Sikhism: Wearing of the Kirpan

Guidance to schools


SIKH PUPILS: WEARING OF THE KIRPAN

Purpose

The purpose of this document is to address concerns arising from the Sikh tradition of carrying the Kirpan, a ceremonial sword or dagger. It provides advice to schools that applies specifically to male members of the Sikh community.

Aims

The aims of this guidance are to:

· Ensure religious tolerance and harmony within schools serving diverse religious and ethnic communities

· Encourage and value pupils’ religious and cultural practices

· Ensure the health, safety and well being of all pupils.

Background

Guru Gobind Singh, the founder of the Khalsa (brotherhood of Sikhs), instructed its members to wear five special signs to show that they were Sikhs. Known as the five K’s these signs are: Kesh (uncut hair), Kangha (comb), Kara (steel wristband), Kaccha (short trousers or underpants) and Kirpan (sword). Each sign has a particular significance.

· Kesh is a symbol of spiritual strength and power and an acceptance of ‘good will’.

· Kangha is a symbol of cleanliness and of a well-ordered life.

· Kara is a symbol of strength, unity, equality and justice and is worn by any child of a Sikh family.

· Kaccha is a symbol of high moral character, modesty and sexual morality

· Kirpan is a symbol of respect, justice and authority; it is a reminder that Sikhs are warriors. However, the Kirpan is never used for offensive purposes.

Sikhs who have been initiated into the Khalsa by receiving Amrit (holy nectar) are expected to wear the five K’s at all times. During the initiation (baptismal) ceremony the Kirpan, a double-edged sword, is used to stir the amrit, which is drunk and sprinkled on the eyes. 

A high level of loyalty and sacrifice for Sikhism is demanded from those wearing the five K’s. Self-discipline is considered to be of the utmost importance and a member of the Khalsa is expected to observe a strict code of conduct.

It is not generally considered appropriate to wear one of the five K’s without wearing the other four.

Schools need to be aware of the significance and importance of the five K’s. At the same time, concerns about the wearing of the Kirpan, a potentially threatening weapon, need to be addressed.

Guidelines

· There should be no objection to the practice of wearing the five K’s, including the Kirpan.

· Members of the school community – pupils, parents, staff and governors – should be aware of the significance of the five K’s.

· Parents should be informed of the school’s policy and guidelines on the wearing of religious symbols; information should be included in the school brochure.

· Parents or religious leaders should be asked to authorise the wearing of the Kirpan by confirming that a young person has been initiated into the Khalsa by receiving amrit and are therefore expected to wear the five K’s at all times. 

· The Kirpan should not be more than 6 inches in length (including both blade and handle) and the blade should not exceed 3 inches in length; the Kirpan should always be sheathed and worn out of sight.

· The Kirpan should never be unsheathed and should never be used as a weapon to threaten others. In either case the Kirpan would constitute an offensive weapon within the law. Pupils would be subject to a school’s disciplinary procedures; this might include police involvement.

· School staff will expect to remove the Kirpan from any student not wearing all five K’s and to contact the student’s parents at the earliest opportunity to discuss the situation with them.

· During PE and other physical activities pupils will be expected to hand the Kirpan and Kara to a teacher or place them in a secure place e.g. a locker.

Related issues

· Pupils should be allowed to wear the standard sized Kara; it should not be regarded as an item of jewellery. The thick Kara, with or without beads, should not be allowed because of the danger of accidental harm to the wearer or others. 

· Pupils with long hair should be allowed to wear a Pagri (turban) and/or Patka (a square piece of material used to contain the hair) to match the school uniform.

· Pupils may remove the Pagri during Games of PE if they wish, but should not be expected to do so. Parents should ensure that the child wears a Patka underneath and is able to retie the Pagri independently.

· Home/school liaison may be appropriate in order to achieve mutual understanding and gain parental confidence.

This guidance was informed by the work of Balbir Hundul, Balvir Virdi and Neelu Ahluwalia, who formed a working party to develop a ‘Policy for Baptised Sikh Pupils’ for Daubeney Middle School and Hastingsbury Upper School. The members of the Education Equalities group would like to acknowledge the contribution of this working party to the development of this guidance for schools.

The Group would also like to thank Bhola Singh Manku of the Guru Nanak Gurdwara, Ford End Road, Bedford and Gurcharan Singh Bhamra of the Ramgharia Sabha, Ampthill Road, Bedford for their support and advice.
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