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1. Background 
 
Sikhism is a major world religion founded by Guru Nanak in the 15th century. Today it 
has adherents in many countries around the world, and in India is composed of many 
ethnicities in common with other religious groups in India. Sikhs have a distinct religious 
identity and requirements particularly those who are initiated Sikhs. 
 
However, in terms of ethnicity most Sikhs emanate from the Punjab and share their 
genetic origins with people from various religions in Northern India. Issues around public 
health, employment and representation are common across many Indians from Northern 
India. In the 2011 Census 98.4% of Sikhs were happy to be recorded under religion 
(see 1.1 below) and not ethnicity. The question then arises why is The Sikh 
Federation UK (SFUK), ignoring common sense and fundamental Sikh teachings on 
identity, and evidence, which suggests Sikhs themselves do not view themselves as an 
ethnicity, to suggest that Sikhs have a distinct and exclusive ethnic identity? 
 
1.1 2011 census statistics - England and Wales, which demonstrate why there is no 
need for a separate Sikh ethnic tick box 
 
Total census Sikh population: 430,020i 
No. of Sikhs who identified themselves as Sikhs under ethnicity: 83,362 
No. who identified themselves as Sikhs under both religion & ethnicity: 76,500 
No. Sikhs who identified themselves under ethnicity only: 6,862ii 

 
% Sikhs who do not want to be identified by religion 6,862/430,020: 1.6%iii 

 
The 2011 census results show that 98.4% of Sikhs in 2011 were happy to be 
identified by religion. 

 
1.2 Academic responses to SFUK’s campaign 
 
Dr Jhutti-Johal a respected academic in Sikh Studies from the University of Birmingham 
has written in respect to the SFUK’s ‘ethnic’ tick box campaign. She writes: 
 

‘…a 2017 survey commissioned by ONS in Hounslow and Wolverhampton (areas 
with high numbers of Sikhs) to test differences in responses to Sikh religion and 
Sikh ethnic tick boxes…evaluating the consultation process, and the evidence 



presented by the Sikh APPG and the ONS, there seems to be little justification to 
amend the 2021 census to include a Sikh ethnic tick box and the data from the 
2011 Census supports this.’iv 

 
Her research is further supported by Sunder Katwala from British Futures Think Tank who 
has also questioned SFUK’s methodology and campaign. He noted: 
 

‘If this category is introduced, evidence is it would report a larger minority. I then 
want to know how public services could take all Sikhs into account, (faith as well 
as ethnic category): otherwise, the reform would fail in its core goal…a proposal 
for 40k public bodies [to] consider Sikhs in public policy, but not Hindus or Muslims. 
I have strong doubts about the ethics and political wisdom of this… The request 
fails on common sense, politics & fairness…I also wonder about the EHRC view 
of potential for legal difficulties…Were I an MP, I would favour a proposal to ensure 
Sikh needs are considered in public policy, and Christian, Hindu, Muslim needs… 
But not a proposal that says Sikhs but not Muslims & Hindus, surely.’v 

 
Furthermore, Dr Jhutti-Johal has shown in her research how ONS is monitoring Sikhs. 
For example, SFUK highlight how Citizens Advice Bureau note Sikhs have an ethnicity. 
This is good practice on the part of Citizens Advice Bureau who have used ONS guidance 
from 2003vi to monitor Sikhs. Most recently, John Pullinger’s letter to the Chair of the 
APPGvii Preet Gill MP dated 14th December 2018 demonstrated how the ONS will work 
with public bodies, local authorities and the community to ensure that the data on the Sikh 
community is appropriately collected.viii This clearly demonstrates there simply is no need 
for a separate Sikh ‘ethnic’ tick box and the ONS have thoroughly considered the best 
way in meeting the data needs of the community. 
 
Whilst what is clear from the SFUK campaign is that, they have tried to argue that they 
are ‘THE’ representative body of all Sikhs and shut down voices that oppose this move. 
The case rests on the support of 150 Gurdwara and Sikh bodies, but having analysed the 
list it is clear that there is a misrepresentation of truth because some of the organisations 
are double counted under different names, and some do not even exist or represent the 
community. 
 
1.3 Nationhood 
 
On a final note it is argued that SFUK are fighting for a separate tick box so that they can 
have Sikhs defined as a nation which will bolster their case for a separate state – 
Khalistan in India. 
 
This will have a negative impact on relations between communities in the UK, but also 
India. It can also have a detrimental effect on post-Brexit trade talks with India. 
 
In conclusion, this debate has become very vitriolic and divisive within the UK Sikh 
community, but also globally. Please note whilst in the US Census, where religion is not 
asked, Sikhs have recently been awarded a separate number within the race and ethnicity 



section this has also raised a lot of arguments amongst the American Sikhs. Sikhs share 
ethnicity with many other India groups and concerns around health and employment are 
common across these groups. To date the case for what the benefits for a separate ethnic 
tick box are in real terms, have not been made. Instead, we are left with more concerns 
and unanswered questions. 
 
Apart from specific religious requirements, which are addressed via the religion tick box, 
it is difficult to see what benefits a separate ethnic tick box will bring to the Sikh 
community. For example, in terms of public health it is difficult to see what medical 
condition is specific just to Sikhs and no other Indians. Sikhs generally share common 
ethnicity with other Indian groups and to deny this would be factually and morally wrong. 

i https://www.thehindu.com/news/international/census-category-calls-divide-britains-sikh-
community/article24523381.ece  
www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/culturalidentity/religion/articles/religioninenglandandwal
es2011/2012-12-11  
ii https://www.birmingham.ac.uk/research/perspective/sikh-census.aspx  
iii Ibid 
iv https://www.birmingham.ac.uk/research/perspective/sikh-census.aspx  
v https://twitter.com/sundersays/status/1025484207622115331  
vi Ethnic group statistics: A guide for the collection and classification of ethnicity data. Office for National 
Statistics. 2003. 
vii The SFUK are the current secretariat to the APPG on UK Sikhs. Notably, a recent report for the 
Commission for Countering Extremism titled - The changing nature of activism among Sikhs in the UK 
today, made critical reference to SFUK and their sister group, The Sikh Network. The SFUK run APPG 
have mastered the art of portraying SFUK demands as broader mainstream Sikh community demands 
and the non-Sikh MPs unquestioningly and naively accept this. We are concerned that this is especially 
the case for newly elected cross-party MPs. After 6 months of chasing, our director Lord Singh (the 
current treasurer for the APPG) was finally allowed to give a presentation to the APPG on the census. 
The account of the meeting is given in the attached Sikh Messenger (p 22). 
viii https://www.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/correspondence/census-2021-appg-sikhs/  
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