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Introduction 

The Spectress programme proved to be a dynamic shift in my research work. My PhD work dealt 

with multiple histories of Punjab. While doing fieldwork, the issue of Sikh diaspora became an 

unavoidable factor with the understanding that it was difficult to finish the research without 

understanding Sikh diaspora. The Spectress programme fulfilled that gap as a remarkable 

opportunity to work on Sikh diaspora. The opportunity to work on German diaspora proved a 

landmark stone in my research.  

 Sikh diaspora and social trauma has a strong connection as far as German Sikh diaspora 

is concerned. Migration of Sikhs in Germany started from the World War II. First major portion 

of Sikh’s presence in Germany was in the form of prisoners. After the World War II, many 

Indians, among them Sikh were also in a good number, went Germany as students to pursue their 

career in the field of technical education. Many of them married to German women, settled in 

Germany only, and laid the foundation of Sikh diaspora in Germany. Testimonies of their life 

talks about changes that they have witnessed in their life to adopt the German life. While 

explaining about their life they also explained about certain kind of social trauma that they have 

gone through.  

 A section of Sikh diaspora also entered in Germany when disturbances started in Middle 

East in 1970s and 1980s. These unskilled workers were working in Middle East and came as 

refugee. They explained that migration from Middle-Eastern countries left them in traumatic 



 
 

condition, as it was difficult for them to re-settle themselves second time out of home.  However, 

their experiences in Germany were positive and better as compare to experiences in Middle East. 

The common thread in their replies was that they felt a kind of adoption and inclusion in German 

society. Many of them married to German women and continued their life in Germany only. This 

set of Sikh migration participated in entrepreneurship and became small businesspersons. They 

are very positive about Germany as a country and German system supportive for 

entrepreneurship. These Sikh migrants added to the German Sikh diaspora and formed their 

connections with previous German Sikh diaspora. That connection consolidated the community 

spirit. Positive results of this community spirit resulted in establishing Gurudwaras and making a 

religious existence. According to a new life style, maximum number of Sikh started visiting 

Gurudwara on Sunday as its holiday for almost everyone.  

 Third set of Sikh migration was at the time of militancy period in Punjab. After 1984, 

conditions in Punjab became adverse for living. Many reports suggest that it was a war—like 

condition. Young Sikhs were targets of both groups; militants and Indian armed forces. At the 

one hand, militants were targeting young Sikhs to join their movement and on the other hand, 

armed forces were suspect of young Sikhs being terrorists. In such conditions, it was very 

difficult for young Sikhs to survive in Punjab. During 1980 and 1990s, majority of young Sikh 

population choose Germany as a safe haven for their existence.  

 The Punjab in 1980s was a place where there was no security of life and material. In 

interviews, many Sikhs mentioned a number of times that Punjab was going through a bad. The 

Punjab, which imagined as a happy and prosperous state, converted into one of the most 

disastrous states in India at that time. Many Sikhs explained that that time there was a sense of 

insecurity everywhere. It did not matter whether a Sikh lives in Punjab or elsewhere in India. 

One was suspicious of both police and public. Repeatedly terrorist activities were also happening 

in Punjab and in other states. Whenever police found a Sikh behind those activities, Sikhs again 

used to come under suspicion. In such conditions, decision to leave the country was safe option 

to the Sikhs. However, many references have also come where prime reason to leave Punjab at 

that time was not terrorist activities but employment. People who migrated on such reasons also 

took same status as was taken by those who claimed themselves as turbulence victims. Later on, 

they filed cases in German courts. Many of them could not prove there authenticity as turbulence 



 
 

victims and were bound to leave Germany. A section of these migrants got a chance to mix with 

German women and married. This section of people got permission to stay in German and later 

on, they became permanent German Citizen. This research raise some basic questions such what 

were fundamental points of attractions that motivated Sikhs to become permanent residents. 

Second question that this research raises is how Sikhs in Germany perceive Germany as a 

country and what qualities they perceived from German people. Further, this research explains 

the history of Sikh migration chronologically along with explaining becoming of German Sikh 

diaspora.  

 With the starting of my Spectress visit in Germany, I started locating Sikh diaspora and 

started exploring channels with which I can pursue conducting interviews. The first site that I 

covered was Essen Gurudwara. Essen Gurudwara was also in international news because of a 

bomb blast in the Gurudwara premise in April 2016. The Gurudwara administration was very 

cautious of providing any sort of information due to the condemnable event. In the month of 

May I faced a bitter experience in the Gurudwara. Once I was sitting in the Gurudwara hall and 

interacting with an old man. When I explained about myself that I am working on a research 

project on Sikhs. In just a few seconds, the old man became angry at me and accused me as an 

agent of Indian government. He also blamed me publically that I am taking information about 

Sikh community in Germany and reporting to Indian government. With shocking impression, I 

took more than ten minutes to defend my identity as a researcher. Although, I convinced the old 

man and others that I am only a student but I could not maintain harmonious relations for some 

weeks with other people. Later on, I found that my name and identical information was sent to 

other Gurudwaras too. Thereafter it became very difficult for me to communicate with other 

Gurudwara authorities. In Cologne, I could not interact with any Sikh due to misunderstanding of 

my identity.  

 After so many difficulties, it seemed that this trip could go to waste and I would not be 

able to take interviews, nor I would be able to complete my research. However, some Sikh 

trusted me. One of them was Mahinder Singh of Cologne who is running Asia store in New 

Market in Cologne. He got ready to give me interview and that was the turning point in research. 

He not only gave me interview but also became interested to provide me other contact. However, 

due to his busy schedule he could not provide other contacts but he convinced his son to give me 



 
 

an interview. His own interview provided a strong base to understand nature of German Sikh 

diaspora and its reluctance to interact with anyone. Demographically, population of Sikhs is not 

mentioned in German census, so it was difficult to locate prominent areas of Sikh inhabitance. 

Mahinder Singh was in Germany for more than twenty-two years. Due to his involvement in 

community activities, he knew which areas are prominent to Sikh inhabitance and that helped a 

lot. Thereafter, North-Rhine Westphalia became prime area for the interaction to Sikhs and 

Essen as a prime cite.  

 After that, I also started working in Hamburg, Berlin, Frankfurt, Stuttgart and Munich. 

Hamburg and Berlin were second prime areas of fieldwork. These areas helped me to understand 

Sikh community indulged in service industry and textile industry. In Hamburg, I tried to 

understand various groups that are constructing different Gurudwaras. While working in 

Hamburg, I also get to know that in Germany not only Punjabi Sikhs are living but Afghani 

Sikhs are also in a big number. I also came across differences between Punjabi Sikhs and 

Afghani Sikhs. Differences not only exist in terms of language they speak, or social ethics, but 

also in terms of certain religious ceremonies and performing certain rites. As a result, they have 

different Gurudwaras. However, both communities live with deep sense of harmony and 

goodwill. Their presence can be seen in each other’s Gurudwaras.  

 Berlin is a place where I was bound to visit three times due to an open, vibrant, and 

positive response of the community to my research. Many Sikhs became willing in my first visit 

and gave me interview. Dr Bhupender Singh became prime personality as he came in 1964 and 

bears immense information regarding German Sikh diaspora. He was one of the prime 

personalities who worked among to maintain Gurudwara administration. In Berlin, another 

prominent achievement was to interview a Kadhaku Sikh (a militant who worked for Khalistan 

movement in 1980s and 1990s). His interview proved a milestone in understanding other side of 

Khalistan movement. His interview helped me to understand existence of Khalistani activists in 

Germany and in many parts of the world.  

 Frankfurt, Stuttgart and Munich are situated in the south of Germany. These cities I 

covered in the later part of my visit. In Frankfurt, there is a prominent Gurudwara. In Frankfurt, I 

covered an important group interview with ex-management committee of the Gurudwara. In 

Stuttgart, my focus was on Afghani Sikh community. After interviewing Afghani Sikhs, I found 



 
 

that Afghani Sikhs are more consolidated and more inter-connected community. They have close 

connection and a sense of helping Afghani Sikh-Hindu community. I also joined them in Anti-

deportation movement. Afghani Sikhs are also closely connected with Afhani-Hindus. They 

protested jointly. I also joined another protest in Cologne. I found that how protests in India is 

different from Germany. Both protests in Germany were very much structured and systematic. 

Protests were more organised. In Munich, I interviewed ex-President of Munich Gurudwara.  He 

was the founder of Munich Gurudwara. He discussed in detail about community history of 

migration and nature of their existence in Germany. In total I interviews more than sixty Sikhs. 

Some of them were interviewed more than one time.  

To understand existence of a sense of social trauma in their life was a wonderful 

academic experience during Sprectress visit in Germany. For majority of Sikh community 

migration from India was a traumatic experience. Many Sikhs reported that they have gone 

through a painful experience in their initial years. Many Sikhs, who were accused being 

Khalistani, could not return India even for a single time. They still live in Germany in a hope that 

they will have a chance in future. Other Sikhs took a very long time to become German Citizens 

and to visit India. Many of their families left of hope of their return. Another type of social 

trauma that German Sikhs faced was in terms of mixing with German community. Many Sikhs 

reported that although Germans are very nice people and very true by their heart but mixing them 

became a challenging task. It was unlike India where people take no time in mixing-up with each 

others.   

My research is heading to publish some articles. I am also planning to expand this 

research area. I am very much thankful to Spectress team for providing me such wonderful 

opportunity.  

  

 


