In the same way, participants in the study also 

provided each other with support.  

Throughout the group sessions, the women listened to each other’s stories, offered advice 

and encouragement, and believed their contributions to the study would help create 

understanding from others outside of the culture. This is aligned with the feminist approach to 

research which suggests that “the concrete lived experience is a key place from which to build 

knowledge and foment social change” (Hesse-Biber, 2012, p. 2). Almost all of the women said 

that they found the group sessions to be therapeutic and relatable. Nancy said: 

It’s great to know that I’m not the only married woman experiencing what I’m 

experiencing. You know, it’s just very supporting to know everyone’s going through this. 
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I’m not the only one and it’s, it’s a great way like, stress-relieving. Yeah and just talking 

about it and saying what I want to say, you know. 

Some of the participants also encouraged other women to think about their own personal growth 

as individuals as they believed Indian girls are not often encouraged to do so. Overall, all of the 

women believed in the purpose of the study: to educate others about the experiences and identity 

constructions of Canadian Sikh women.  

Negotiating Identity: An Internal Struggle  
 

The concepts of bi-cultural identity and the dialogical self and voice offer a contemporary 

approach to understanding identity constructions of individuals within diasporic communities 

living within another culture. It was apparent that the women in this study had bi-cultural 

identities that were adaptive, creative, fluid, influential, challenging, transformational and 

contradictory. This aligns with the creative, contradictory, and transformational bi-cultural 

identities observed in previous research by others. Overall these findings suggest that through bi-

cultural identity negotiation and inner and external dialogue, women made difficult decisions 

about their lives and identities given different cultural discourses.  

Bi-cultural Identity.  It was apparent that the women in this study felt they had bi-

cultural identities that were adaptive, creative, fluid, influential, challenging, and 

transformational. These findings are aligned with similar studies on the identities of Punjabi 

women in Canada (Ames & Inglis, 1974; Sodhi, 2002; Walton-Roberts & Pratt, 2005; Mooney, 

2006). As previously discussed, the concept of bi-cultural identity has been used to describe the 

experiences of those who are constantly navigating two cultures through their individual beliefs 

and sentiments (Sekhon & Szmigin, 2011) and this navigation that can be strategic depending on 
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the social situation (Sundar, 2008). In this study, all of the women expressed having a bi-cultural 

identity, either more Canadian (Aman and Sharon), 50/50 (Nancy), situational (myself), mostly 

Sikh (Kuljeet) or more Indian (Raman). Kuljeet considered herself more Sikh as she is 

Amritdhari (Baptist Sikh), does paath (prayer), ties a distar (turban) and practices Sikh values on 

a daily basis. However, she expressed her ability to adapt to the Canadian context: 

I’m like a chameleon, right. Like I can I can go out and hang with you, know, gorey 

(white people) just fine, right. Like I can go to work and still be like Canadian, you know, 

there, I don’t feel like there’s really a difference like, I feel like my Sikhi and Sikh values 

don’t… they’re very compatible with Western values. 

Kuljeet and I agreed that Sikh values were compatible with Canadian values. Our perception was 

very different than those of first-generation Sikhs in BC in a 1974 study who had more negative 

interpretations of Canadian values based on what they saw in mass media, as few had close 

relationships with non-Indians (Ames & Inglis). It is possible that Kuljeet and I felt a greater 

sense of commonality with other Canadians due to more social interaction.   

In contrast, Raman said that growing up, she was often confused about what to value. 

Although she valued the Canadian side of her, she found that as she gets older she has more 

appreciation for the Indian or Sikh culture. She described creating her own culture through her 

individual beliefs:  

I created my own culture, like you have a mix of both sort, so you just go by what you 

feel is right. So I take a little bit of the Indian part of it that seems to make sense to me 

and then a little bit of the Western part that makes sense to me and I just combined it 

together and created my own sort of thing. 



Running head: SIKH WOMEN LIVING WITH IN-LAWS 64 
 

This point by Raman is especially significant as it is summarizes the experiences of all the 

women and is reflective of a key theoretical underpinning in this study which is that culture is 

dynamic as “tradition is not only a selection but also an interpretation” (Williams, 2006, p. 56). It 

is also aligned with Sodhi’s 2002 study in which second generation Punjabi women in Canada 

took the “best of both” cultures in their identity negotiations.  

 Another participant, Sharon, said that she was more Canadian now as opposed to when 

she was younger and more sheltered. She explained that she was first raised in the Punjabi 

culture and then in the Sikh religion when her parents became Amritshak (baptist Sikh). She felt 

she became more Canadian when she started dating. As a young adult, she decided that she 

wanted to be cultured.  

I started to explore myself, started explore – talking to other people and just being open 

with other religions or cultures and stuff like that.  I think I let go a little bit but I 

gained so much more though because when I let go of Sikhi a little bit, I gained so 

much. So I’m so much, more happier when I do paath (prayer) now. 

 In my experience, I felt that my bi-cultural identity had influenced my parents. My 

parents, having lived in Canada for over 30 years, had changed over time and I believe I may 

have influenced them to change. However, in some ways they have not changed their Punjabi 

beliefs.   

They still have those same sort of beliefs that we’re a family unit and we do things 

together and that like we help each other, we share things. So even though they’ve kind 

of changed, become more Western, maybe we still have held on to some of that and still 

plays into our lives every day, so I think we’ve found a good balance, right. 
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Aman, who grew up in a mostly white community, also described the bi-cultural identities of her 

parents as well as the challenges of having a bi-cultural identity.  

Having to hide certain things from my parents or not telling my other friends the whole 

truth, or some of them not quite understanding it because of where I grew up, whereas my 

siblings have it so much easier because my parents, my parents have adjusted their 

mindset over the last 20 years. They have become more fluid and changed and I think it’s 

benefitted us all for the better. 

Nancy also commented on the challenges of having a bi-cultural identity. She felt that her father 

pressured her and her brother to get a solid education and did not give them a chance to take part 

in the Canadian lifestyle and activities. 

Up to this day, what I tell my parents is you did not teach me how to swim… His 

expectations were way up there for our education. But had he have been more open and a 

little bit like, taking in Canadian values and whatnot, maybe listen to our wants and needs 

kind of thing, then I think it would have been different. 

 These findings in which participants expressed their bi-cultural identities are aligned with 

Sodhi’s (2002) findings in which second-generation Punjabi women also gave various responses 

when asked about their nationality – their responses included Canadian, Indo-Canadian, 

Canadian with an East Indian Background and Punjabi. Sodhi found that those women were 

trying to combine what they perceived to be the best from the two different cultures, while still 

staying true to their Punjabi values, just as Kuljeet, Raman, Sharon and I described.  The women 

in Sodhi’s study also described the problems they faced in having bi-cultural identities, as Aman 

and Nancy explored.  
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 Other studies suggest that the process of identity negotiation can be creative, personal and 

transformative. Ames and Inglis (1974) found that Sikh families in BC were creatively adjusting 

to and against Canadian culture. Walton-Roberts and Pratt (2005) found that members of a South 

Asian family in BC negotiated their identities in unique and fluid ways to understand their 

experiences. Mooney (2006) found in transnational marriages among Sikhs in which women 

made migration possible, traditional gender roles were subverted and women’s identifies were 

transformed.  The identities of the women in this study were also creative, fluid and 

transformational.  

 Raman, having lived with her husband’s parents for two years, recently decided to 

purchase a duplex with her husband next to her in-laws. I, having married a man outside of my 

culture, maintained closeness with my natal family and described it as a modified joint family in 

which we benefit from sharing some resources. Both of these examples show creative 

expressions of identity as they do not fit the traditional expectations of a daughter-in-law within 

the Punjabi culture, or Canadian cultural norms, but are a mix of both. Kuljeet’s and Sharon’s 

ability to be Canadian, Sikh, Punjabi or Indian in different situations or at different times of their 

lives indicates the fluidity of their identities. Aman’s use of support from her own parents to 

refuse the expectations of a daughter-in-law and Nancy’s ability to live up to the daughter-in-law 

expectation of caring for her in-laws from outside of the patrilocal home can be considered 

transformative subversions of traditional gender roles (discussed in more detail later). The 

women’s adaptive, creative, fluid, influential, challenging and transformational bi-cultural 

identities also had contradictory aspects.   
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Dialogical Self and Voice. As discussed previously, the dialogical approach refers to the 

internal or external dialogue that help shape an individual’s identity. This occurs through the 

concept of the “dialogical self” which highlights the social construction and historical context of 

identity as well as the concept of “voice” which suggests individuals negotiate their identities 

through the imagined interaction between their voice and the voices of others. Bhatia and Ram 

(2004) used the dialogical approach to examine the changing, multiple, and contradictory aspects 

of identity among South Asian women in America, finding that the identities of their participants 

were in a constant state of conflict in the stages of acculturation, are “connected to a larger set of 

political and historical practices” and “shaped by the voices of race, gender, nationality, religion, 

sexuality, and power” (p. 237).  Just like the women in Bhatia and Ram’s study, the dialogical 

approach revealed that the women in this study also had contradictory aspects to their identities.  

 Some of the women used their inner dialogue as a way to surveil and correct their 

actions. Aman, who used to live with her husband and his parents but has since moved out, said 

she was always trying to make sure she is doing the right thing at family functions – fulfilling 

daughter-in-law obligations so that the extended family did not perceive her in a negative way or 

talk negatively about her parents. Similarly, Sharon, Raman and Kuljeet said that they felt a 

sense of guilt and obligation when it came to performing household duties. These statements 

suggest an imagined interaction between their voices and the voices of others and indicate 

fulfilling the traditional roles of the daughter-in-law, aspects of the women’s identities that seem 

contradictory with other aspects.  

 For example, although Sharon said she felt obligated to fulfill the role of the daughter-in-

law, she also said that she puts her happiness first before cultural obligations. At one point in the 

interview, she explained:  
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I think if I had to put it in order, let’s just say, I would put everything aside and put my 

happiness first. So who cares about culture, who cares about religion, who cares about 

everything, if I'm not happy about it then what’s the point, right, ultimately. 

Similarly, while Aman adhered to being a good daughter-in-law at times, there were also times 

in which she resisted traditional gender roles, such as when she refused to help her husband’s 

family by signing a loan.  

I said no, I’m not putting my name on anything, we want to buy a home in the future. I 

don’t want to be tied up there… And for my mother-in-law, to expect me to do this so 

well for her, to come up, come around the table and say I was going to call your mom. 

And I said to her, because I already spoke to my parents, I said to her if you call, I will 

dial the phone and if my mom says I need to do this because of tradition, because I’m 

married, because I’m in this household, because of what you expect, because I'm a 

daughter-in-law, then I will do it but if she refuses, it’s going to create tensions here. My 

parents are prepared to deal with that. Are you prepared to deal with that? 

Aman firmly resisted her traditional role as a daughter-in-law, but by calling on the support of 

her parents, still lived up to being a traditionally good daughter albeit in a way that favoured her 

non-traditional views.  

 Nancy also had contradictory aspects to her identity. While she and her husband moved 

out of their in-laws home, she still maintained being a traditional daughter-in-law, something she 

was both annoyed with and proud of. 

Yeah, like my mother-in-law just makes me mad. She’ll never call me otherwise. But as 

soon as it’s the day of her appointment or something, she remembers my number just like 
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that and she’ll be like oh Nancy, what time are you coming to pick me up, kind of thing, 

you know, just like that. 

At another point, she said: 

One of the best comments that I received in front of my in-laws, I really wish my 

husband was there and I really wish my brother-in-law and his wife were there too 

because that person was like you know, to my in-laws, father and mother-in-law, like you 

know, by the way both of your daughters are very sweet and nice you guys are very 

lucky, and then they kind of commented saying that I'm the better one. 

Contradictory aspects were also apparent in Kuljeet’s identity construction. She said that getting 

married was a pivotal moment in her life in which she had to re-learn who she was.  

It really has changed so much for me and I’ve had to re-learn who I am as a person and 

I’ve had to adjust, I’ve had to change who I am and what I believe in and I’ve had to 

change a lot, a lot, I’ve had to change so much for this family and you know in a way I 

could be like negative about it be like I totally lost who I am but it’s actually made me a 

different person in a good way too. 

She acknowledged that this change however contradicted her Sikh beliefs.  

Even when there’s times when I should speak up, I don’t. So to say that I am a super 

empowered, I’m really not. I know as a as a Sikh that kind of clashes with what I believe 

but if I want to make this work, I know that I shouldn’t. 

Through these examples, it is evident that, like the South Asian women in Bhatia and Ram’s 

study, the women had contradictory aspects to their identities which could be connected to 
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broader historical gender roles and the voices of power within and outside of the patrilocal home. 

Overall, women expressed bi-cultural identities in negotiating between patrilocal traditions and 

Canadian culture. All of the women also said they felt confident in the purpose of the study and 

hoped it would create more understanding from those outside of the culture. Sharon said: 

We’re not just Canadian, that's just no matter how many generations will go by, no matter 

if you're born here or not born here. Ultimately in my family and in my future family, 

being cultured will always affect it. So I think it’s great if someone else reads this, that 

they would understand, right. Understand our, this is why we do what we do.  

Conclusions 
 

As Punjabi Sikh people gain more visibility in Canada, it is necessary to understand who 

they are in order to find common ground and appreciate the differences. The patrilocal joint 

family continues to be a reality for Punjabi Sikh women in Canada. This study revealed some of 

the ways in which Canadian Sikh women, who were confronted with the traditional of living 

with their in-laws, were understanding and negotiating their identities within the Punjabi Sikh 

and Canadian cultures. It revealed that the majority of the women wanted others to have a more 

“Canadian” mindset in terms of equality, desired space and open communication with their in-

laws, and were critical of the contradictions between the Punjabi culture and Sikh religion. 

However, all the women expressed pride in the Punjabi culture and Sikh religion, some took 

pride in the joint family and all said they supported other women within patrilocality.  

While all of the women were socialized to live with their in-laws, some rejected very 

traditional gender roles and wanted their in-laws and others to have a more “Canadian” mindset 

in terms of equality, freedom and independence, which came with many struggles. Many of the 
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women were also critical of the contradictions between the Punjabi culture and Sikh religion in 

terms of gender and caste equality. It was clear that the women were caught between the 

Canadian ideology of the nuclear family and gender equality, as well as the Punjabi Sikh 

ideology of the joint family system and traditional roles and values. This study found that women 

were trying to find a balance between having privacy and space, reflective of Canadian 

individualism, while living in a joint family which had a communal view on space, parenting and 

care.  All of the women desired to have space in terms of parenting but were appreciative of the 

childcare benefit. It was also evident that the majority of the women wanted to move out because 

having their own space within the patrilocal home came with restrictions or problems and did not 

meet their needs for personal privacy. The women also discussed their desire for financial 

independence and fairness as well as the benefits and challenges of shared domestic 

responsibilities. Many of the women expressed a desire for open communication within their 

patrilocal home but used silence as strategy to keep the peace. On the other hand, all the women 

also expressed acceptance and pride in the Punjabi culture and Sikh religion and some expressed 

pride in the concept of the joint family. A major theme that emerged from the interviews was the 

support of other women in the family countering some of the negative experiences of 

patrilocality. It was apparent that the women in this study had bi-cultural identities that were 

adaptive, creative, fluid, influential, challenging, transformational and contradictory. Overall 

these findings suggest that through bi-cultural identity negotiation and inner and external 

dialogue, women made difficult decisions about their lives and identities given different cultural 

discourses. 
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Comparison to Previous Studies 
 

This study contributes to current literature by specifically asking Canadian Sikh women 

about their patrilocal experiences and identity constructions. As other studies predicted, how 

Sikh Canadian women follow traditional values is changing. It is still evident that women are 

seeking independence but do not want to cause conflict in their relationships, and are searching 

for that middle ground between respectful relationships and happiness through freedom. As other 

studies have found, the concept of the modified joint family is also becoming apparent and the 

continuation of culture, religion and language were still important to the women. Negative 

experiences were also still evident as some of the women in this study were dealing with issues 

such as: treatment, decision-making authority, privacy, control over finances, child rearing, 

problematic interpersonal relationships and unbalanced household chores. Some women in this 

study were dissatisfied and chose to move out with their husbands while some continued to live 

with their in-laws. However, some women discussed building strong relationships with their in-

laws and the benefits of joint families.  

Whether they lived with the in-laws or not, all the women said that they were happy in 

their lives and seemed to have more control of their lives than was observed in previous studies. 

It is true that women were still reframing their experiences and focusing on the positives. As 

others have also found, inner dialogue helped women make decisions about who they are. Their 

identities developed dialogically through external and internal dialogue through the imagined 

interaction of their voice and the voice of others. The “dynamic movement between voices” that 

“involves negation, disagreement, power… (and) conflict” (Bhatia & Ram, 2004, p. 229) was 

revealed in this study.  The women viewed their lives as bi-cultural and were creative in 

navigating cultures and defining their identities. This helps explain how Canadian Sikh women 
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in Calgary, who are faced with living with their in-laws, understood and negotiated their 

identities given the discourses of Punjabi Sikh familial obligations and Canadian family norms. 

All of the women who participated in this study believed in its purpose; they agreed that many 

Canadians outside of the Punjabi culture do not understand patrilocal families and they hoped 

this study would help educate them about their experiences and identities. This study shows the 

ways in which these women understand and negotiate their identities given their Sikh familial 

obligations and Canadian family norms and gives a chance to other Canadians to relate to some 

of their experiences and their reflections. While the findings are consistent with previous studies 

that focus on the experiences of Canadian Sikh women, this study offers a unique window into 

the cultural discourses and dialogue of these six women and how they make meaning in their 

lives.    

Limits and Exclusions 

There are several limits and exclusions in this study that must be addressed. Due to 

geographical limits, only participants in Calgary were recruited. Since convenience sampling 

was used, it was not representative of the population and therefore, it was only possible to seek 

an understanding of the unique experiences of these six participants. In addition, all of the 

participants were women that I knew personally but I did not recruit immediate family members 

and close friends in hopes that our relationship would not have a significant impact on their 

responses. I believe participants were more willing to open up about their lives during the group 

and individual sessions as we had already had a trusting relationship.  

There were also several limitations in the data collection and analysis process that may 

have been offset by several benefits of the research design. As some participants tended to 

dominate the group conversations, conducting one-on-one interviews was necessary to collect an 
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adequate amount of stories and reflections from each woman. The length of the individual 

interviews varied as some participants were more talkative than others, but generally group 

interviews were all an hour and a half.  The interview questions were used as a guide and were 

mostly covered, but different questions were asked to different women in the one-on-one 

sessions and participants did not comment on each topic as they were not present at all 

interviews. The questions that were asked depended on what seemed most important to the 

participant, with the main research purpose in mind. This allowed the participants to explore 

their thoughts without constraint and created an open atmosphere in which deeper topics were 

discussed. In addition, participants were able to offer support to one another and felt the group 

sessions were therapeutic and relatable.  

Researcher bias is inherent in this study as I made decisions how data could be 

categorized, what information should be included in each woman’s story and what information 

could be omitted. It was also difficult to sum up a person’s life story. As Atkinson (1998) and 

Ken Plummer (2001) point out, life stories present reliability and validity issues due to their 

changing and subjective nature. However, the women reviewed the findings to ensure that their 

stories and reflections were represented fairly and authentically.   

In terms of coding, it was often difficult to differentiate between codes, for example, an 

“expectation” could also be coded as a “traditional gender roles”. Distinctions were made based 

on my interpretation of that passage; how passages fit into various themes was validated by 

participants as they read the research findings. Nonetheless, validation of the coding could have 

been strengthened with another researcher. In addition, as the researcher and participant, it was 

also difficult to be completely open in my responses. Having my name associated to my story 

could potentially exploit my family members; therefore, I omitted several details of my story. I 
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also did not want to give too many details in other women’s stories. One woman asked me to not 

include a specific story that she shared with me it as it was too specific and could be traced back 

to her. Despite these limitations, this research has given a window into the lives and experiences 

of Canadian Sikh women but also raises several other questions.  

Future Research 
 

It should be noted that this study focuses specifically on Canadian Sikh women as they 

face many unique challenges and their voices have not been significantly heard in popular 

community outlets or in academia in regards to this topic.  Their unique challenges include the 

different pressures of Punjabi Sikh and Canadian cultures, inter-generational pressures to 

maintain cultural traditions, and different cultural messages for women such as living 

independently as a Canadian, and the Sikh familial obligation of living with the in-laws. What is 

not clear is how many Canadian Sikh women are choosing to live with their in-laws? 

Furthermore, how many are choosing to not live with their in-laws? Finally, among those who 

choose to move out, how many years are they staying with the family before they choose to do 

so? A quantitative research design would help answer these questions. It would also be 

interesting to understand the patrilocal experiences of women in other countries such as India, 

England, the United States of America and Australia or other countries where Punjabi Sikh 

populations are high. Are the positive experiences of the women interviewed in this study 

indicative of a higher social status in Canada? More research would be required to answer this 

question.  

While it would be highly useful to understand how couples and families together 

negotiate their collective identity within Sikh and Canadian discourses, this is would have added 

an interpersonal communication element that would have strayed from the focus on personal 
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identity. Still, this is a topic that requires further investigation. Why are some family’s 

experiences better than others? What communication strategies can Canadian Sikh families use 

within patrilocality? In addition, understanding how Canadian Sikh men perceive their identities 

within patrilocality would also enter unchartered territory but the purpose of this study was to 

help give voice to those who have not traditionally experienced gender privileges. These 

exclusions were made in order to focus solely on the identity constructions of Sikh women 

within patrilocality but the identities of men and family communication are two potential areas of 

research.  

This study has given Canadian Sikh women, a group in Canada that is often ignored, the 

opportunity to share their stories and reflections within academic discourse and in their 

community. Through their stories, there is potential for transforming the personal into the 

political (Hesse-Biber, 2012). This study furthers understanding of social and cultural change 

and women’s experiences in diasporic contexts by offering further support of the theoretical 

concepts introduced and applied by others. It also offers a deeper understanding of the identity 

constructions of these Punjabi Sikh women who are confronted with patrilocality in Canada. This 

study fulfills a gap in the literature on Sikh patrilocality in Canada. It answers the question: How 

do Canadian Sikh women in Calgary, who are faced with the tradition of living with their in-

laws, understand and negotiate their identities given the discourses of Punjabi Sikh familial 

obligations and Canadian family norms? This study found that: Canadian Sikh women, 

confronted with patrilocality and various cultural ideologies, expressed their Canadian values as 

well as their pride in the Punjabi culture and Sikh religion; Through bi-cultural identity 

negotiation and inner and external dialogue, women made difficult decisions about their lives 

and identities. 
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Appendix 1: Theoretical Framework Visual  
 

 

Figure 1: Data will be analyzed using the structural model of narrative form, followed by 
connections to the concepts of dialogical self, voice and bi-cultural identity. The theory of 
culture, postmodern interviewing and feminist research practices are the key underpinnings for 
the data analysis and have warranted narrative inquiry as the suitable methodology for this study.  
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Appendix 2: Letter of Free and Informed Consent  
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

The protection of privacy, confidentiality and anonymity of each participant is a priority in this study as 
per Royal Roads University Research Ethics Policy and Research Ethics Board.  

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Project Information  

Study: Identity Constructions of Canadian Sikh Women living with their In-laws 
Master’s Thesis  
 
Researcher: Sanita Dhillon, Royal Roads University  
 
Academic Supervisor: Dr. April Warn-Vannini (april.warn@royalroads.ca) 
 
Thesis Coordinator (to verify authenticity of project): Matthew Heinz: 205-391-2662  

Purpose: To shed light on how Canadian Sikh women understand their identities while trying to navigate 
between Sikh familial obligations and Canadian family norms.  
 
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Participant Information 

Criteria: Participants must be Canadian Sikh women who have recently married and may or may not be 
living with their husband’s family. Participants must be over the age of 18. As the research will be 
conducted in English, participants must be able to speak, read and write English fluently.   

Time Commitment: Participants are asked to commit to 10-12 hours of their time to this study. This 
includes 1-3 hours of independent journaling in between group interviews, a series of two to three group 
interviews/sharing circles up to 2 hours in length each, and 1-3 hours of reviewing the research findings 
and providing feedback. 

Questions: Each participant will be asked to share her experiences/stories and reflections on living with 
her in laws. Follow up questions will be asked. Participants may decide to say pass to a question.  

Withdrawal: Participants are free not to participate and have the right to withdraw at any time prior and 
during the interviews.  In the event a participant leaves the study prematurely, any documentation will be 
immediately destroyed and communication between the participant and researcher will cease. Participants 
in are notified that while individuals may voluntarily withdraw from the group, their previously recorded 
comments remain as part of the anonymous data set, as these comments (without personal identifiers) 
cannot be separated out of a group recording. 
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Potential Risks: There is the chance that participants may feel anxiety or discomfort, perceive judgment 
and social pressure, interpret bias and an agenda, worry about their privacy and/or regret sharing too 
much. Participants are free not to participate and have the right to withdraw at any time prior and during 
the interviews.   

Data will be uploaded to transcription and coding software in which the software authorities may hold the 
rights to this information; however, the data will be anonymous and will be removed after the thesis has 
been successfully defended (estimated - July 31, 2017).  

As the research findings will be shared with participants via email/in-person and the risk of traceability is 
acknowledged. 

Benefits: The benefits of participating include: sharing one’s own thoughts and stories to a wide audience 
anonymously, helping educate others about bi-cultural experiences and Sikh family practices, reflecting 
and critiquing broader cultural ideologies, learning through the experiences of others, and taking part in 
an enriching experience for personal growth. 

Potential conflicts of interest: A conflict of interest may arise for the participant if she does not feel 
comfortable in sharing information that goes against her family, community or cultural obligations. 
Prospective participants are free not to participate and have the right to withdraw at any time prior and 
during the interview.   

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Project Findings 

Recording: The group interview will be recorded on the researcher’s personal smartphone and the audio 
files will be uploaded to the researcher’s private laptop. 

Dissemination of Findings: The findings of this research will be disseminated through various media 
and academic outlets. A potential conflict of interest for the researcher and Royal Roads University is the 
interpretation that the study sheds a negative light on Sikh or Canadian traditions; however this is not the 
aim of the study. The thesis will be available on ProQuest Dissertations and Theses. Participants will be 
given copy of the final research findings via email or in-person. 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Audio Recording  

A participant has the right to decline participation in the audio recording. Provision for alternate forms of 
anonymous data collection will be made. 

Deletion of the audio recordings from the smartphone and laptop will take place on July 31, 2017 
(estimated).  

The audio recording from this research will not be further used after the project is completed.  
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--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Participant Anonymity and Record Confidentiality 

The researcher will use alternate names to identify the results obtained from individual participants in 
order to protect anonymity. The participant’s name will not appear on any final documentation (whether 
the report is published or unpublished).  

While loss of anonymity will occur for participants in a focus or discussion group, the researcher will still 
maintain participant confidentiality in any report. Only the researcher will have access to raw data or 
identifying information. 

In the event a participant leaves the study prematurely, any documentation will be immediately destroyed 
and communication between the participant and researcher will cease.  Participants in are notified that 
while individuals may voluntarily withdraw from the group, their previously recorded comments remain 
as part of the anonymous data set for the method, as these comments (without personal identifiers) cannot 
be separated out of a group recording. 

Any data collected will remain confidential; interview results will be kept on a private laptop.  

At the completion of this study, all records and documentation will be destroyed by July 31, 2017 
(estimated).  

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Questions or Concerns: Please contact the researcher, Sanita Dhillon.  

Participant Signature: 

Date: 
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Appendix 3: Advertisement 
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Appendix 4: Initial Contact 
 
Initial contact with the participant will be made by telephone or email, but actual data-collection is 
conducted in person. The introduction will address the following:  

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Study: Identity Constructions of Canadian Sikh Women living with their In-laws 
Master’s Thesis  
 
Researcher and University Affiliation: Sanita Dhillon, Master’s Candidate at Royal Roads University  

Thesis Coordinator (to verify authenticity of project): Matthew Heinz: 205-391-2662 

Purpose: To shed light on how Canadian Sikh women understand their identities while trying to navigate 
between Sikh familial obligations and Canadian family norms.  

Participant Criteria: Participants must be Canadian Sikh women who have recently married and may or 
may not be living with their husband’s family. Participants must be over the age of 18. As the research 
will be conducted in English, participants must be able to speak, read and write English fluently. 

Benefits: The benefits of participating include: sharing one’s own thoughts and stories to a wide audience 
anonymously, helping educate others about bi-cultural experiences and Sikh family practices, reflecting 
and critiquing broader cultural ideologies, learning through the experiences of others, and taking part in 
an enriching experience for personal growth. 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Nature and duration of the participant’s involvement: Participants are asked to commit to 10-12 hours 
of their time to this study. This includes 1-3 hours of independent journaling in between group interviews, 
a series of two to three group interviews/sharing circles up to 2 hours in length each, and 1-3 hours of 
reviewing the research findings and providing feedback. 

Nature of Questions: Each participant will be asked to share her experiences/stories and reflections on 
living with her in laws. Follow up questions will be asked. Participants may decide to say pass to a 
question, and will be reminded of this at the beginning of the interview.  

Potential Risks: There is the chance that participants may feel anxiety or discomfort, perceive judgment 
and social pressure, interpret bias and an agenda, worry about their privacy and/or regret sharing too 
much. Prospective participants are free not to participate and have the right to withdraw at any time prior 
and during the interview.    

Data will be uploaded to transcription and coding software in which the software authorities may hold the 
rights to this information; however, the data will be anonymous and will be removed after the thesis has 
been successfully defended (estimated - July 31, 2017).  

As the research findings will be shared with participants via email/in-person, and the risk of traceability is 
acknowledged. 
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Conflict of Interest: A conflict of interest may arise for the participant if she does not feel comfortable in 
sharing information that goes against her family, community or cultural obligations. Prospective 
participants are free not to participate and have the right to withdraw at any time prior and during the 
group interview.   

Recording: The group interview will be recorded on the researcher’s personal smartphone and the audio 
files will be uploaded to the researcher’s private laptop. 

Protection of Anonymity and Confidentiality: The researcher will use alternate names to identify the 
results obtained from individual participants in order to protect anonymity. The participant’s name will 
not appear on any final documentation (whether the report is published or unpublished).  

Any data collected will remain confidential; interview results will be kept on a private laptop. While loss 
of anonymity will occur for participants in a focus or discussion group, the researcher will still maintain 
participant confidentiality in any report. Only the researcher will have access to raw data or identifying 
information. 

At the successful completion of this study, all records and documentation will be destroyed (estimated 
July 31, 2017).  

Withdrawal: Prospective participants are free not to participate and have the right to withdraw at any 
time prior and during the interviews.  In the event a participant leaves the study prematurely, any 
documentation will be immediately destroyed and communication between the participant and researcher 
will cease. Participants in are notified that while individuals may voluntarily withdraw from the group, 
their previously recorded comments remain as part of the anonymous data set for the method, as these 
comments (without personal identifiers) cannot be separated out of a group recording. 

Dissemination of Findings: The findings of this research will be disseminated through various media 
and academic outlets. A potential conflict of interest for the researcher and Royal Roads University is the 
interpretation that the study sheds a negative light on Sikh or Canadian traditions; however this is not the 
aim of the study.  

The thesis will be available on Proquest Dissertations and Theses. Participants will be given copy of the 
final research findings via email or in-person.  

I will offer to answer any questions before proceeding and will request for the participant to sign the 
letter of free and informed consent and bring it with them to the group interview.  
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Appendix 5: Interview Introduction and Questions 
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Introduction 

Study: Identity Constructions of Canadian Sikh Women living with their In-laws  
 
Researcher and University Affiliation: Sanita Dhillon, Royal Roads University  

Purpose: To shed light on how Canadian Sikh women understand their identities while trying to navigate 
between Sikh familial obligations and Canadian family norms. 

Benefits: The benefits of participating include: sharing one’s own thoughts and stories to a wide audience 
anonymously, helping educate others about bi-cultural experiences and Sikh family practices, reflecting 
and critiquing broader cultural ideologies, learning through the experiences of others, and taking part in 
an enriching experience for personal growth. 

Nature of Questions: Each participant will be asked to share her experience/story and reflections on 
living with her in laws. Follow up questions will be asked. Participants may decide to say pass to a 
question and will be reminded of this at the beginning of the interview.  

Recording: The group interview will be recorded on the researcher’s personal smartphone and the audio 
files will be uploaded to the researcher’s private laptop. 

Risks: There is the chance that participants may feel anxiety or discomfort, perceive judgment and social 
pressure, interpret bias and an agenda, worry about their privacy and/or regret sharing too much. A 
conflict of interest may arise for the participant if she does not feel comfortable in sharing information 
that goes against her family, community or cultural obligations. Prospective participants are free not to 
participate and have the right to withdraw at any time prior and during the interview. If you are feeling 
uncomfortable, please raise your hand to let me know and we will take a quick break and you may exit.  

Protection of Anonymity and Confidentiality: The researcher will use alternate names to identify the 
results obtained from individual participants in order to protect anonymity.  

Any data collected will remain confidential. At the successful completion of this study, all records and 
documentation will be destroyed (estimated - July 31, 2017).  

Withdrawal: Participants have the right to withdraw at any time prior and during the interview. In the 
event a participant leaves the study prematurely, any documentation will be immediately destroyed and 
communication between the participant and researcher will cease. Participants in are notified that while 
individuals may voluntarily withdraw from the group, their previously recorded comments remain as part 
of the anonymous data set for the method, as these comments (without personal identifiers) cannot be 
separated out of a group recording. 
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I will offer to answer any questions before we begin.  

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Session 1: Decisions and Pressures  

1. How did you decide to move in with your in-laws? 

2. What has the experience been like? 

3. Can you recall a time (or times) when you felt pressure to follow the Canadian norms or 

Sikh norms? If yes, please explain.  

4. Can you recall times that you felt conflicting pressures? If yes, please explain.  

5. What cultural influences are important to you? 

6. How much of a factor in your life do you feel your cultural background has been?  

7. What social pressures have you experienced as an adult? 

8. What are your feelings about this interview and all that we have covered? 

Session 2: Sharing  

9. For those of you living with your in-laws, how did you come to share space? 

10. For those of you with children, would you say that your in-laws act as co-parents? Please 

explain.  

11. How has your relationship with your partner been affected by living with your in-

laws/not living with your in-laws? 

12. Do you share resources with your in-laws? If yes, how did you come to this agreement? 

13. What are your feelings about this interview and all that we have covered? 

Session 3: Reflections on Identity and Wrap Up 

14. How would you describe yourself?  

15. Would you say you identify more as a Canadian, as a Sikh, a combination of both, or 

neither? Please explain.  
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16. How do you feel about where you are in your life? 

17. What are you most proud of about your way of life? What are your concerns, if any? 

18. Were there pivotal moments in your life that brought you to where you are today? 

19. What matters the most to you now? 

20. Is there anything that we've left out of your story? 

21. Do you feel you have given a fair picture of yourself? 

22. What are your feelings about this interview and all that we have covered? 
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Appendix 6: Interview Attendance  
 

Participant Group Session 1 
December 17, 2016 

Group Session 2 
January 7, 2017 

Group Session 3 
January 21, 2017 

One-on-One 

Aman No Yes Yes December 14, 
2016 

Kuljeet Yes No No February 26, 
2017 

Nancy No Yes Yes February 7, 
2017 

Raman  Yes Yes No February 3, 
2017 

Sharon Yes Yes No January 23, 
2017 
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