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Abstract
Drawing upon original ethnographic research amongst Punjabi Dalit communities within the UK and India, this paper examines post-transnational migration religious conversion from Sikhism to neo-Buddhism and Christianity, assessing the extent to which this process is simultaneously one of Dalit assertion and resistance to caste-based oppression, thereby facilitating social change within the contemporary Punjabi transnational community. While it is generally accepted that, despite the Ambedkar movement, the volume of Dalit religious conversion away from Sikhism within Punjab has been very low, there is very little analysis of the meanings and implications of religious conversion from Sikhism amongst communities of UK Punjabi Dalits. I specifically evaluate whether such religious conversion is part of a transnational ‘autonomous anti-caste tradition’ (Hardtmann 2009). It is argued that the Punjabi Dalit transnational community studied are simultaneously involved in both caste reform, a continued engagement with the caste order in order to assert an enhanced status within it, and anti-caste practices. Ultimately, Punjabi post-transnational migration religious conversion, as a mechanism for Punjabi Dalit empowerment and social mobility, is ineffective.
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Introduction
Drawing upon original ethnographic research amongst Punjabi Dalit communities within the UK and India, this paper examines the phenomenon of post-transnational migration religious conversion from Sikhism to neo-Buddhism and Christianity as a means of resisting caste-based oppression and social exclusion. The post-transnational migration focus is upon individuals and organisations representing the Dalit population of Wolverhampton, a medium-sized city in the West Midlands region of the UK. These individuals and organisations are embedded within transnational networks, their experiences and actions originating and impacting beyond as well as within the UK, and particularly within Punjab, hence my transnational empirical research.

Punjabi transnationalism and the UK
The now Sikh majority state of East Punjab (hereafter Punjab) has been a major source of international migration to the UK , and across the world, for over a century (Ballard 2003). Indian Punjabis, originating particularly from the predominantly rural Doaba
 region, some of whom migrated to the UK via East Africa due to British colonialism there as well as in India and others who arrived in the UK through a multitude of migration routes as well as through direct migration, now constitute a significant proportion of the UK’s South Asian population, and a particularly economically successful part of that population (Ballard 2003; Singh and Tatla 2006). Existing studies of the global Indian Punjabi village diaspora emphasise the strength of continuing links between this group, including those born and raised away from India, and the people and places of rural Doaba, particularly through kinship ties. The UK Punjabi diaspora are part of a wider ‘transnational community’, the territory and people of contemporary Punjab being embedded within multiple transnational relations.
The progressive consequences of Punjabi transnationalism, in particular the upward social mobility experienced by many via international migration networks (Ballard 2003) and the flow of significant diasporic investments, remittances and philanthropy to Punjab (Dusenbery and Tatla (eds.) 2009; Thandi 2010), are undoubted. However, a predominant focus upon these aspects of Punjabi transnationalism within academic literature has, until very recently, obscured the issues of caste differentiation, caste-based social exclusion and anti-caste social movements within the contemporary Punjabi transnational community, issues which this paper and some other recent interventions (Jodhka 2009; Ram 2008, 2012; Singh, G. 2012) highlight.
Punjabi caste and transnationalism
Within rural Doaba, Sikhs constitute between 70 and 90% of the population (Ram 2012). Sikhism opposes and dilutes the rigid caste-based hierarchy, hereditary occupations and rules of pollution/non-pollution associated with Hindusim (Jodhka 2002; Puri 2003; Singh and Tatla 2006; Ghuman 2011). In fact, intrinsic to the historical foundation and development of Sikhism was the religious conversion of the ‘untouchables’, an explicit attempt to escape caste oppression (McLeod 1996). However, despite clear opposition to caste differentiation within Sikh scriptures and spiritual teaching, and specific provisions prohibiting caste-based discrimination within the Indian constitution, it has been widely established that caste-based hierarchies and social exclusion on the basis of caste, especially in relation to land ownership and sale, economic resources, religious worship/management, social ecology and demography, marriage and cremation practices and political control and administration, are significant aspects of cultural practice and lived experience within contemporary, Sikh majority Punjab (Jodhka 2002, 2004, 2009; Puri 2003; Ram 2004, 2007, 2012; Taylor et al. 2007; Judge and Bal 2008; Ghuman 2011; Taylor and Singh 2013). Jat Sikhs, estimated at 60% of the Punjabi Sikh population (Ram 2012), are the ‘dominant caste’ (Jodhka 2002; Puri 2003), numerically, economically, politically and socially. But Punjab also has a large proportion of Scheduled Castes (SCs)/Dalits, spread across different religions.
At 29% of the Punjabi population, Dalits are greater in number but their share of land ownership (3%) lower than in any other Indian state (Ram 2012; Singh, M. 2012). Jats and Dalits ‘live in extreme contrast of affluence and deprivation’ (Ram 2007, 4068). Whilst Punjab is being urbanised, the SC population is growing in rural areas and Dalits are particularly concentrated within the Doaba region (Gosal 2004; Ram 2012). Dalits constitute 50% or more of some Doaba villages (Ram 2012), with Chamars, Ad Dharmis and Ramdasia/Ravidassi Sikhs (four titles which are often used interchangeably to refer to the same people), as well as Chuhras, Balmikis/Valmikis, Mazabi Sikhs (labels which are  also interchangeable), being the most numerous amongst them (Jodhka 2002; Judge 2002; Ghuman 2011; Ram 2007, 2012). However, these titles refer to only some of the many caste distinctions amongst Punjabi Dalits. They are a widely heterogeneous group, especially when compared to the relatively homogenous Jats in terms of caste membership, hereditary occupation, shared history and religion. Furthermore, despite the overall maintenance of relative economic inequalities between Jats and Dalits (Ram 2007, 2012; Judge and Bal 2008), some Punjabi SCs (especially Chamars/Ravidassi Sikhs) have experienced rising prosperity in absolute terms during the post-Green Revolution era of the past forty years, particularly enabled by occupational diversification and access to reservations, educational opportunities and the very overseas migration that is the focus here. Consequently, in general terms, Punjabi Dalits are much better located within the status hierarchy of the region, when compared to their counterparts in other Indian states.
Existing studies (eg Helweg 1979; Ballard 2003; Mooney 2006; Singh and Tatla 2006; Taylor et al. 2007) demonstrate that it is Doaban Jat Sikhs who have dominated Punjab-UK migration. Consequently, studies of UK Punjabis, and their transnational connections, notwithstanding some isolated exceptions (Juergensmeyer 1982; Nesbitt 1990; Judge 2002; Singh and Tatla 2006; Ghuman 2011), have focussed almost exclusively upon the Jat caste. However, a significant number of UK Punjabis, as many as 10%, belonged originally to Punjabi SCs, with a large proportion of these from Doaban Chamar/Ravidassi communities (Juergensmeyer 1982; Judge 2002; Singh and Tatla 2006; Hardtmann 2009; Ghuman 2011). The tradition of international migration from Doaba has, to some extent, spread throughout the caste structure – enabled partly by the material and educational advancement of particular caste groups (Chamars/Ravidassis) within the Punjabi SC category. Leading figures within the study of Punjabi transnationalism, migration and diaspora, both within the UK (Singh and Tatla 2006; Thandi 2010) and worldwide (Walton-Roberts 2004; Dusenberry and Tatla 2009), have identified an urgent need for Eastern Punjabi diaspora research to go beyond the dominant Jat caste. Such studies, of which this paper is one, are beginning to emerge (Nesbitt 2008; Dhanda 2009; Lum 2010; Takhar 2010; Ghuman 2011; Sato 2012; Singh, G. 2012). However, the focus here, upon the meanings and implications of religious conversion away from Sikhism to neo-Buddhism and Christianity amongst a UK Punjabi Dalit community, particularly the significance of these processes for Dalit assertion and resistance to caste inequality in the UK, India and in the transnational connections between the two nations, is not covered by this emerging literature.
Punjabi Dalit assertion and religious conversion
Punjab has a long history of SC religious and political mobilisation, or ‘Dalit assertion’, as illustrated by the significant influence of the Ad Dharm, Ravidassi and Ambedkarite religious/political movements over the past century. These different mobilisations contain within them a number of distinct religious and political positions in relation to both Sikhism and the caste system, and we certainly do not have the space here to discuss the historical development of, and complex differences between and within, these movements. Others (Jodhka 2009; Hardtmann 2009; Ram 2012) have done this for us. For brevity, Hardtmann (2009) neatly divides the different Punjabi Dalit assertion movements between a ‘Sikh caste reform tradition’ (Ad Dharm/Ravidassi) and an ‘autonomous anti-caste tradition’ (Ambedkarite). In short, she suggests that the Ad Dharm/Ravidassi movements have historically campaigned and fought for greater respect and social equality for Punjabi Dalits within the Sikh religion and Punjabi caste order. In contrast, the Ambedkarite movement advocates Dalit religious conversion away from Hinduism and Sikhism to Buddhism, on the basis that the latter does not recognise caste distinctions and following Ambedkar’s belief that his neo-Buddhism would enable the development of an egalitarian social order in India devoid of caste hierarchies and the evil of untouchability. Thus, for Ambedkar, religious conversion to neo-Buddhism (in his case from Hinduism) was a clear expression of resistance to caste oppression and untouchability. With the Punjab branches of Ambedkar’s Republican Party of India (RPI), and his neo-Buddhist movement, historically being ‘the most active outside of Ambedkar’s home state’ (Juergensmeyer 1982, 165), conversion to neo-Buddhism from Hinduism and Sikhism has traditionally been seen by social scientists worldwide, alongside ‘sankritisation’ (whereby a low caste assumes the culture of a higher caste to improve their position within the caste hierarchy), as the major expression and vehicle of anti-casteism and Dalit social mobility both across India and within Punjab. Hardtmann (2009) extends this view to the transnational sphere, arguing that elements of the global Dalit diaspora constitute a ‘transnational Dalit counter-public’. She sees the global, religiously converted Ambedkarite movement, and actually focuses upon the Punjabi Buddhist Ambedkarite community in Wolverhampton in order to illustrate her argument, as a transnational ‘autonomous anti-caste tradition’ within this wider public. In contrast, conversion to Christianity from Hinduism and Sikhism within India has generally been seen as ‘a matter of individual protest’ (Ram 2012, 640) against caste-based oppression, as opposed to a collective anti-caste movement enabling Dalit social mobility, and as of smaller numerical and qualitative significance than conversion to neo-Buddhism.
While some (e.g. Ram 2012) have strongly questioned the efficacy of both conversion and sankritisation as forces for Dalit social mobility over the past fifty years within Punjab and India, there has been no recent empirical investigation of the dynamics and effects of religious conversion to neo-Buddhism or Christianity amongst the Punjabi Dalit global diaspora. There has certainly been much recent interest in Punjabi Dalit assertion, including amongst the global diaspora, however, the focus to date has been upon the Ad Dharm/Ravidassi community and movement (Jodhka 2009; Lum 2010; Ram 2007, 2008, 2012; Singh, G. 2012). Interestingly, these recent studies suggest that the Ad Dharm/Ravidassi movement, particularly through the assertion of a separate and autonomous Punjabi Dalit identity both within India and worldwide, has been much more significant than either conversion or sankritisation in challenging Jat dominance and Dalit oppression. This challenge partly manifests in the proliferation of over 9,000 Sikh and non-Sikh Deras, including the highly influential Dera Sant Sarwan Dass, Ballan, nr. Jalandhar city, Punjab (DSSDB), in the 12,000 villages of Punjab as ‘alternate spiritual sites for the oppressed...(facilitating the) near-exodus of Dalits from Sikhism towards the...Deras’ (Ram 2007, 4066), and in frequent Jat-Dalit confrontations. The latter, and connected violence, death and state curfews, have been increasingly evident both within Punjab and overseas. According to Ram (2007, 2008, 2012), the contemporary Ad Dharm/Ravidassi movement not only represents a challenge to the mainstream religion of Punjab and to Sikh identity, but also threatens the security of the state and nation. However, while the recent analyses of the Ad Dharm/Ravidassi movement presented by Jodhka (2009), Ram (2012) and Singh, G. (2012) add much complexity to, and in many ways challenge, Hardtmann’s labelling of it as a ‘Sikh caste reform tradition’, this movement is not my concern here. Using the Wolverhampton Dalit community and their transnational connections as a case study, my focus is upon the meanings and implications of diasporic religious conversion away from Sikhism, and I particularly aim to evaluate Hardtmann’s claim that conversion (to neo-Buddhism) is part of an ‘autonomous anti-caste tradition’. The recent presentations of conversion as an ineffective vehicle for Punjabi Dalit assertion and social mobility not only focus upon conversion within India rather than amongst the diaspora, but they also emphasise the low numbers (relative to the overall Dalit population) of those converting. The qualitative focus here is markedly different.
Within the UK, there has been some broad, national research on Dalit communities and into caste discrimination (eg Dalit Solidarity Network UK, 2006, 2008; Metcalfe and Rolfe 2010), but none of this focuses upon either religious conversion as a reaction to caste oppression, or the Wolverhampton Dalit community in any depth. While there has also been detailed, qualitative research upon religion and identity amongst the Valmiki community of Coventry (Nesbitt 1990), on the historical roots of the Punjabi Dalit population in Birmingham and Leamington Spa (Judge 2002), and even upon personal identity and caste border crossings in the personal relationships of Punjabi Dalit youth in India and Wolverhampton (Dhanda 2009), there has been no detailed examination of the particular phenomena under scrutiny in this paper. Ghuman’s recent (2011) study of British Dalit identity and education makes only passing and descriptive reference to religious conversion, and only conversion to Christianity. There has been some research on the religious and political organisations representing Dalits, including neo-Buddhist Ambedkarites in Wolverhampton (Juergensmeyer 1982; Hardtmann 2009), but such research is now dated (Hardtmann’s research was undertaken in the late 1980s and early 1990s) and it does not consider the meanings and implications of religious conversion in any ethnographic detail. There is a limited existing literature on Christian conversion amongst the Punjabi Dalit diaspora (Easton 2000; Nesbitt 2008). These authors even focus upon Dalit conversion to Christianity in Wolverhampton but the former of these is now dated while the latter does not empirically investigate the meanings and implications of conversion, or consider its consequences for anti-casteism.
Research sites and process 
Wolverhampton has the fourth largest Sikh community in the UK. This research and some previous authors (Juergensmeyer 1982; Judge 2002; Hardtmann 2009) highlight Wolverhampton, alongside Southall and Birmingham, as one of the major centres of Punjabi SC-UK migration, as well as the place with the longest history of Dalit assertion movements in the UK. There is no current, comprehensive data cataloguing the Wolverhampton Punjabi Dalit population, but our empirical research suggested that they have been generally more recent migrants to the UK than non-Dalit UK Punjabis and that they are more likely to be concentrated in particular urban areas of the city and work in low skilled and low paid occupations when compared to non-Dalits. 

The data on which this paper is based was collected in three main stages. Initially, an exploratory visit
 was conducted, to meet with members of the Dalit community in Wolverhampton. This included interviews with leading representatives from social and religious organisations. This exploratory visit uncovered a heterogeneous SC Punjabi community, and that differential religious conversion away from Sikhism, which in the vast majority of cases occured post-migration within the UK , was central to this heterogeneity. With particular reference to religious conversion, we found that the major Wolverhampton Punjabi SC groups are: the non-converted Sikh-Ravidassis; the converted Ambedkarite Buddhists; the converted non-Ambedkarite Buddhists and the converted Christians. Each of these communities, apart from the Punjabi Christian community, are represented by, and coalesce around, particular organisations, each with an associated ‘community centre’. The Punjabi Christian community is scattered across a number of Christian institutions. The second phase of our research was undertaken in the UK and in partnership with the centres (names and locations withheld to preserve anonymity, and including a selection of Christian institutions) representing those Wolverhampton Punjabis who have converted from Sikhism. 62 in-depth narrative interviews (recorded with participants’ consent and conducted in a mixture of English and Punjabi) were undertaken between 2010 and 2012, with those who have converted (post-migration) to neo-Buddhism or Christianity. All but eight of the interviewees identified themselves as originally Chamar caste and all of the respondents had converted from Sikhism at least five years prior to interview, with some having changed religion over thirty years previously. Thirdly, we conducted 58 in-depth narrative interviews amongst the Dalit communities of three rural villages within Doaba during 2010, 2011 and 2012, in order to study post-transnational migration Punjabi SC religious conversion as a transnational activity. These Doaban villages (names withheld to preserve anonymity) have witnessed significant Dalit UK migration. Some (21) of these interviewees were relatives of those in the second (UK) phase, and all but four identified themselves as Chamar/Ravidassi/Ad Dharm caste. Our other Indian interviewees (37) were not related to anyone who had migrated to the UK and were distributed across the Chamar//Ravidassi/Ad Dharm, Mazabi Sikh, Valmiki and Chuhra castes. All interviews undertaken were distributed evenly across the communities and villages studied, and all were representative of the age, gender and caste constitution therein.
Realisation of caste and religious conversion
The Dalits who participated in the research generally argued that caste oppression is a more problematic issue in India than in the UK, with the Punjabi caste system reported as something that is taken for granted, is ‘part of life’ (UK Punjabi Christian, female, 52), in Doaba.  Nevertheless, the research in Wolverhampton supported existing studies (see above) by providing clear evidence of Punjabi Dalits experiencing caste discrimination, exclusion and humiliation in the UK, within their relations to those groups that they saw as ‘dominant castes’ within the community – principally Jat Sikhs and Ramgarhia Sikhs. The latter were originally an artisan caste, many of whom left Punjab in the early twentieth century to work in Kenya, Uganda and Tanzania, enabled and constrained by British colonialism. The majority of this East African Sikh community then migrated to the UK in the 1960s in the wake of post-independence Africanisation policies within these nations. The accumulation of wealth and transmission of assets across generations, facilitated by a long history of international migration, has enabled these ‘twice migrants’ to assert high izzat (honour/prestige) within the Punjabi transnational community and to move up the caste order therein (Bhachu 1985). 
The UK sample suggested that their migration had resulted in an increased awareness of caste issues and politics, with all UK respondents commenting on a relative lack of caste consciousness amongst the SCs of rural Punjab, despite some of the recent Dalit assertion events and processes there (reported above) suggesting the opposite. Many of the UK Dalits described post-migration experiences whereby they first became aware of their (low) caste and status, either at school or in the workplace, via forms of caste-based bullying, taunts or discrimination. Interviewees reported that interaction, socialisation and, of course, religious worship still occur within distinct caste and religious communities/organisations within Wolverhampton that occupy distinct geographical and social areas. Whilst the different Punjabi communities coexist and interact harmoniously ‘on the surface’ (UK Punjabi Christian, male, 48), the dominant castes will ‘always let you know who you are eventually’ (UK Ambedkarite Buddhist, male, 49) by calling Dalits by their caste name (e.g. ‘Chamar’) and excluding them from many economic, social and religious activities and events. Despite some signs that caste discrimination is slowly lessening amongst the younger population, it was reported that pressures to maintain caste distinctions from older members of the dominant caste communities remain very powerful in Wolverhampton. In particular, young Punjabi SCs are likely to be rejected (and those that were reported associated feelings of humiliation) by the families of prospective brides or grooms from the dominant (Jat and Ramgarhia) castes. As recognised by Ambedkar, the principal mechanism for the continual reproduction of caste oppression and inequality is intra-caste marriage. Whilst many of our UK interviewees could recount rare and notable examples of inter-caste marriage or caste ‘border crossings’ (Dhanda 2009), the point is that these were rare and notable. My research suggests that caste endogamy accounts for the vast majority of all marriage within the Wolverhampton Punjabi community. This is supported by the findings of other research across the Punjabi transnational community (Walton-Roberts 2004; Mooney 2006; Judge and Bal 2008), revealing the continuing omnipresence of caste endogamy therein. Our respondents argued that dominant caste parents were most often the driving force underpinning this continuing practice.
The strong motivation for religious conversion to neo-Buddhism and Christianity amongst the UK respondents was unanimously articulated as a search for self respect, strength and equality, in response to the feelings and experiences of caste-based inequality, social exclusion and humiliation suggested above. One of the major ways that this search manifests itself is through the denial of rituals associated with their former Sikh religion. This was unanimously seen as the crucial expression of religious conversion and something that had to be complete. ‘We don’t have anything to do with Sikhism…we don’t follow their traditions, like a bit of their traditions, it has to be 100%’ (UK Ambedkarite Buddhist, male, 61). The majority of the post-migration religious converts from Sikhism described the severe emotional distress which their conversion and resistance to former Sikh religious rituals facilitated in terms of relations with family (particularly in India) who remained within the Sikh religion. 

All of the UK respondents (Buddhist and Christian) compared themselves favourably, in terms of self-respect and social inclusion/exclusion in the UK and India, with those Sikh Dalits who had not religiously converted post-migration, including the Ravidassi community. This was despite a widespread recognition of the recent upsurge in the power and influence of the Ravidassi movement, particularly the rapid proliferation of the Deras as centres not only for SC religious worship but also as institutions for Punjabi Dalit social, cultural and political assertion and social mobility (Ram 2012; Singh 2012), both within Punjab and worldwide. ‘They (Ravidassis) are now getting more from the  (Punjab/Indian) government…but it’s not only about benefits…you want self-respect and you don’t want to feel inferior…they will never get full self-respect if they remain within the Sikh religion’ (UK Ambedkarite Buddhist, male, 52).

Anti-caste transnationalism ?

As noted above, Hardtmann (2009) divides the ‘transnational Dalit counter-public’ into a ‘Sikh caste reform tradition’ (Ad Dharm/Ravidassi) and an ‘autonomous anti-caste movement’ (neo-Buddhist Ambedkarite). Neither of these labels capture two of the three religiously converted transnational Punjabi populations being studied in this paper, post-migration converts to Christianity and neo-Buddhism (non-Ambedkarite). However, none of the respondents within these two groups identified themselves as part of an explicitly anti-caste movement. Their religious conversion was articulated as an individual and family response to, an escape from, caste-based discrimination and humiliation. It was was not seen as part of a wider, collective, policy-orientated movement to contest the structure and reproduction of caste domination in the UK and India. Thus, a (female, 39) UK Punjabi Christian convert represented the sample from this population in stating that her new religion ‘offers me and my family…a new start in life if you like.’          
All of our non-Ambedkarite and Christian converted UK respondents certainly recognised the continuing reproduction of caste domination, as it was variously described as a ‘machine’ (UK Punjabi Christian convert, male, 33) and a ‘disease’ (UK non-Ambedkarite Buddhist, female, 56) that possesses a permanency that is inescapable, within the Punjabi community, even after religious conversion. However, caste inequities were seen as so deeply rooted within the history and culture of the Punjabi transnational community that contestation of them was fruitless. The non-Ambedkarite UK Buddhists were particularly explicit in dismissing the connection between their religious conversion and anti-casteism. ‘You can argue and increase the problem (of caste oppression)...but it’s not worth arguing…you just don’t get anywhere…some of us have tried but come round to thinking that a new path (religion) is the way to go’ (UK non-Ambedkarite Buddhist, female, 52) was a representative view here. In fact, one of the foundational aims of the non-Ambedkarite organisation to which these converted neo-Buddhists belonged was to solely devote time and energy to the texts and practices of their new (Buddhist) religion, and to simultaneously reject the relevance of the (Ambedkarite) connection between such religious practice and anti-casteism in the UK and India. This Punjabi Buddhist organisation in Wolverhampton was populated with many members who had become dissatisfied with the activities of the Ambedkarite organisation discussed below. We are not, in any way, suggesting here the passive consent of these subordinated (non-Ambedkarite Buddhist Dalits) to the Punjabi caste relations which oppress them. Rather, a practical acquiescence to domination, in the face of a seemingly immutable and immovable Punjabi caste structure, accompanies the search for solace, self-respect and identity through religious conversion to Christianity and (non-Ambedkarite) neo-Buddhism.
The unwillingness of the non-Ambedkarite UK Buddhist converts to engage in explicitly anti-caste activities and movements, partly resulting from previous experiences and frustrations, also shaped their activities in India. Thus, on an individual level, the Doaban kin of these groups generally reported that while their relatives were constantly communicating the virtues of Buddhism, as opposed to Sikhism, there was very little accompanying promotion of Ambedkar or link to caste subordination. At an organisational level, the UK Punjabi non-Ambedkarite Buddhists of Wolverhampton were involved in numerous fundraising activities to support the development of health and educational centres in Punjab, which would be simultaneously Buddhist Viharas (monasteries). A large Vihara, for the ordination, training and education of new Punjabi Buddhist monks and a health centre have been opened by the group within Doaba and both were visited as part of this research project. Our non-Ambedkarite interviewees all suggested that the Vihara aimed to recruit and develop Buddhist monks from an area where there is a shortage, while the health centre existed purely to ‘help the poor’ (UK non-Ambedkarite Buddhist, female, 47) of Punjab. Both centres were managed by Buddhist monks but there was no explicit attempt to link the promotion of Buddhism within Punjab via the new Vihara with anti-casteism, nor at religiously converting those who attended the health centre. All the non-Ambedkarite Buddhists in our study (in the UK and India) strongly argued that there was no political motivation in the foundation and development of this free health service. Neither centre would have been possible without the funding and organisation from Wolverhampton.
The UK Ambedkarite neo-Buddhists who were part of the research all self-identified themselves as part of a transnational anti-caste social movement, directly inspired and guided by the activities and writings of Ambedkar. Religious conversion to Buddhism amongst this group was articulated as a means to both escape and resist UK caste oppression, and all those interviewed were intent on developing strategies to encourage and enable neo-Buddhist conversion amongst the SCs of Punjab and India, in order to revolutionise Indian society and transform it into an egalitarian social order. In a similar vein to the contemporary Ravidassi movement, as expressed through the Deras within Punjab (Jodhka 2009; Ram 2012), our neo-Buddhist Ambedkarites presented themselves as the original inhabitants and rulers of India, prior to what they saw as the colonisation of the continent by Hinduism and the caste order. Direct engagement with, and contestation of, the transnational Punjabi caste structure is seen as the only way to transform it. Exposition and confrontation of caste oppression within the UK is pursued through the widest possible communication and promotion of Ambedkar’s texts and arguments, as well as regular meetings and cultural/ social events, many of which commemorate key dates and moments in the life and career of Ambedkar, focussed around the UK Ambedkarite Buddhist organisation within Wolverhampton. The Wolverhampton Ambedkar organisation also has fully funded, trained and resident Buddhist monks who offer regular classes across the range of Buddhist practice, including education, teaching and meditation. 
          We peacefully invite people (SCs) to join us…we show them what 
           Dr. Ambedkar did for the poor…we…let them make their own minds up
           it goes together with Buddhism (UK Ambedkarite Buddhist, female, 29).
The phrase ‘let (people)…make their own minds up’, alongside the communication of Ambedkar’s arguments, was repeated continuously across the Ambedkarite Buddhist community studied. The group do not identify themselves as an explicitly ‘political’ movement, but they do participate within contemporary, policy-orientated debates around caste inequalities and discrimination in the UK and India. ‘We do collect information on this (caste) oppression, for example from our young people…they might say they don’t experience it and then they get engaged to someone and they do experience it and come to us…we pass it on…to Castewatch (a UK pressure group) and others’ (UK Ambedkarite Buddhist, male, 66). Nevertheless, the very development of peaceful spaces within the public sphere (Habermas 1989) for UK Dalits to meet, worship, socialise and discuss/compare experiences, as represented by both the Wolverhampton Ambedkarite Buddhist and non-Ambedkarite Punjabi Buddhist organisations/centres, constitute the assertion of an ‘alternative (transnational) Dalit agenda,’ something which Ram (2012, 639) argues, when specifically discussing the contemporary Ravidassi movement within East Punjab and therefore a much wider institutional scale (i.e. the Deras) than we are considering here, transcends both religious conversion per se and sankritisation as a mechanism for Dalit social mobility. The scattering of our converted UK Punjabi Christians across a number of Wolverhampton institutions does not facilitate such a collective, autonomous space for this particular UK Dalit community, meaning that our research suggests that Punjabi post-migration Christian conversion and associated transnationalism is, at most, an individual, rather than a collective, protest against caste oppression (Ram 2012). UK Punjabi Christian diasporic attempts at encouraging Christian conversion within India, even of relatives and kin, was met with particularly intense resistance, a resistance much stronger than that which meets similar attempts by UK Punjabi neo-Buddhists.
The Indian activities of our UK Ambedkarite Buddhists explicitly aimed to facilitate religious conversion and anti-casteism within Punjab. Thus, individually, attempts were made by all those interviewed to communicate the ideas and arguments of Ambedkar, and to simultaneously encourage conversion to neo-Buddhism, amongst their Indian kinship network. This has only resulted in a very small number of Punjabi conversions within the kinship groups investigated. The Wolverhampton Ambedkarite organisation focusses the majority of its fundraising activities, resources and personnel upon ‘propagating, telling the people (in Punjab) what Ambedkar said, we Buddhists ask them peacefully to convert into Buddhism’ (UK Ambedkarite Buddhist, male, 54). In order to support this, the organisation has opened a large Buddhist resource centre and an adjoining school for 250 students within Doaba, as well as a number of Buddhist Viharas (18 to date) within various Punjabi villages. The aim of the resource centre ‘is to promote the ideology of Dr. Ambedkar…it is a social, political as well as religious centre…people from around 15 surrounding villages regularly attend, poor people…it is a learning centre’ (UK Ambedkarite Buddhist, male, 62), while the Wolverhampton centre also aims ‘to open Buddha Viharas in every village of Punjab’ (UK Ambedkarite Buddhist, male, 55), as well as funding the education and training of Buddhist monks in the UK, India and Thailand. So, specifically Ambedkarite Buddhist transnationalism not only promotes religious conversion, but also explicitly links such conversion to the contestation of caste-based social exclusion and discrimination. For example, the Doaban resource centre collects information on the social boycott of, and discrimination against, Dalits in the local area, as well as providing sessions for local SC agricultural labourers to advise them of their rights in relation to minimum wage and bonded labour legislation.    
The view from Punjab: continuing izzat and caste reform
Post-migration religious conversion from Sikhism to neo-Buddhism and/or Christianity does not automatically facilitate a transnational anti-caste social movement, even if part of the motivation for conversion has been to escape caste discrimination and social exclusion. Of the three religiously converted transnational communities studied in this paper, it is only the Ambedkarite Buddhists who link their conversion explicitly to contestation of caste inequities and are therefore likely to utilise the space within the public sphere for transnational Dalit assertion, enabled by the Wolverhampton Punjabi Buddhist Ambedkarite organisation, which opposes caste-based social exclusion. Here I analyse the actual impact of this transnational anti-caste movement within Punjab, given that this is where the majority of resources and activities are directed. 
The school opened by the Wolverhampton Ambedkarite Buddhists in Punjab generally operates with a near full complement of students. Both Buddhist and Ambedkarite teachings, and therefore anti-casteism, are a full part of the curriculum. However, it should be noted that the vast majority of students are classified as of the Chamar caste, the relatively privileged of Punjabi SCs, with only a small minority from the Chuhra, Mazabi Sikh and Valmiki castes. Those parents of students at the school who were part of our interviewee sample were extremely appreciative of the opportunities offered to their families by the school opening, but argued that the major reason their children were attending (and they had a choice of schools in the area) was not primarily the Ambedkarite Buddhist curriculum, rather the ‘standard of teaching and accommodation…especially the English language instruction…people in Punjab are obsessed with foreign lands…to migrate…this place is run by successful migrants from England…we might get such opportunities also’ (Indian Punjabi Sikh Dalit, male, 32). Only a tiny minority of families (less than 5% of our sub-sample of parents) converted to neo-Buddhism in order to gain entry for their child to, or as a result of their child attending, this school. 

The Wolverhampton-funded Ambedkarite Buddhist resource centre and village Viharas within Punjab have been less successful than the school in terms of day-to-day attendance/participation from the local rural populations. All were run by resident Buddhist monks, but we found very little evidence of local Dalit religious conversion to neo-Buddhism and/or anti-caste activities facilitated by these institutions. For example, the above mentioned classes on minimum wage and bonded labour legislation at the resource centre frequently did not take place due to a lack of local participation. Our Indian Dalit respondents suggested, with the following quote representative of them, that the resource centre and Viharas were generally seen by the local populations as Non-Resident Indian (NRI) buildings, i.e. they were built, owned and most frequently used by the Dalit diaspora on return visits to India: 

         The big Buddhist building (resource centre/Vihara) has been built by

          NRIs from England…they may say it is for everyone but they check who

          uses…it is mainly NRIs who go there for their own purposes…local people

          are belittled by NRIs, they are getting scared of them…but then everyone

          wants to be an NRI also (Indian Punjabi Sikh Dalit, female, 36).
This interviewee alludes to an important part of the dynamic social and cultural context of Punjab, within which our discussion of Dalit transnationalism, religious conversion and anti-casteism must be inserted. Previous studies (Helweg 1979; Walton-Roberts 2004; Singh and Tatla 2006; Taylor et al. 2007) show the increasing centrality of overseas, and particularly western, migration to Punjabi izzat. Izzat is integral to the Punjabi caste system, with high izzat, formerly asserted by Jat Sikhs via the ownership and control of agricultural land and produce within Punjab but now through western migration, partly enabling caste dominance and social mobility. Continuing Punjabi caste endogamy ensures overall stability in the distribution of izzat and in the caste order, despite caste mobility opportunities for some groups, such as Mahtons (Verma 2002), Ramgarhias and Chamars, arising via overseas migration. Existing research (Taylor 2013) has also demonstrated that Punjabi izzat and caste dominance is now primarily asserted through diasporic consumer display within Punjab (particularly rural Doaba, the ‘homeland’ of the majority of western migrants), such as the building of very large, palatial family homes and other forms of apparent wealth display during diasporic return visits to Indian villages. This has, in turn, led to increasing division and mutual resentment between NRIs and the resident rural Punjabi population (Taylor 2013), as the former increasingly attempt to assert their inclusion in a world (of conspicuous consumption, high izzat and caste dominance) from which the latter are excluded (as the value of Punjabi agricultural land and produce declines). However, there is also a simultaneous and widespread desire across Punjabi society for the achievement of NRI status (Walton-Roberts 2004; Singh and Tatla 2006; Taylor et al. 2007). It is within this context that the comments from the interviewee above must be seen. We received many similar comments from our Punjabi Dalit respondents when discussing the diasporic-funded Buddhist Ambedkarite projects within Doaba and the apparent lack of participation from the local rural population therein. For example, when speaking of a Wolverhampton-founded Buddha Vihara within a rural Doaban village, a representative view of a local Buddhist Dalit (male, 28):

          It is good that place is there but…frankly it is…for decoration…

          they (NRI Viharas) are rarely used…we (local Buddhists) have our own

          places so we don’t go there…the monks check on the place to ensure

          …upkeep…but they are not there permanently, they have their own

          places (Viharas) also.
We found no evidence of the Wolverhampton-founded Buddhist Viharas directly facilitating religious conversion from Sikhism or anti-caste activities within Punjab. The Doaban relatives of our sample of UK Ambedkarite Buddhists were all generally and strongly resistant to any diasporic pressure exerted upon them in these respects. We also found strong resistance to both inter-kinship and wider religious conversion attempts within Doaba amongst the relatives of our UK Christian and non-Ambedkarite Buddhist respondents. However, it must be noted that these pressures were nowhere near as strong or as frequent as those from the Ambedkarite community. Again, we must see these local Doaban Dalit-UK Dalit diaspora relationships within the wider contemporary economic, social and cultural context of rural Punjab, specifically the relationship between western migration, NRI consumer displays and izzat and NRI/local Punjabi divisions which often result from this.    
On an individual level, our sample of Ambedkarite Buddhists are in constant communication with people and events in Punjab, and they make frequent trips to and from Doaba. Many of these trips have included work on behalf of their organisation, particularly in relation to the development of the resource centre and village Viharas. However, we should also note that such Punjabi transnationalism is also mixed with personal motivations – keeping in touch with relatives, caring for people, resources, buildings and land. The Ambedkarite Buddhists within the sample, in fact the majority of all the UK Dalit diaspora interviewees (thus also Christian and non-Ambedkarite Buddhist converts), engaged in forms of consumer display within Doaba that are typical of all NRIs in the region. Consequently, the building of large family, brick-built homes, most often with private water tanks on the top made into symbols, such as aeroplanes or eagles, to indicate that the owner is an NRI, and surrounded by large, gold-tipped metal fences and entrance gates with brass plaques describing the names and western residence of the owners, was very common amongst our respondents. Our UK Dalit diaspora suggested that this was a way of asserting their social mobility, respect, identity and status – which has been achieved post-migration from the state - within Punjab, and (as they saw it) enabled by both their overseas migration and religious conversion. As one of our Ambedkarites (male, 62) explained, in a way which was actually representative of all our UK Dalits: 

          I feel very proud when I look at the house we have built back in our village…
          and when others see it over there…when we were growing
          up we could never have thought we could have achieved
          such a thing, it’s a huge thing…people over there, poor people look at it and
          realise what can be achieved by our Buddhism, our religion, this is what has given
          us the strength to achieve…without coming abroad, and without our
          religion which gives us so much strength…people over
          there (Punjab) would still see us as shoemakers
          (Chamars, working with leather), even though my father and his father before
          him had never even touched a pair of shoes.
The building of large family homes within Punjabi villages of origin, buildings which often stand empty for the majority of the year and are only in use when the Dalit diaspora (re)visit Doaba, was certainly perceived by the permanent residents of rural Punjab (all of those that we interviewed) as a status-seeking activity: 
          Dalit NRIs are now building large family houses and palaces in Punjab in the way
          that Jats have done for years…they are copying them…it’s all for show…to show us
          here how much they have over there (UK) and how much they are above the rest of
          us stuck here (Punjab) (Punjabi Sikh Dalit, female, 44).
The Indian Dalit respondents also reported that diasporic Punjabi Dalits engaged in other forms of consumer display when in the state, such as hiring large jeeps and wearing/buying expensive clothing, and this was also perceived within Punjab as an assertion of high izzat and social mobility in relation to Indian Dalits. On the basis of our data, it can be argued that UK Dalits who have converted from Sikhism to Christianity and neo-Buddhism post-migration, including converted Ambedkarite Buddhists, are undertaking ‘caste reform’, an engagement with Punjabi izzat criteria (western migration and consequent consumer display within Punjab) and the caste structure in order to reassert their (enhanced) place within it. We can also argue that this is simultaneously a process of ‘sankritisation.’

The activities undertaken by our interviewees on behalf of the Wolverhampton Ambedkar organisation in Punjab, the development of the resource centre and the village Viharas, can be seen as a mixture of work towards an egalitarian Punjabi social order through resistance to the caste structure there (autonomous anti-caste tradition), and an assertion of enhanced izzat and caste status within Punjab post-UK migration (caste reform tradition). We have already seen how resident rural Punjabi Dalits view the NRI-founded resource centre and Viharas as primarily for ‘decoration’ and an assertion of superior NRI status relative to the local population. This view was also partly supported by the majority of our UK Ambedkarites themselves:

          We (Wolverhampton Ambedkarites) have a lot of influence on the people
          in our villages now…we have built this resource centre and we have the 
          Viharas…it is not only to show people Buddhism and what Ambedkar can do
          for poor people…the resource centre is huge, we have had 10,000 people
          there…it also shows how much wealth and influence we have now, how we are 
          not the lower caste people that (Punjabi) people think we are   
         (UK Ambedkarite Buddhist, male, 58).
Conclusions
This paper has examined the phenomenon of post-migration religious conversion from Sikhism to Christianity and neo-Buddhism amongst the Punjabi Dalit Diaspora, particularly assessing the extent to which this process is simultaneously one of Dalit assertion and resistance to caste-based oppression and social exclusion within the contemporary Punjabi transnational community. Using the heterogeneous Dalit community of Wolverhampton, UK, one of the major centres of Punjabi SC western migration, and their transnational connections, as a case study, we have presented original ethnographic data from the UK and India relating to three main post-migration religiously converted Dalit communities in the city: the Punjabi Christian community; the Punjabi Buddhist (non-Ambedkarite) community; and the Punjabi Buddhist Ambedkarite community. 
Our research uncovered a Punjabi caste system, within both India and the UK, which is deeply and culturally entrenched, and which is particularly reproduced through intra-caste endogamy. Despite a peaceful co-existence of Dalits and dominant Punjabi castes (notably Jats and Ramgarhias), as one of our respondents put it, ‘publicly’ (UK non-Ambedkarite Buddhist, male, 46), within Wolverhampton, we did find significant evidence of caste-based oppression, social exclusion and humiliation within a contemporary UK Punjabi community. As such, our research has direct and immediate UK policy relevance, given the recent (2013) inclusion of caste within UK equality legislation, in spite of strongly voiced opposition from the Indian government. However, the existence of caste discrimination in the UK has been established previously and this was not our focus here. Rather, we have analysed the meanings and implications of religious conversion from Sikhism amongst communities of UK Punjabi Dalits, specifically evaluating whether these processes are part of a transnational ‘autonomous anti-caste tradition’ (Hardtmann 2009). Religious conversion from Sikhism to Christianity and neo-Buddhism clearly facilitates feelings of greater self-respect and strength amongst our sample of UK Dalits, and they articulated the process as one in which they are able to escape from transnational Punjabi caste-based oppression, social exclusion and humiliation. However, it was only our UK Ambedkarite Buddhist Dalit converts who articulated the process as simultaneously one in which caste oppression is actually contested, in the UK and India. The Punjabi Christian and non-Ambedkarite Buddhist Dalit converts focussed exclusively and transnationally upon the texts and practices of their new religion as a means to escape the Punjabi caste order. The non-Ambedkarite Punjabi Buddhist organisation of Wolverhampton does open up a space within the public sphere for transnational Dalit assertion from this group, but the scattering of Punjabi Christians across a number of institutions means that religious conversion here is, at best, a matter of individual caste protest.
The Punjabi Dalit Ambedkarite Buddhist transnational community studied in this paper clearly combine their religious conversion with transnational anti-caste activities, particularly the promotion of Ambedkarite literature and arguments, the collection of information and lobbying around issues of caste oppression and the direct encouragement of further Punjabi Dalit neo-Buddhist conversion. Most of these activities are centred around, and enabled by, a Wolverhampton Ambedkarite Buddhist organisation, a Wolverhampton-funded Ambedkarite Buddhist Resource Centre and adjoining school in Doaba and UK-funded Buddha Viharas across Punjabi rural villages. However, the actual impact of these activities is limited. Our data does little to contest Ram’s (2012) claim that religious conversion, as a mechanism for Punjabi Dalit empowerment and social mobility, is ineffective. This limited impact of Punjabi Dalit transnationalism within Punjab must be viewed within the social, economic and cultural context of the state, particularly the relationship between western migration, izzat and the caste order therein, which has led to local, rural distrust of NRIs (including Dalit NRIs) and significant NRI/local divisions, distrust and division which has led to some local Punjabi rejection of the transnational anti-caste activities of the Ambedkarite Buddhist community studied here. Furthermore, the ‘autonomous anti-caste’ (Wolverhampton Ambedkarite Buddhist organisational) activities are also mixed with individual ‘caste reform’ (Hardtmann 2009) practices. The engagement of our Ambedkarite Buddhists in forms of consumer display (and the majority of our UK Dalit diaspora were involved in such practices), which are now common across all Punjabi NRIs, such as the building of large family homes in Doaba, entails a continued engagement with Punjabi izzat criteria (western migration and consequent consumer display within Punjab) and the caste structure in order to reassert their (enhanced) place within it. We can also argue that this is simultaneously a process of ‘sankritisation,’ with the latter not only meaning here lower caste adoption of higher caste religious practice but high caste cultural practices more widely. Thus, we argue here that our Ambedkarite Buddhist transnational community are engaged in caste reform practices, a participation in the Punjabi caste order, alongside autonomous, anti-caste traditions, the latter a complete rejection of, and opposition to the caste system. We should also note that the majority of Punjabi Dalits who have migrated to the west, and therefore also the majority of those studied in this paper and engaged in the caste reform practices in described above, are originally from the Chamar caste, the already relatively privileged of Punjabi SCs. These practices merely reinforce the relationship between western migration, Punjabi izzat, local Dalit/NRI (Chamar) Dalit divisions and the continued reproduction of the caste order, in this case Chamar dominance amongst Punjabi Dalits, within the state.     
As we would expect, all of our Wolverhampton Ambedkarites, following Ambedkar himself, frequently articulated the importance of permeating the cultural barriers to inter-caste marriage within the Punjabi transnational community in order to significantly challenge caste inequalities therein. However, the individual and familial practices of our sample most frequently conformed to the entrenched Punjabi tradition of caste endogamy. When questioned, the following (UK Punjabi Ambedkarite Buddhist, male, 55) 

was representative, ‘there should be more inter-caste (marriage)…but it is very difficult. When it comes down to it, this mixing (inter-caste marriage) doesn’t really work, it causes too many tensions. I didn’t encourage my children to do it for these reasons…we can’t mix the (caste) communities.’ The vast majority within our entire transnational sample who identified themselves as Chamars strongly favoured intra-Chamar  marriage for their own families, while the UK Dalit Diaspora studied very strongly supported intra-diasporic, intra-caste and intra-religious marriage for their own offspring. This is perhaps the most convincing way in which our data supports the contention that our entire sample of the Punjabi Dalit transnational community, crucially including the post-migration converted Ambedkarite Buddhists, can be simultaneously labelled as both a caste reform and an 

autonomous anti-caste movement.

Notes


� The Doaba region is currently comprised of four main districts: Jalandhar, Hoshiarpur, Kapurthala and Nawanshahar. 


� The author would like to thank and acknowledge Dr Meena Dhanda (University of Wolverhampton) and Dr Dave Morland (University of Teesside) who worked alongside him for the first part of his exploratory visit to Wolverhampton. They also contributed to, and conducted, some of the initial interviews during this exploratory visit. The initial findings and arguments arising from this exploratory visit were presented in Dhanda, Morland and Taylor (2009). The author acknowledges that these findings have, to some extent, influenced the analysis and arguments being presented here.
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