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For human beings, the body is more than simply a vessel which carries our 

organs, sinews, and fluids.  While it serves these utilitarian purposes of biology, it 

is also utilized as a means of expression.  Around the world, the way a person 

dresses their body, adorns it with jewelry and tattoos, or the way a person moves 

all supplies the observers of that body with specific information. Gender, religion, 

class, caste, community affiliation, or status can all be determined in many 

cultures simply by the way in which a physical body is presented.   

Mary Douglas states that “the body itself is a highly restricted medium of 

expression.  The forms it adopts in movement and repose express social pressures 

in manifold ways… all the cultural categories in which it is perceived… must 

correlate closely with the categories in which society is seen in so far as these also 

draw upon the same culturally processed idea of the body. (Douglas 1970:65)” 

Each culture has a limited range of norms in which the human body can be 

presented, some of which are biologically limited, and some of which are 

culturally limited. Of the various ways to use one‟s body for express, hair as a 

canvas is one of the most malleable and easy to augment (Weitz 2004: xiii).  Hair 

grows.  It can be cut, adorned, styled, covered, shaved, allowed to knot, or grown 

long.  It is perhaps for this reason that hair is hardly ever left in natural state 

(Hiltebeitel and Miller 1998: xii).  And importantly, a most common observable 

hair practice throughout most cultures worldwide is they way in which hair 
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practices are connected to gender.  Almost all cultures have different hair styles 

for men and women (Weitz 2004:xv).   

Within the context of South Asia, religious communities have specific 

cultural rules and values to follow certain hair practices.  These hair practices will 

convey certain concepts about their gendered religious identity.  This paper will 

explore these identities in four religious communities; rural Hinduism, Punjabi 

Sikh, Western Sikh followers of Yogi Bhajan, and the ethnic minority Kalasha of 

the Hindukush.  

I will explore each of these religious communities in a located space.  

Using specific communities in addition to explore more universal religious 

contexts allows for a greater understanding of ritual as idea, and ritual as practiced 

within actual communities.  While rituals as given by scriptures or considered to 

be universal concepts in that religion help to gain understanding of the religion, on 

the ground practices give us a sense of how they actual play out with in society. 

As I explore these four religious communities, I will ask the following 

questions:  How do hair practices differ for each gender in this religion?  What 

reasons are given for these hair practices, in theory, as well as in practice?  What 

does this reasoning reflect about perspectives of men and women within this 

religious community?  Do certain themes about gender and hair remain constant 

throughout the religions, though specific hair practices may change? 

 

Section 1:  Keep it under control:  Women and Hair in Hinduism 
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 In the spring of 2005, I spent two and a half months living in rural Bihar, 

and teaching in a boarding school.   This boarding school was run by a former 

Catholic nun, called Didiji by the locals, who chose to leave the convent to truly 

serve the poor.  After wandering the countryside for almost two years as a 

Sunnyasini, she chose to stay in this rural village and began programs to help the 

poor of Gaya District.  The largest was an educational program of informal free 

schools in low caste and tribal areas which taught basic literacy skills as well as 

math, science, and social studies.  

 The year I came, Didiji had decided to run an intensive boarding school at 

her ashram for young girls to gain further skills and knowledge that could then be 

passed on to younger children in their villages. After spending a great deal of time 

living with the girls and teaching them, Didiji and I came to know each girl. 

 For this reason, Didiji truly shocked me one afternoon.  We had told the 

girls that due to the festival occurring that day, we would all take a walk together 

down to the riverbed to see people celebrating.  The girls spend time combing 

their hair, putting on makeup, their nicest outfits, and jewelry for this walk.   As 

we left, I surveyed the students and found all had made quite an effect to dress 

nicely for this walk through the village.  As we walked Didiji suddenly leaned 

over to me and, though I didn‟t record the conversation, expressed anger and 

disapproval towards one of our students.  First she commented on the fact that her 

hair was loose, which may have actually been the girl‟s interest in copying my 

western hairstyle.  She commented that this girl‟s loose hair was not good, all open 
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as it was.  She told me that because of this she was worried about the girl, perhaps 

she was going crazy.   

 My response at the time was stunned silence.  I knew this girl very well, 

and found her to be affection, kind, fun-loving, and hardworking.  Didiji‟s sudden 

comment that perhaps she was crazy did not follow with my understanding of the 

student at all.  If one examines her negative comments in the greater context of 

hair in Indian society, it begins to become much clearer where such a reaction 

would come from.   

Hindu India has many rituals surrounding hair depending on your place in 

society, gender, and particular happenings at the time.  Patrick Olivelle creates a 

table in which to understand hair practices within India in his chapter of “Hair.  Its 

Power and Meaning in Asian Cultures” entitled “Hair and Society: Social 

Significance of Hair in South Asian Traditions”.  He delineates hair practices into 

three categories: physical separation, society, and ritual separation.   

In situations of physical separation hermits, sadhus, or other ascetics leave 

their hair, nails and beard without grooming. This often results in long matted hair. 

Within society, there are clearly marked hair practices for each gender role.  

Adult male Hindus generally keep their hair short and mustache and beard shaved 

or well groomed.  Adult Hindu women usually keep their hair long, groomed and 

braided or arranged close to the head.  Hindu women‟s hair is expected to be kept 

controlled in some way. While there are many exceptions to this rule, especially in 
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urban areas,  most rural Hindus follow this gendered pattern of short, groomed 

hair for males and long, controlled hair for women. 

Lastly, in ritual separation, there are two patterns of hair practices.  In 

pollution separation, such as when a woman is menstruating or in mourning, she 

will not control or groom her hair during this time.  Additionally, if a person takes 

a vow of vengeance, they will leave their hair in a similar uncontrolled state until 

completing their vow.  Shaving is also used in ritual separation.  This practice can 

apply to initiatory separation, such as a first hair cut, reintegration into society, 

such as outcastes or lepers returning to society, pollution separation such as a 

mourning son (as opposed to the mourning women who has uncontrolled hair), 

ascetic separation, for Hindu, Buddhist, or Jain ascetics of both genders, and other 

types of separation including penitential, pollution, or penal separation (Hiltebeitel 

and Miller, ed. 1998:13-26). 

While each of these types of hair practices is important, for this paper it 

would be most effective to focus on the males and females within society to 

examine gendered concepts of hair practices. The idea of „controlling‟ hair seems 

to be particularly pertinent in the case of women.  Olivelle states that “Loose hair, 

especially of women, is a sign of domestic informality and even of sexual intimacy 

(Hiltebeitel and Miller, ed. 1998:16).”   

Perhaps then, Didji‟s reaction stemmed from connection between loose hair 

and sexuality.  While „controlling‟ sexuality seems to go hand in hand with 

controlling women‟s hair, a passage describing the Hindu Goddess Kali‟s hair 
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practices may bring another factor to bear.  Usha Menon summarizes the story of 

the Goddess as follows in regards to a specific icon: 

 

…the goddess Kali is shown with her foot placed squarely on the chest of a 

supine Siva with her tongue protruding out… According to the story told in 

the temple town, the icon refers to a time when the buffalo demon, 

Mahisasura, had become so powerful that he tortured everyone on earth and 

heaven. He had been given a boon by one of the gods that no man could kill 

him.  At the end of the tether, the male gods beseeched Devi, the Great 

Goddess, to kill the demon.  She agreed.  Manifesting herself as Durga, the 

warrior goddess, she went in to do battle with the demon, but she found it 

impossible to kill him.  The gods had neglected to tell her that only a naked 

female could prevail against the demon.  Finally, a female voice spoke from 

the skies telling Durga to remove her clothes and unbind her hair.  She did 

so, and the demon‟s strength waned and she decapitated him. Now, Durga 

flew into a rage at the treachery of the gods. She transformed herself into 

Kali, black and bloodthirsty, and began to devour the universe and all its 

creatures.  The gods were again in a terrible quandary.  This time they 

appealed to Siva, Kali‟s husband.  Siva agreed to help: He went and lay in 

Kali‟s path.  Kali, unaware of Siva, stepped on him.  When she realized 

what she had done, she bit her tongue, saying “Oh! My husband!” and 

became filled with shame.  She who had been so angry that she had gone 

beyond reason now regained her self-control and became still and 

calm.(Menon 2002:147 emphasis added) 

 

This story of the Goddess Kali gives us a great deal of information about the way 

in which Hindu women‟s hair is seen.  Only when Durga removes her clothing and 

unbinds her hair is she able to defeat the demon.  But this also seems to open a 

Pandora ‟s Box:  once she has gained this strength, she flies into a rage, and cannot 

be controlled by anyone.  The only way for her to regain her control is through her 

husband.  When Siva lies in her path and forces her to step on him, she is able to 

gain control and feels shame for her action. 
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 Therefore, for rural Hindus it may be felt that for a woman to control her 

hair is for her to control herself.  By keeping it tied back in public, she controls her 

sexuality and keeps herself within check, acting appropriately towards others.  If 

one unbinds their hair, such as Kali, they may achieve great power, but also be 

rendered uncontrollable and unable to account for their actions.  It is also 

significant that in this story, Kali‟s rage can only be controlled in the end by an act 

of a male. 

Women are assigned goddess-alike powers and can ascend…to the highest 

position. But women are also viewed as dangerous, anarchic, and ideally 

subordinate…Women are depicted as vessels of power, but this power, it 

seems, must be controlled and contained (Elsberg 2003:103-104). 

 

I find the similarities between the description of Kali, hair unbound, in an 

uncontrollable rage, Elsberg‟s description of the views of women, and the way in 

which Didiji spoke about the student with the loose hair as striking. Both echo the 

same sentiment:  a woman holds power, sexually, and therefore needs to be 

controlled.  Controlling a woman‟s hair controls the woman, and keeps her from 

becoming powerful, anarchic, crazy, and unstoppable.  

Such a lack of control perceived, such as in the case of my student, or real, 

as the case of the goddess Kali, can besmirch the women‟s reputation, designating 

her outside the bounds of cultural norms.  For this reason a Hindu women must 

maintain her hair, keeping it well groomed and under control, to maintain a 

positive identity for herself within society. 

 

Section 2: Sikhism in two parts: Punjab and the West 
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In this section, I will first examine the history of Sikh hair practice, in terms 

of the formation of hair practices, its possible meaning, and how gender plays a 

role within the religion, and especially in the hair practices.  Then I will compare 

modern Sikh hair practices for Punjabi Sikhs and of the western converts who 

follow Yogi Bhajan. 

 While certain hair practices may go back further, they were made concrete 

by the Guru Gobind Singh as part of the Khalsa, describe by Hew McLeod as 

“without doubt the most important event in all Sikh history (McLeod 1997:109).”  

The Khalsa are defined as a Sikhs who choose to take amrit and received the 

Rahit, written in the rahit-namas.  The Rahit is a code of belief and behavior that 

all Khalsa Sikhs are supposed to follow.  Among these are five items, called the 

“Five K‟s”:  uncut hair (kes), a comb (kangha), a sword (kirpan), a wrist-ring 

made of steel (kara), and a pair of short pants (kachh).   

 When one takes amrit and joins the Khalsa, they begin to wear their Sikh 

identity on their exterior.  For male Khalsa Sikhs, this means keeping their hair 

and beard uncut (kes) and well groomed (the comb, kanga, serves are a reminder 

to keep their hair groomed and clean).  Though not part of the Five K‟s, going into 

public without covering the head is considered to be an offense (Singh 2001: 226), 

for this reason all Khalsa Sikhs are to wear a turban covering their uncut hair.  The 

combination of these three items: uncut hair, beard, and the turban are the most 

easily recognizable exterior signs that a male is a Sikh.    
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 Know these five K‟s to be emblems of Sikhism, 

 Under no condition can one be exempted from them. 

 Sword and bracelet, drawer and comb- these four, 

 Without hair the fifth, all other emblems are meaningless.  

   Guru Gobind Singh, Dasam Granth (Singh 2001:217 

 

Hair of the head is a symbol of faith, intuition of truth, or the highest 

qualities of the mind. G.A. Gaskell, Dictionary of all Scriptures (Singh 

2001:217) 

 

Trilochan Singh begins his chapter “The Hair, the Comb, and the Turban of the 

Sikhs” of his book “The Turban and the Sword of the Sikhs: Essence of Sikhism” 

with the above quotes.  He then goes on to explain how head hair is an essential 

and important element of spiritually. He argues that the head, the seat of 

consciousness, cannot be complete without the hair.  He states that hair symbolizes 

energy, higher forces, Sikh discipline, and fertility. Having matted, dirty, or 

generally un-groomed hair would be considered a symbol of lethargy, 

uncleanliness, indifferent to social responsibility and a cynical attitude towards 

life.  He argues that “according to Sikh philosophy of a physically complete man, 

a human being must preserve all their hair on his head and face as an essential part 

of the body (Singh 2001:226).” 

 Though reasons for which Guru Gobind Singh implemented the Khalsa are 

debated, most sources cite that one of the main reasons is that the Guru wanted to 

create a Sikh order with a distinctive appearance, a physical identity, for all who 

chose to take the amrit and join. (McLeod 1997:109) At the same time, it can be 

debated the Khalsa was established while at the same time the Sikh religion was 
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becoming more militarized (McLeod 1997:111). The reason for Sikhism becoming 

militarized is not agreed upon.  One reason that is often argued is that Sikhism 

became more militarized “in order to defend the truth and secure justice for the 

oppressed (McLeod 1997:114).”  It was also argued that it was a defense of the 

Panth, the Sikh „way‟ or that militarization was encouraged by the British during 

the annexation of Punjab in 1849.  While there is no clear answer, the 

militarization that was incorporated into Sikhism at this time is strongly linked 

with the five K‟s, which creates a uniform for militarized Sikhs. 

While Khalsa Sikhism is generally regarded at the most orthodox sect, 

other sects vary in their hair practices, notably Sahaj-dhari Sikhs, who do cut their 

hair and do not feel that exterior identity markers of their religion are as important 

as the interior practices of the religion.  (McLeod 1997:181-204) 

The Sikh religion preaches equality for all.  It is traditional for all to eat 

together after service in a gurdwara, a Sikh temple. When eating the meal together, 

all members sit on the ground together to symbolize equal status.  Additionally, 

when entering a gurdwara all people, regardless of gender, must cover their hair.  

This is notably different from a Hindu mandir, where women are required to cover 

their head, but men have no such requirements (Hershman 1974:279). Therefore, 

women and men are considered to be equal by the teachings of the Gurus.  Guru 

Nanak‟s shalok from the Asa ki Var details the religious explanation of how 

women are viewed: 
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From women born, shaped in the womb, to women betrothed and web; 

We are bound to women by ties of affection, on women man‟s future 

depends. 

If one woman dies he seeks another, with a women he orders his life. 

Why then should one speak evil of women, they who give birth to kings? 

Women also are born from women; none takes birth except from a woman. 

Only the True One, Nanak, needs no help from a woman. 

Blessed are they, both men and women, who endlessly praise their Lord. 

Blessed are they in the True One‟s court; they shall their faces shine. 

(McLeod 1997: 241-242) 

 

The Gurus also called against suti, dowries, seclusion, and female 

infanticide, generally far ahead of the time when dissent against these practices 

became popular. Though many Gurus encouraged equality among the sexes and 

called against practices against women, in reality gender inequalities continue to 

exist. This is obvious when examining the history of the religion: all the Gurus 

were men, and most of the religious leaders continue to be male. 

The vast majority of Punjabi Sikhs who follow the Khalsa are male.  In 

fact, it is extremely rare for a Punjabi Sikh woman to wear a turban. The vast 

majority of Sikh women follow the same hair norms as the Hindu women I have 

described above: they tend to wear long hair that is well-groomed and held back in 

some way.  

P. Hershman finds that “Punjabi women believe that the longer they grow 

their head hair the more sexually attractive they become… Punjabi men see their 

sexual decline in balding or graying hair… (Hershman 1974:275).” Hershman‟s 

work, which is an older piece, suggests that Sikh hair has a decidedly sexual 

symbolism.  While other sources mentioned hair symbolizing fertility, it also 
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incorporated many other symbols besides ones related to sex. While uncut hair for 

Sikh mean is generally explained as spiritual reasons or identity markers, it is 

likely that the same standard of maintaining a „controlled‟ identity in public 

applies to Punjabi Sikh women as well as to Hindu women. 

 Therefore, when it comes to religious identity, Sikh men uphold the 

responsibility for creating and upholding the appropriate religious identity. 

Though the uncut hair can symbolize a variety of sources, including fertility, the 

main reasons given from Sikh sources tend to focus more on religious identity and 

spirituality over fertility or sexuality.  Sikh women do not share this responsibility 

to the Sikh identity in such a visual way, but are still obligated to maintain a long, 

groomed, controlled hairstyle to maintain a proper identity as a woman. 

 The same is not the case for the westerners who converted to Sikhism under 

the guidance of Yogi Bhajan. Yogi Bhajan began teaching kundalini yoga in Los 

Angeles in the 1960s.  Early on, many of his students became interested in 

Sikhism and began study groups.  Soon he became to incorporate Sikhism 

officially in his classes. Many students began to adopt Sikh practices, and large 

numbers of his 3HO (The Healthy Happy Holy Organization) members, men and 

women, took amrit and became Khalsa. In addition to following the five K‟s, these 

members also took Khalsa as their last name, wore white Punjabi style dress, and 

both males and females wore the turban.  

 It is important to note that while Yogi Bhajan‟s followers and Punjabi Sikhs 

follow the same religion, the two groups remain separate within the United States.  
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The western Sikhs have certain rules they follow, such as vegetarianism, not 

taking alcohol, or caffeine, and practicing yoga, that Punjabi Sikhs do not follow.  

Also, Constance Elsberg finds in her book „Graceful Women; Gender and Identity 

in an American Sikh Community‟ that “American-born Sikhs… are often critical 

of the traditional gender roles enacted in Punjabi Sikh communities and have 

expressed disapproval of those Indian Sikhs who are not particularly strict in their 

observances (Elsberg 2003:4).” 

 Within Yogi Bhajan‟s 3HO organization, he created the Grace of God 

movement, which focused on women.  He held spiritual classes for women, and 

while he preached strong positive messages for women in many aspects, he also 

maintained some patriarchal views of family life.  Within this movement, he also 

began to encourage women to dress more “gracefully” and eventually came up 

with a Punjabi style of dress in white or light colors that most of the women 

adopted (Elsberg 2003:104-110). At first, only men wore turbans, even among 

those who became Khalsa, but as time went on, turbans and a certain style of dress 

became standard wear for both sexes.   

Members speaking with Elsberg were not always sure exactly why they 

wore turban, and others suggested that doing it “…felt really good… I felt really 

centered and I felt this energy just like all in my top chakras. (Elsberg 2003:193).” 

Others told Elsberg that it makes them feel more spiritual and affects their 

consciousness; “a 3HO woman who regularly wears the turban and other items of 

clothing is reminded daily of her group membership in a concrete, constant, and 
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kinesthetic way (Elsberg 2003:173).”  It is surprising that none of these women 

mention any sort of feminist reasoning behind wearing the turban. 

In addition to serving as individual reminders or creating certain feelings of 

spirituality for the wearers, turbans and uncut hair can often be the cause of much 

focus in the United States.  The turban is often associated with „Islamic Terrorists‟ 

or Islam in general and few know much about the Sikh religion.   If one goes on to 

the internet, there are multiple websites with the intention to education people 

about Sikhism.  Many have videos to educate Americans about Sikh beliefs.  Most 

of these spend a great deal of time explaining uncut hair and the turban, and the 

significance of these. 

For a Sikh in India, having uncut hair and wearing a turban easily identifies 

their religion, but in the United States, the same appearance often causes 

confusion, misidentification, and possibly prejudice. So, while American Khalsa 

Sikhs of both genders may follow the five K‟s, wear specific dress and wear a 

turban, the exterior identity may not have the same affect as in India.  At the same 

time, American Sikh women who follow Yogi Bhajan also seem to find the 

turban‟s individual significance more influential for them than social identity it 

creates.   

 

Section 3:  Kalasha Identity: A Women’s Role 

 

 The Kalasha are a small ethnic minority that resides in the Kalash valleys 

of the Hindukush mountain range in Pakistan.  The district leading to these valleys 
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are inhabited by Kohestani, Pakhtuns, refugees from Afghanistan, and Indic-Gujar 

transhumants, all these different groups of people are bound together by the same 

faith: Islam. In these areas the culture, “like many conservative Islamic societies, 

makes a strict division between male public and female or familial private space 

(Maggi 2001:12).” 

 The Kalasha exist as an ethnic and religious minority within this backdrop.  

During Maggi‟s time there, she found that the Kalasha women she spoke very 

often defined themselves and their lives through comparison with their Muslim 

neighbors.  Quite often Kalasha women spoke to her of their freedom- there 

freedom to move about in the world, as inherently different from their Muslim 

female neighbors. Additionally, Kalasha feel that their Muslim neighbors put them 

under pressure to convert to Islam (Maggi 2001:25). For this reason, Maggi feels 

that “The persistence of their cultural identity is won daily (Maggi 2001:35).” 

 Kalasha men have taken to wearing the same style of clothes as their 

neighbors, making them indistinguishable from a Muslim.  Kalasha men and 

Punjabi Sikh women then have much in common, though they have certain styles 

of dress they follow, these are the same as the majority religion, Hindus for the 

Sikhs, and Muslims for the Kalasha.  As a Punjabi Sikh women or a Kalasha man 

moves about, it is not possible to determine their religion from dress, while for 

Punjabi Sikh men and Kalasha women, this identity is obvious. 

 The Kalasha women are extremely easy to identify as they go about their 

day, not simply because they leave the home, but also because of their intricate 
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and unique form of dress.  Maggi states that “women‟s clothing is a distinct 

marker of Kalasha identity (Maggi 2001:31).” All Kalasha women wear a black 

dress with designs along the hem and sleeves, many beads, and follow specific 

hair practices.  Adult women wear five braids, one in the front, two on the sides, 

and two in the back.  Long, thick, braids are desired, but most importantly they 

should be neat.  Kalasha women may spend hours braiding their hair neatly. On 

top of their braided hair, they wear a sustir, a small headdress, and a larger kupas, 

which goes on top of the sustir.   

 In addition to Kalasha dress and hair practices maintaining an important 

separate Kalasha identity, Kalasha braids are also seen as something beautiful.  

When a Kalasha woman converts to Islam, she cuts her braids and abandons 

Kalasha clothing styles for Muslim styles. In some cases, a Muslim who converts 

them will keep the braids, and assumes the possession of such braids guarantees 

that one will go to heaven.  

“Heaven is in our braids! If it weren‟t why would you all fight over them?” an 

older Kalasha woman explained to Maggi (Maggi 2001:102).  

Most Kalasha women equate their specific forms of dress and especially 

their hair with a certain sense of beauty.  The way they dress is seen as much more 

beautiful than the local Muslim women, and Kalasha women seem to take some 

pride in this.  Yet, there can also be a disjuncture between how Kalasha view their 

style of dress “as active interpretations of collective and personal style (Maggi 
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2001:113)” and the way outsiders may view the same thing as “backward, exotic, 

and sexually available (Maggi 2001:113).” 

 This same rift between the use of hair practices, and in this case, clothing, 

as a means of expressing religious and ethnic identity is a similar experience to 

that of American Sikhs who follow Yogi Bhajan.  Both see their particular 

practices for individual identity as well as group identity in one light, whereas 

outsides may misinterpret this as something else, in this case sexually, and in the 

case of the American Sikhs, as terrorists.   

 Maggi emphasizes just how important Kalasha women‟s hair and dress are 

to maintaining their ethnic and religious identity as a minority in a community of 

Muslims who wish to convert them.  Their practices create visual differences that 

Maggi argues are “meaningful precisely because they are a way of defining 

themselves as “not Muslim” (Maggi 2001:115).”   

Therefore, Punjabi Sikhs and Kalasha also have something in common; 

they must define and maintain their ethnic and religious identity within a 

population with a vast majority of another religion.  Perhaps for this reason, both 

groups make an immense effort to keep their practices consistent and carefully 

uphold them. 

 

Conclusion: 

 

 Within rural Hinduism, hair practices regarding men remain rather 

uncomplicated.  Men tend to keep their hair, beard, and moustache cut short and 
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get clean.  They are not required to cover their hair for the majority of religious 

ceremonies.  Women, on the other hand, are to keep their hair long, yet well 

groomed and under control.  They are expected to cover their heads at religious 

ceremonies.  While little is written about the identity of males in regards to hair, 

women‟s hair tends to be tied with power, sexuality and control.  Stories link the 

loosening of hair of the Goddess Kali with power, but also with a lack of control 

over this power.  If a woman keeps her hair properly controlled and kept back, she 

will be regarded as acting appropriate within the culture.  If she deviates from this 

norm, the reaction may be harsh, as can be seen from Didiji‟s response to the 

student who left her hair down in public. 

 For Punjabi Sikhs, uncut hair with a turban is an easy to identity symbol of 

the religion.  In this way, male Sikhs create and uphold an identity for their 

minority religion while living amongst the Hindu majority in India.  Women do 

not carry the same responsibility as Sikh men; even if they do not cut their hair, it 

is very unlikely that they would wear the turban.  Therefore they are virtually 

indistinguishable from Hindu women, yet they must continue to uphold the well 

groomed kept back hair that Hindu women practice. 

 For American Sikh followers of Yogi Bhajan, the turban and uncut hair is 

more prevalent, as many American Sikhs chose to take amrit and follow the five 

K‟s.  At the same time, both genders have chosen to take up the turban.  It is not 

only in this sense their choice to have uncut hair and wear the turban differs from 

Punjabi Sikhs.  From followers‟ comments, it seems that wearing a turban is more 
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an individual choice about gaining spirituality, or the appropriate religious feeling.  

It still creates an outward identity, but this identity can be misconstrued because it 

is unfamiliar to the American public, and easily confused with stereotypes they 

may know about turbans. 

 For Kalasha, the situation is similar to Punjabi Sikhs, with gender reversed.  

Women uphold the Kalasha identity within the majority Islamic society of 

Pakistan. Kalasha men, though at one point had specific ethnic dress, but now 

have adopted the dress of their neighbors.  This makes them indistinguishable 

from Muslim men.  The need to hold onto Kalasha identity is intense, as such a 

small culture within an Islamic majority which pressures them to convert, Kalasha 

are unsure how long their religion and ethnic identity will remain. The pressure to 

keep this identity remains solely on the women.  Additionally, Kalasha women 

experience the same miscommunication in what their practices entail as American 

Sikhs may face, and Kalasha dress and hair can cause society to see them in a 

more sexual way then intended. 

 In this exploration of hair practices among South Asian religions, there a 

few conclusions that can be drawn.  First, it seems that women are more often 

expected to uphold specific hair practices, as a marker of individual morals and as 

religious identity.  Yet the Sikh religion, with its efforts, if not practice, towards 

equality between the genders, maintains more emphasis on males at identity 

markers.  Yet this is more tied into community identity, and emphasis on 
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militarization, and less focused on individual morals and reputation in the same 

way as South Asian women‟s.    

When talking about women‟s hair practices, words like beauty, control, and 

sexuality tend to be more common, whereas men‟s hair tends to be discussed very 

infrequently at all.  Adult Hindu men who are within society have short hair, and 

keep it groomed, yet hardly any further mention is given.  In the case of the 

Kalasha, Maggi does not describe the men‟s hair styles at all, nor explains how 

they used to be when they were „ethnic‟.  Only Sikh men‟s hair is described and 

discussed in great deal, perhaps simply because it deviates from the majority.  

Though male Sikh hair and a connection to fertility and sexuality is mentioned, the 

focus is not on this aspect (which I have a hard time seeing a deep connection with 

sexuality as Hershman saw it). 

To conclude, it seems that hair practices tend to connect religious identity, 

and moral values, and sexuality (and the control of sexuality) more often with 

women, than with men.  At the same time, minority religious groups may 

encourage greater importance on identity, and cases, hair practices, which can 

account for the unusual situation of the Sikh religion, with its focus on men and 

identity. 
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