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“RELIGIOUS SYMBOLS”
DiscusSeD AT PETERBOROUGH

Religious “symbols” were discussed at an interfaith event at
Peterborough on Sunday 18 July. From the presentations by other
faith speakers, it was clear that Sikh “kakaars” have their own
unique description. Sikh kakaars are more than “symbols” and to
describe them as such is misleading and has caused problems. No
matter how important a “symbol” is, it can be taken off or put away.
That is not the case with the Sikh articles f faith — unshorn hair
(kesh, covered with a turban), kirpan (Sikh sword), steel bracelet
(karra), wooden comb (kangha), and agile Sikh shorts (kachhehra).
A symbol represents an idea. It is something which represents or
stands for something else by association or convention. For exam-
ple, a national flag symbolises a nation. A judge’s wig symbolises
judicial authority. For a Christian the cross has become a symbol of
“crisis to be faced, burden to be carried, suffering and patience and
salvation.” (S. Tirlochan Singh). On the other hand, whilst Sikh arti-
cles of faith have deep spiritual significance, they have practical
use.

It was this difference which | tried to bring out between what are
“symbols” of other faiths and the Sikh articles of faith. This differ-
ence is not understood by the law makers, the politicians and non-
Sikhs. As we have seen in recent years, restrictive laws are passed
without proper consultation with the Sikhs. To deny the Sikhs their
articles of faith is to betray a way of life while paying lip service to
human diversity. It is to make a U-turn regarding the assurances
given under the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. For exam-
ple, Article 18 confirms “Everyone has the right to freedom of
thought, conscience and religion.” The limitation is clearly defined
under Article 29.2 as, “subject only to such limitations as are deter-
mined by law solely for the purpose of securing due recognition
and respect for the rights and freedoms of others”. There are many
other similar international instruments promoting diversity and
freedom of religion. Yet, the Sikhs continue to face challenges like
the searching of Sikh turbans at airports.

All this is done under the pretext of security, integration, and com-
munity cohesion. At the Peterborough interfaith Council function,
Dya Singh of Australia as the special guest speaker, and I, were able
to make these points in the presence of a government representa-
tive. Dr Jaspal Singh chairs the Council and is an outstanding
example of Sikh social activism and representation of Sikh identity
in the wider community at local level.

The case for government guidelines to educate public servants,
the police and security agencies regarding Sikh articles of faith is
strong.

Gurmukh Singh (Retd Principal policy, UK Civil Service) ( http://www.sewauk.blogspot.com/ )
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