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The Centre for Sikh and Panjabi Studies at the University of Wolverhampton has
been commissioned by Wolves Foundation to capture the opinions of Sikhs in
Wolverhampton towards football activities already offered and recommendations or
engagement with the Sikh community. The Centre for Sikh and Panjabi Studies at the
University of Wolverhampton is the first and the only one of its kind in the UK. It is an
internationally recognised hub which acts as a centre of excellence for matters relating
to the Sikh and Panjabi Community in the UK. Its remit extends beyond academia and
positions Sikh and Panjabi Studies on the global platform by raising awareness,
sharing knowledge and increasing profile with key stakeholders and influencers. The
Centre’s vision is ambitious and is supported by an equally aspirational mission, which
is to:

o aid cultural understanding and community cohesion;

« offer new perspectives on the Sikh faith — religion, history and politics;

e Dbreak down misunderstanding and misidentification by addressing negative
stereotypes;

« enable inter-faith understanding and dialogue;

« work locally and globally — helping those on our own streets, as well as on the
other side of the world;

« attract talented academics and students from around the world; and

« provide religious literacy toolkits for diverse workplaces such as the police,
NHS, journalists etc.

AUTHOR

Dr Opinderjit Kaur Takhar MBE is Associate Professor of Sikh Studies and the
Director of the Centre for Sikh and Panjabi Studies. She is an internationally
recognised scholar of Sikh Studies and has published widely in the form of books and
journal articles. She also wrote the specifications, together with textbooks and a
Teacher's guide for the OCR GCSE syllabus on Philosophy and Ethics, used in
secondary schools across Britain. She has written numerous educational resources,
and is consultant, for REToday Publications, a national resource for teaching Religious
Education across schools and colleges in the UK. Her 2005 book on Sikh Identity: An
Exploration of Groups amongst Sikhs (Ashgate) is used as a key text on a number of
Religious Studies courses at Universities around the world. Her recent book, published
by Equinox, is titled Religion and Senses of Place, co-authored with Graham Harvey
(2021). Opinderjit was awarded an MBE in 2018 for her services to Higher Education
and the community in Wolverhampton. She was given the award for ‘Inspirational
Woman of the Year in February 2020 by Asian Today, and as ‘Influential Leader of
the Year at the British Indian Awards in 2019. She has been awarded for her
contribution to Sikh Studies twice at the House of Lords, in 2021 and 2017. Opinderijit
is also a regular consultant to the BBC, including EastEnders and two documentaries
on the Sikhs — ‘Young, Sikh and Proud’ (aired BBC One, January 2020) and ‘Being
Sikh’(aired BBC One 13 April 2021). Opinderijit delivered the first ever lecture on the
Sikhs in British Parliament in 2018. She is President of Theology and Religious
Studies UK (TRS-UK), the umbrella body for all Theology and Religious Studies
departments at Universities, colleges and schools in the UK.
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Scope and Research Brief

This is a commissioned report in partnership between Wolves Foundation, the Centre
for Sikh and Panjabi Studies at the University of Wolverhampton, and Ranjit Singh
who leads Wolverhampton Wrestling Club based at Guru Nanak Satsang Gurdwara
on Cannock Road Wolverhampton. The objective of the research and the writing of
this report is to capture the opinions of Sikhs in Wolverhampton towards football
activities offered by Wolves Foundation and also to make recommendations for further
engagement with Sikhs in Wolverhampton through football activities.

Wolverhampton is home to 14 Gurdwaras (Sikh places of worship) and has a Sikh
population which is the second largest in the country outside of London. Panjabi is
the second most spoken language in Wolverhampton. Therefore, capturing the
essence of attitudes towards football in the Sikh community of Wolverhampton will
address the strengths and ways forward for engagement with the significant population
of Sikhs in Wolverhampton.

There are therefore a number of objectives for producing this report:

¢ |dentifying good practice through the activities already being offered by Wolves
Foundation in the community

e Highlighting barriers and obstacles in engaging with activities already being
offered

e Making recommendations for future football activities that could be offered by
Wolves Foundation to increase participation in the community
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Methodology

Primary qualitative data was gathered by using semi structured questions and specific
points for discussion (see Appendix 1). The venue for carrying out the research was
through the Wolverhampton Wrestling Club which is led by Ranjit Singh and based at
the Guru Nanak Satsang Gurdwara on Cannock Road Wolverhampton.

The ethical approval for which was granted by the Faculty of Arts, Business and Social
Sciences Ethics Committee at the University of Wolverhampton in November 2021.

The data collected was analysed by using qualitative tools such as thematic and
comparative analysis.
In ensuring anonymity, participants were not required to share their names.

One limitation of the data gathering process was various restrictions as a result of the
Covid-19 pandemic which made it difficult to organize Focus Groups.
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Findings

Just like all faith communities, the Sikh community in Wolverhampton is diverse in
terms of its beliefs and practices. Importantly, physical activity, be that through football
or other forms of sports and exercise, is seen as essential in maintaining a positive
outlook and lifestyle. Football has been the fabric of Indians for over a century (Dimeo
2001). Sikhteachings are replete with references to the state of mind, and in this case
one which can remain positive through physical activity and engagement with the
community. Therefore, participation in sports and physical exercise are strongly linked
to mental health. Many Gurdwaras have football clubs and gyms on their premises.
According to ‘Belief in the Game’ published by the FA:

‘Faith and football have been intrinsically linked to each other since the
organised game began in the 19th century. Far from being poles apart as many
assume, football has been in many cases the instrument by which faith
communities have come together regardless of their backgrounds” (p3).t

Responses to the questionnaires to gather primary data around the level of
engagement and barriers towards it were mixed from the respondents. When asked
about the current offering of activities in Wolverhampton, several participants were of
the opinion that there is a good offering and that their awareness of football activities
and leagues came primarily through social media, in particular Facebook. A number
however, commented that although they have heard of various activities, they are not
always offered when they turn up to advertised classes. On the other hand,
participants also remarked that they do not know where to enquire as to what is being
offered and would like the Gurdwaras to have this information to cascade on to the
community. Many respondents for this report were of the opinion that there is not
enough being offered around the Cannock Road area. Faith based community leaders
are usually trusted individuals within a community and therefore have the connections
often needed to promote football activities such as those being evaluated by Wolves
Foundation. Research has shown that “Trusted figures in the community can
help establish and build relationships that can serve to reach those who have been
excluded”.?

There is awareness, amongst a very small number of respondents of the fact that there
is the opportunity to play in semi-professional teams and that there is an abundance
of Sunday Leagues advertised on Facebook in particular. Activities taking place at
Aldersley Stadium were mentioned in the feedback by a number of research
participants. Knowledge of football being offered in parks was voiced by participants.
Football being offered through schools is also an activity that many had knowledge
about. For some, the only venue that offered football appeared to be Wolverhampton
Wanderers who played only at the Molineux. Others were aware of Sports Khalsa and
Punjabi Wolves. Punjabi Wolves was formed from Punjabi United FC which takes its
origins back to 1966 as one of the first Sikh based football clubs in England. In the
1970’s the Khalsa Football Federation was set up as a platform for Sikh based football
teams in England and is affiliated with the Birmingham County Football Association. It

! belief-in-the-game---an-fa-guide-to-faith-in-football.pdf
2 Engaging Marginalized Communities: Challenges and Best Practices | icma.org
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is no surprise that a number of British Asian football teams were established as
protection for Asian players due to overt racism in football (Johal, 2001).3

The comment was made that Wolverhampton Wanderers only took on players who
are professional and therefore did not offer any opportunities for children and adults
wanting to improve on the basic skills they had. The need for more classes and training
specific to females is an issue that was repeatedly mentioned in the feedback.
Respondents were also travelling to Birmingham to play in leagues since they felt they
were not skilled enough to attend the leagues currently on offer in Wolverhampton. On
the other hand, one respondent was positive about the opportunity for five-a-side with
family and friends and also mentioned there are a number of indoor spaces too such
as Wolverhampton College and Aldersley Stadium.

When asked about whether there is anything in particular that would encourage
attendance at football activities in Wolverhampton, the need for Panjabi speaking
coaches was mentioned by a number of respondents. Additionally, Wolverhampton
has a growing number of Sikhs from Italy, for whom English is not a first language,
therefore, communication through Panjabi was seen as a necessary way forward
through which to engage with the community. Furthermore, not all Sikhs are proficient
in English and would therefore welcome bi-lingual literature as well as coaches with
whom they can confidentially converse with. The chance to play with a professional
team through youth schemes was also suggested. The importance of providing
transport to attend activities also came up a number of times, as did the cost of
enrolling onto classes. The financial element is a barrier for some participants,
especially as a result of employment losses during the pandemic.

The timing and dates of classes is a barrier. For parents working full time and evening
jobs, taking their children to after school classes during the week is an obstacle. They
would welcome classes during the weekend and during school holidays. Marketing
towards younger people is something that many felt was missing, this was coupled by
marketing which is predominantly geared towards white (Caucasian) and black young
males, it was therefore felt that asian youngsters and adults are not the targeted
audience for such activities. One respondent commented that they wanted to play but
did not feel they had the fitness levels, so wanted to know whether there is an offer at
a basic level for adults to improve resilience and football skills. Another made the same
remark and also added that they would not know where the best place to attend would
be and that there therefore should be promotional marketing events and literature
available in the Gurdwaras.

Females only sessions were voiced as a way forward by a number of respondents
who remarked that they would feel comfortable starting off in a female only
environment and then on to mixed teams once they had gained the confidence in their
football skills. Not being fluent in the English language was repeatedly raised as a
barrier. Having different venues to house different age groups was raised as a
preference, as was the understanding that one could only play in professional clubs in
Wolverhampton. Familiarity and safety in number is also a factor that came out in the

3 Johal, Sanjiev (2001). ‘Playing Their Own Game: A South Asian Football Experience’, Ben Car rington & lan
McDonald (eds). ‘Race’, Sport and British Society. London: Routledge, 153-169.

7|Page



feedback with comments around attending classes with family and friends or going to
those classes where one already knew other people.

The need for good, friendly and reliable coaches who are passionate about the
community was welcome. Therefore, there is a preference for coaches to live locally
or at least within Wolverhampton. Safe spaces are also an important factor since a
number commented that they felt uncomfortable in sending their children to parks,
where there are drug related issues and gangs present. However, they also saw
community football as a way to keep their children off the streets. Parks could also
offer better equipment for playing football. Cheaper classes and training opportunities
would be welcome, as would free sessions. Involving community volunteers is also
good for community engagement and motivation. A respondent was of the opinion that
they’re too old and wondered whether marketing geared at older people could be
introduced. In this respect, participation in football activities can be a means to
combatting loneliness and depression amongst all age ranges, but specifically
amongst the elderly. The traditional structure of living in extended families, alongside
grandparents, is something that is changing in the Sikh community, which means
many elderly members of the community may feel alone and would welcome activities
geared towards the elderly.

One of the barriers highlighted was around cultural awareness and also around
language. Coaches who could speak the Panjabi language were seen as a positive
way to overcome some of the barriers to participation. It was remarked that training in
cultural and faith literacy would be good so that coaches are aware of cultural and faith
related issues. Interestingly, the FA have guidance on the wearing of Sikh articles of
faith, they state that:

“Referees should ensure that players do not wear articles which may
constitute a danger to other players or to themselves. Referees should set a
good example by removing their own rings and jewellery. Referees, however,
should make allowances for religious symbols (e.g. a player of the Sikh
religion wearing a Kara in a match), provided that they are not dangerous and
that adequate covering be applied as protection” (p9).4

One respondent pointed to the fact that marketing also seems as though it is geared
towards attracting white or black players, so there needs to be Asian coaches and
players in marketing and publicity of what is on offer at a local level. Transport was an
obstacle in getting to some venues, and therefore locally offered activities would be
easier to get to. Lack of knowledge of where some activities are taking place suggests
a gap in communication, which therefore needs addressing.

There is a perception amongst some respondents that if they’re child is not selected
to play in a league through their school, then they have no chance of going into a
league independently.

4 belief-in-the-game---an-fa-guide-to-faith-in-football.pdf
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Another barrier mentioned was a lack of catering for different levels of skills. Many
adults would like to start sessions and training, but much of what is offered to adults
seems to have a pre-requisite of some previous training or skills. It would be useful to
have a basic fitness training which then works up to acquiring the more tailored skills,
some would not attend sessions because they feel they’'re “not up to it". Lack of
awareness of where and when the activities take place was also a frequent comment
being made. One adult informant pointed out the barrier as “I can’t play football so
need someone to teach me” and did not want to play alongside experienced players
where he/she would feel inadequate. Different levels of training from basic to
intermediate to advanced levels are licking in the community activities. Similarly, it
was voiced that "I am inactive and feel uncomfortable to start”.

Discrimination and racism came up as factors in non-participation. People need to feel
comfortable and safe, but also in sending their children to football training. Marketing
and the perception of the targeted audience is an issue amongst the Sikh community
who were involved in this research.

The best place for football activities to take place were local spaces as it gets dark
earlier during Wintertime. This also brings into consideration transport to venues that
are far to walk to. Local parks were seen as ideal venues, as were the fields of the
Cannock Road Gurdwara. Marketing needs to be more prominent locally so people
know where to go for football training, local venues also has the added element of
familiarity and going along with friends, which again is the concept of ‘safety in
numbers’. Leisure centres and Gurdwaras were mentioned by several respondents as
venues for activities, which they believe should not just be offered in football clubs.

Additionally, the point was made that there should be spaces in which one can talk to
coaches and youth workers to get a better insight into what training involves and how
it all works. The opportunity to attend seminars and workshops held in the community
to encourage participation is welcome. Female only sessions tailored for different
age groups and different abilities would be a pull factor in the community.

The community would like good coaches and good facilities. There is a fear of sending
kids to unsafe spaces, therefore, there is a strong need of safe spaces, that is, for
activities to be held in private owned premises, community centres and faith centres.
Friendly five-a-side competitions would be encouraging factors in participation and all
should be made to feel welcome.
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Summary of the Recommendations

Community engagement should be carried out through Sikh Gurdwaras which serve
as social hubs as well as religious institutions. This is important since there is no one
overall Sikh organisation or body that represents all Sikhs in Britain.

Language barriers are one of the major barriers in participation. Therefore the
community should have access to Panjabi speaking coaches. Publicity material should
be available in the Panjabi language as well as in English.

Cultural awareness and Sikh faith literacy for coaches was highlighted as being a way
forward to engage with the community.

Marketing and media campaigns need to be representative of the targeted audiences,
in this case asian players on publicity materials.

Diversity within the community should be addressed in acknowledging and that one
size does not fit all.

Policies need to be in place to tackle discrimination, particularly racism. These policies
should be transparent and available for all to access.

Outreach in the community through the Gurdwaras and community centres is a direct
approach that should be emphasised when reaching out to the community for
engagement and participation.

Understanding the Sikh community through engagement events would increase
participation.

Those responding to surveys and questionnaires would welcome feedback on how

their views and opinions have been adopted in the policies going forwards. In other
words, how their input has made a difference.
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Appendices

Appendix 1: Questionnaire used to gather primary data

Football in the Community

Cannock Road Gurdwara is working with the Centre for Sikh and Panjabi Studies at
the University of Wolverhampton to get YOUR ideas on football activities for the
community

1. Do you feel there is already a good offering of football activities in
Wolverhampton? If yes, what are these activities and where do they take
place?

2. Is there anything in particular that would encourage you attend football
activities in Wolverhampton?

3. Are there any barriers that prevent you from taking part in football activities?

4. Where do you feel is the best place for football activities to take place?

5. Is there anything you feel Wolves Foundation (who are commissioning this
research) should know when considering what to offer in the community?
PLEASE CONTINUE WRITING ON THE BACK OF THIS SHEET
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Appendix 2: An Introduction to the Sikhs and their faith (Sikhi)

Although the youngest of the major world faiths, Sikhs constitute the fifth largest
following globally. Collectively, the Sikh community across the world is referred to as
the Panth. Current narratives and preference amongst Sikhs is to use the term ‘Sikhi’
when referring to their faith, beliefs and practices since the suffix of the ‘ism’ is very
much viewed as a colonial intervention to homogenise the Sikh way of life. The origins
of Sikhi begin in 1469 CE with the birth of Guru Nanak, the first of the ten human Sikh
Gurus. The eternity of Guruship, through the embodiment of the Divine Light (the jot)
is vested in the Guru Granth Sahib, the holy scripture which became the eternal Guru
in 1708 CE. Each of the ten Gurus made their own impact on the development of the
faith from 1469 — 1708 CE. Sikhs believe in the unity of the ten Gurus through the
concept of the jot, hence their message is seen as a continuation of the teachings of
Guru Nanak. The outward identity of a Sikh was made compulsory for all Sikhs who
were initiated through the creation of the Khalsa in 1699 CE under the leadership of
the tenth Sikh Guru, Guru Gobind Singh. Initiated Sikhs, referred to as amritdhari are
required to wear the five symbols of the Khalsa at all times, referred to as the panj-
kakkar, the 5K’s. These are the:

Kesh - uncut hair and beard of the Sikh.

Kangha - the comb which is used to keep the hair tidy, symbolising spirituality
and discipline.

Kara - the steel bracelet which is usually worn on the right wrist, symbolizing
the eternal nature of the Divine.

Kaccha - shorts, also worn as an undergarment, symbolising a Sikh’s
readiness to defend the weak and vulnerable.

Kirpan — a small sword symbolising dignity, self-respect and readiness to
uphold the religious liberty of humanity as a whole.

Although the turban is not one of the 5K’s, it has become the hallmark of the external
Sikh identity and is worn by males and increasingly by females too.

The Guru Granth Sahib is the authority on Sikh teachings, collectively are
referred to as Gurbani, and contains the compositions of the first five and the ninth
Sikh Gurus, together with the teachings from Hindu and Muslim sants (holy men) and
bhagats (devotees). Similar to all faiths, the Sikhs are a diverse community with a
number of ‘groups’ amongst them. There is an estimated 350 Gurdwaras (Sikh places
of worship) in the United Kingdom, a number of these are specifically based around
caste and sectarian identities. The term Gurdwara is translated as the ‘door to the
Guru’, hence any building which has the Guru Granth Sahib installed becomes a
Gurdwara. There is no priesthood among Sikhs. Hence all are regarded as equals
without any levels of hierarchy since there is no notion of the ordained or the laity
amongst Sikhs. The learned individual who looks after the Gurdwara and the Guru
Granth Sahib is referred to as the Giani. Using the term ‘priest’ for this individual is
misleading. There are different types of Sikhs in the Panth:

Amritdhari - a Sikh who has undergone the initiation ceremony and is therefore

required to observe the rules and regulations of the Khalsa. An amritdhari is
required to wear the 5K’s at all times. Due to the lack of an ordained priesthood
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amongst Sikhs, it is misleading to refer to amritdharis as orthodox Sikhs. This
term has no place in Sikhi.

Kesdhari — a Sikh who wears the external symbols of the Khalsa but is not
necessarily initiated.

Mona — A Sikh who cuts the hair and does not wear any or all of the 5K’s. ltis
popular for mona Sikhs to wear the kara, to symbolise their Sikh identity.

The three core principles in Sikhi which find expression in everyday living are:
Nam simran - meditation on, or recitation of, the Name of the Divine.
Kirt karo - working hard and earning an honest living.
Vand ke chakko - sharing one’s food and wealth with the less fortunate.

The Sikh concept of the Divine is one that is gender free and has no concrete Name.
The most popular term to refer to the formless Divine is Waheguru ‘the Wonderful
Guru’. The terms Satnam (the True Name) and Satguru (the true Guru) are also
popularly used. The origin, development and history of the Sikhs is largely linked to
the Panjab, thus the majority of the Panth is of Panjabi heritage. The culture and
traditions of the Panjab continue to influence the lived experience of being a Sikh in
the United Kingdom. The birthplace of Guru Nanak, together with historic sites
associated with the Sikh faith are now located in Pakistan as a result of the Partition
of India in 1947. Many Sikhs thus had to leave their ancestral towns and villages in
the newly created Pakistan and travel over to the Indian side of the border.

According to Sikh tradition, it was at the age of thirty that Guru Nanak underwent
a mystical experience which became manifest in his teachings. The message of Guru
Nanak was carried on through the teachings of the succeeding Gurus. Collectively,
the teachings of the Gurus are referred to as dhur ki bani, revealed teachings through
the mystical experiences of the Gurus. Guru Nanak’s emphasis on ‘Oneness’ teaches
that the essence of the Divine is imminent in the hearts of all human beings, this in
turn entails that all human beings are equal and therefore negates any form of
prejudice and discrimination towards others. In particular, Sikhi is abundant with
references to gender and caste equality. It is the principle of equal rights and spiritual
opportunities for each and every human being that makes Sikhi revolutionary, solitary
and unique in its all-encompassing outlook. Guru Nanak’s egalitarian approach to
everyday living which was carried on by the succeeding Gurus through a number of
institutions such as the establishment of the langar which rejects caste based
discrimination and promotes the oneness of all human beings regardless of caste,
gender or faith. The human predicament according to Sikhi is the atman’s (eternal
self’'s) entrapment in samsara, the cycle of continuous death and rebirth referred to as
reincarnation. This transmigration is the result of the egoistic attachment to worldly
pleasures. It is emphasized, however, that human birth is regarded as the highest of
all births since it is the only form through which the atman can attain liberation from
rebirth.

The Sikh religious calendar is full with festivals and Gurpurbs which mark key
events associated with the lives of the Gurus. The annual festival of Vaisakhi takes
place in April and is particularly colourful through the processions in which Sikhs
participate in all the major towns and cities of the United Kingdom. Vaisakhi marks the
creation of the Khalsa in 1699 CE and in the larger cities culminates in gatherings of
tens of thousands of Sikhs. It is also a popular time for Sikhs to take initiation into the
Khalsa. Bandi Chor Diwas coincides with the festival of Diwali. Sikhs mark the
occasion to commemorate the release of the sixth Guru, Guru Hargobind from prison
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when he also managed to secure the release of 52 Hindu princes. Bandi Chor Diwas
is the festival of light, representing the triumph of good over evil and reminds Sikhs to
uphold the religious liberty and freedom of fellow human beings, regardless of whether
they are Sikh or non-Sikh. The festival of Hola Mohalla takes place usually in March
and is a showcase for Sikh martial arts, particularly the gatka. There is much debate
about meat eating amongst Sikhs. It is incorrect to assume that all Sikhs are
vegetarians. The only prohibition in relation to meat eating is not to eat halal meat due
to the period associated with the Sikh identity construction as stipulated in the Sikh
Rehat Maryada, the Sikh code of conduct.

Physical exercise is encouraged as is evident by the numerous sporting activities
being offered by Gurdwaras and in the community by Sikhs. The concept of the mun,
which loosely translates as the mind, one’s feelings and emotions is central to the
teachings of the Gurus. Maintaining a healthy lifestyle is core to the Sikh way of life.
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Appendix 3: Glossary of key Sikh/Panjabi terms

Amritdhari — an initiated Sikh, therefore required to wear the 5 external symbols of
Khalsa identity.

Chardi kala — remaining in ‘high spirits’ as highlighted in Sikh teachings.

Kesdhari — a Sikh with uncut hair.

Khalsa — created in 1699 CE by Guru Gobind Singh, literally the ‘Pure Ones’.

Giani — one who is learned in Sikh teachings and reads from the Guru Granth Sahib.

Gurdwara — the Sikh place of worship’ Literally ‘the entrance to the Guru’

Mona — a Sikh who cuts the hair

Mun — the mind in Sikh teachings, also extended to feelings and emotions

Panj Kakkar (5Ks) — the 5 external symbols of the Khalsa

Panth — the global Sikh community

Sikhi — the teachings, beliefs and practices of Sikhs

Waheguru — a term widely used to refer to the Divine which is gender-free.
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