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INTRODUCTION

This handbook was created for Avon and
Somerset Constabulary in order to
provide police officers and staff with a
more informed understanding of cultural
diversity within the communities it serves.

There is an online extended version of this
booklet which is regularly updated and
has links to further sources of information.
It can be accessed on the diversity pages
of the intranet*.  

It quickly became apparent that other
organisations, including statutory service
providers and businesses, recognised the
benefits that this handbook could give
them. Therefore this booklet has been
revised, and its format adapted, to be of
interest around the country.

The information contained within this
booklet cannot claim to be a definitive
guide to all ethnic groups that make up
the British population, but it does cover
many cultural groups.

So far as possible, this booklet has been
written in consultation with local
community organisations, statutory
bodies, academics and other individuals
who hold knowledge of respective cultural
backgrounds.  We have tried to make it a
police and partnership endeavour.  

The new 2009 edition of Faces of Britain:
A Cultural Guide is intended to reflect
changes within our communities,
particularly as a result of economic
migration, immigration and applications
for asylum.  

If any aspect of this booklet is viewed as
inaccurate or offensive, it is completely
unintentional.  Should any such error be
brought to our attention within the
Diversity Unit at Avon and Somerset
Constabulary, we will change future
publications as appropriate. 
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* This is for Avon and Somerset employees. This is also available to other organisations. Contact
http://www.avonandsomerset.police.uk/facesdis for further information.



Section 1: Understanding
Different Cultures

AFRICA

Eritrea

In 2008 Eritrea had an estimated total
population of 5,502,026 people. Asmara
(sometimes spelt Asmera) is the capital
city of Eritrea.  

Eritrea has a long history of conflict with
neighbouring country Ethiopia.  During
1962 Eritrea was annexed by Ethiopia, an
action that led to a 30 year war civil war,
ending in 1993 with a UN-controlled
referendum bringing formal recognition of
Eritrea’s independence.  However,
between 1998-2000 Eritrea and Ethiopia
once again engaged in war due to border
tensions resurfacing around the town of
Badme, as well as wider problems related

to economic tensions between the two
countries.  This war ended when a peace
agreement was signed between Eritrean
and Ethiopian Governments in the year
2000 (Algiers Agreement).  However
border tensions between Eritrea with
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1 The Home Office states the top 10 nationalities who applied for asylum in the UK during the first
quarter of 2008 were as follows: Afghanistan; Iraq; Zimbabwe; Iran; Eritrea; Somalia; Sri Lanka; China;
Pakistan; and Nigeria. Home Office (2008) Asylum Statistics: 1st Quarter 2008 United Kingdom, page 2.

2 CIA World Factbook."https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/er.html" 
Website accessed March 2009.

Africa is a huge continent with an enormous variety
and diversity of languages, cultures and
religions/faiths/beliefs. This section briefly outlines
cultural diversity between three African nationalities
that have migrated from Africa to Britain in relatively
larger numbers within recent years: Eritrean, Somali
and Zimbabwean. 
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Ethiopia continue to the present day.
During 2002 the Eritrea-Ethiopia
Boundary Commission (established
under the Algiers Agreement) declared
that the town of Badme fell within Eritrean
boundaries.  

During 2008 there were reported tensions
between Eritrea and Djibouti, with Eritrea
being accused of violating Djibouti’s
border at the village of Doumeira.  Eritrea
refuted this allegation.

Ethnicity and Language

There are 9 ethnic groups in Eritrea, these
are: Tigrinya, Tigre, Rashaida, Afar, Bilen,
Hedareb, Saho, Kunama and Nara.
The UNHCR report Eritrea: Risk Groups
and Protection-Related Issues states:
‘The population [of Eritrea] is fairly evenly
divided between Tigrinya-speaking
Christians in the southern highlands,

Tigre-speaking Muslims in the northern
highlands and on the eastern and western
slopes, speakers of Saho and Afar in the
coastal desert plain, and speakers of Beja
and Nilotic languages on the western
plain. Many inhabitants along the coast
and the border with Sudan speak Arabic,
and many of those around Asmara also
speak Italian and some also speak
Amharic’.

Religion

Religion in Eritrea is split between Muslim
and Christian. The BBC reported in 2004
that people who belong to faiths other
than Muslim, Christian, Orthodox or
Evangelical traditions are not formally
recognised by the Eritrean state.
Christian and Muslim Eritreans observe
respective religious festivals and fasts
such as Lent (Christian) or Ramadan
(Muslim).
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3 Source: BBC (2008). http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/world/africa/7390945.stm 

4 Source: BBC (2008).  http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/world/africa/7385690.stm 

5 Encyclopedia of the Nations (2008).
http://www.nationsencyclopedia.com/Africa/Eritrea-ETHNIC-GROUPS.html.
Website Accessed December 2008.

6 UNHCR (2005) Eritrea: Risk Groups and Protection-Related Issues.

7 Jonah Fisher reporting for the BBC on ‘Religious Persecution in Eritrea’ (2004) –
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/africa/3663654.stm. Website accessed December 2008.



Somalia

Mogadishu is the capital of Somalia. 

It is difficult to estimate the number of
Somali born people, both within Somalia
and across the world.  This is the result of
many years of conflict and the sheer
number of refugees who have been
forced to leave their homeland.  In 2008
the CIA World Factbook stated the
estimated number of Somali people in
Somalia as 9,558,666 people, however
they noted the difficulty in obtaining
accurate data and how this estimate was
generated as a result of an official Census
taken back in 1975.

More than 95 per cent of the Somali
population is composed of a single ethnic
group. The Somalis are united by a
common language, culture and the
Islamic religion.  Somalis are traditionally
nomadic, pastoral people.

History and Conflict

Under European and Ethiopian
colonisation the Somalis were divided
under British, Italian, French and
Ethiopian administrations, each seeking
power for economic or strategic reasons.
In 1960, British and Italian Somalia
became independent, joining together as
the new Somali Republic. The first nine
years of independence were peaceful. 

However, tension started to build, political 

corruption set in and the country began to 
fragment. In 1969 the president was
assassinated and General Siyaad Barre
came to power. During his 21-year
presidency Somalia experienced a series
of widespread clan persecutions and civil
war. In 1990 the rebels overthrew General
Barre. They failed to form a new state
government which resulted in the north
becoming independent and forming a
separate government, causing major
problems, particularly in the south.
Somalia has been, and continues to be, a
war-torn country with fighting between the
clans and armies.

Language

Somali is the national language (a
Cushitic language) and the first language
of the majority of the population. There are
other distinctive dialects. Somalis may
also speak English, Arabic, French and
Italian. Until 1972 the Somali language
had no official written form. A significant
number of Somalis will also speak the
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8 CIA World Factbook (2008)  https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/so.html.
Website accessed December 2008.
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Swahili language which is a multi-national
language spoken in several east African
nations.

Religion

With a long tradition of trading
connections with the Arabian Peninsula,
Somalis are predominantly Muslim. For
further information about Islam see the
section on ‘Religion, Faith and Belief’ on
page 51.

Somali social structure

The social structure is composed of
tribes, clans and sub-clans that branch
out into patrilineal lineage. There are six
major clan-families: the Daarood, the
Hawiye (most numerous and predominate
in the south), the Isaaq (predominate in
northern Somalia), the Dir, Digil and
Rahanwayn (far south and fewer in
number). The clan-family system is the
basis of Somali society. It provides
individual security, but for society as a
whole it is an unstable system,
characterised at all levels by shifting
allegiances. Somalis identify more
immediately with the clans into which
each clan-family is subdivided, for
example the Isaaq contains clans such as
the Awal, Garhajis and Habarjeclo.
Relationships between individuals and
groups are based on kinship (formed by
marriage alliances and blood ties).
Customs regulate the system. Clan sizes
may range from a few thousand to several

hundred thousand members. They are
usually internally subdivided into different
branches, down to the level of single
families. The Somali social fabric is
dependent on the tracing of genealogies.
The system has been vulnerable to
external manipulation by politicians.

Khat

Khat (pronounced Cat) is a plant-based
drug, cultivated in East Africa (Kenya and
Ethiopia) and the Arabian Peninsula
(Yemen). It is currently legal unless it has
in some way been prepared or formed
into a product, i.e. the extraction of its
active ingredients Cathinone and Cathine
which are both Class C drugs. Khat
trafficking in Britain appears to be
controlled by four separate groups:
Ethiopians, Somalis, Yeminis and some
members of the indigenous population.
Somalis are the main consumers of Khat.
Khat is normally chewed and acts as a
stimulant.

Khat is used for socialising,
predominantly among Somali men. There
is concern that Khat is contributing
towards mental health problems among
the Somali refugees, especially when
compounded with the economic
deprivation that some Somalis may face
in Britain.

Faces of Britain 8 A Cultural Guide

9 Avert (2008) http://www.avert.org/aids-zimbabwe.htm. Website accessed December 2008.



Zimbabwe

The Republic of Zimbabwe is a country of
390,759 sq km located in the southern
part of Africa.  The capital city of
Zimbabwe is Harare.  

Zimbabwe is home to approximately
13,300,000 (CIA World Factbook, 2008)
Population data for Zimbabwe must be
treated with caution as not only are there
high infant mortality rates, there are higher
than average death rates due to infections
such as HIV or Aids, and significant
patterns of outward migration in search of
food and work. International HIV and AIDS
charity Avert state that Zimbabwe is facing
one of the harshest AIDS epidemics in the
world, and that approximately 1 in 7
people are living with HIV within
Zimbabwe. The people of Zimbabwe have
also suffered due to other major health
outbreaks, such as the cholera epidemic
during 2008.

History and Conflict

Formerly a British colony called Rhodesia,
the nation of Rhodesia declared unilateral
independence from Britain in 1965,
although this action was not recognised
by the British Government at that time.

Rhodesia was led by a minority white
government and there was concern over
the rights and status of the majority black
population.  After UN sanctions and civil
war ensued, Rhodesia gained formal
independence from Britain in 1980 and
subsequently became known as the
country of Zimbabwe.  The first official
government of Zimbabwe was made up
of people from the political party ZANU-
PF (Zimbabwe African National Union-
Patriotic Front).  Robert Mugabe became
Zimbabwe’s first prime minister in 1980,
and with constitutional changes in place,
its first president from December 1987.

Since the new millennium Zimbabwe has
been marked by many political and
economic troubles. Clinging onto power,
ZANU-PF held elections in 2002, 2005

Faces of Britain 9 A Cultural Guide

10 http://www.worldvitalrecords.com/zimbabwetimeline.html.  Website accessed December 2008.
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/zi.html#Govt.  Website accessed Dec 
11 Reuters Africa (2008).  http://africa.reuters.com/business/news/usnJOE4B206T.html.
Website accessed December 2008. 
12 Department for International Development (2008) Country Profiles: Zimbabwe.
http://www.dfid.gov.uk/countries/africa/zimbabwe.asp. Website accessed May 2008.
13 RIN Africa: UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs.
http://www.irinnews.org/Report.aspx?ReportId=73789. Website accessed December 2008.
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and 2008, all of which have been heavily
criticised, with allegations of fraud, both
by its main political rivals, Movement for
Democratic Change (MDC), and various
international election observer groups.  

Poverty

Zimbabwe is currently facing economic
and political turmoil. Poverty is high in
Zimbabwe, with food and water being
scarce resources for many. During
December 2008 the inflation rate in
Zimbabwe was extremely high, and over
80% of people were unemployed at this
time.  According to the British Department
for International Development, 56% of
people in Zimbabwe live on less than $1
per day, while 80% live on less than $2 per
day.  Infant stunting (children being
shorter than average height for their age
due to the effects of malnourishment) is
high in Zimbabwe, with the Zimbabwe
Demographic and Health Survey finding
29% of all children in Zimbabwe were
stunted. The UN Office for the
Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs
states that ‘Malnutrition is accelerating
among Zimbabwe's children, their access
to healthcare is declining, and 1 in 10 in
the capital, Harare, is suffering from
kwashiorkor, a condition caused by an
acute lack of protein …’.

Language

The official language of Zimababwe is
English, although Shona is the indigenous
language spoken by the majority group,
the Shona, while Sindabele is spoken by
the next largest group, the Ndebele. There
are many other minority languages.

Religion

Zimbabwe is predominantly a Christian
country.

Holidays and Festivals

18 April – Independence Day.

1 May – Worker’s Day.

25 May – Africa Day.

Faces of Britain 10 A Cultural Guide

14 CIA World Factbook.  https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/sc.html.
Website accessed March 2009.
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CARIBBEAN
The climate and diversity of culture in the
Caribbean make the region an attractive
tourist venue for people the world over.

With the exception of Guyana, which is
located on the South American mainland,
the Caribbean is made up of a series of
islands just to the east of the Americas.
These islands include Anguilla (UK),
Aruba (Netherlands), Antigua & Barbuda
(Commonwealth), British Virgin Islands
(UK), The Bahamas (Commonwealth),
Barbados (Commonwealth), Cayman
Islands (UK), Cuba (Association of
Caribbean States), Dominica
(Commonwealth), Dominican Republic
(Association of Caribbean States),
Grenada (Commonwealth), Guadeloupe
(France), Haiti (Association of Caribbean
States), Jamaica (Commonwealth),
Martinique (French), Montserrat (UK),
Navassa Island (USA), Netherlands
Antilles (Netherlands), Puerto Rico (USA),
St Kitts & Nevis (Commonwealth), St
Lucia (Commonwealth), St Martin
(French/ Netherlands), St Vincent and the
Grenadines (Commonwealth), Trinidad &
Tobago (Commonwealth), Turks & Caicos
Islands (UK), The Virgin Islands (USA).

Many of the Caribbean islands are now
independent, although maintaining links
with USA or European nations such as
France, Netherlands and Britain. The size
and population of the islands vary
considerably, for example, Cuba has an
area of 110,860 km sq (just under half the
size of the UK) with an estimated
population of 11,423,952, compared to 

St. Kitts & Nevis, which together have an
area of 261 km sq with a combined
population of approximately 39,817.

The majority of African-Caribbeans who
have migrated to Britain came from
islands with British links. Over 60% came
from Jamaica and smaller numbers from
a variety of islands including Dominica,
Barbados, Anguilla, Trinidad, Guyana, St
Lucia, St Vincent and Antigua.

Language

The language of the islands varies with
Spanish, French, Dutch and English all
widely spoken, along with Creole and
local Patois.

Religion

The religions of the islands are mainly
those of Europe and North America.
Roman Catholicism predominated on the
islands formerly under Spanish or French
influence and Protestantism prevailed
elsewhere. Other religions include
Voodoo and Obeah from African origin,

USA

•Cuba

South America

Jamaica •

Dominican
Republic

• Virgin
 Islands

Haiti • •



with Hinduism and Islam practised by the
East Indians of Trinidad.

There are many folk religions in the
Caribbean including Pentecostalists,
Seventh Day Adventists, Shango,
Pocomania, Shouter and Rastafari.
Rastafari is covered in more depth in the
section on ‘Religion, Faith and Belief’ on
page 57.

Music and carnivals

Music, dancing and carnivals are central

to the social lives of the Caribbean
islands. Many carnivals are religious in
origin, but will often have evolved around
local events on each island. British
African-Caribbeans enjoy lavish carnivals
such as those at Notting Hill in London,
and St Paul’s in Bristol.  Over the years,
such events have become an integral part
of community celebrations, sharing
Caribbean cultures with everyone. Vibrant
Caribbean music is popular world-wide
and has been adapted by many artists. It
is also a popular vehicle for protest
relating to social and economic
deprivation and human rights issues.
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Albania

Albania is a mountainous country located
in South East Europe. Tirana is the capital
city of Albania.  During 2007 Albania’s
total population was an estimated
3,619,778.

Between the years 1945-1992 Albania
was a communist country known as the
People’s Republic of Albania.  

Language

Albanian is the official language of
Albania, and this is spoken by the vast
majority of the population.

Religion

The majority of Albanians are Muslim
(Sunni), although there is a sizeable
minority of people who practice Albanian
Orthodoxy and Roman Catholicism.

Kanun

Kanun are a set of Albanian customary
laws which have traditionally been used
since the 15th century. After the collapse
of communism in Albania, Kanun became
increasingly popular amongst people
wanting to revert back to traditional 

customs.  Kanun has been criticised for 
endorsing ‘blood feuds’.  Writing for the
BBC, Majlinda Mortimer and Anca Toader
noted the example of two families in
Albania living in fear of one another
because of Kanun, due to an incident of
murder that happened 60 years earlier.
However, this may prove an unfair
representation of Kanun since codes
cover multiple aspects of life (for example,
family, marriage, property or work) and
they have offered stability to Albanians
during difficult times.

Food

Albanian food is heavily influenced by
Turkish cuisine, with the majority of dishes
being meat based (especially beef).
Lunch is the main meal of the day for
many Albanians.
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15 CIA World Factbook. https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/al.html.
Website accessed February 2009.
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Festivals and Holidays

11 January – Proclamation of the Republic
Day

10 July – Army Day
28 November – Independence Day. This
day celebrates independence from Turkey
after the Balkan War in 1912.
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16 Mortimer, M. and Toader, (2005) Blood Feuds Blight Albanian Lives, published 23 Sept 2005, BBC.
CIA World Factbook. https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/kv.html. Website

accessed March 2009.

17 CIA World Factbook."https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/er.html" 
Website accessed March 2009.

Kosova (Albanian
pronunciation)/ Kosovo
(Serbian pronunciation) 

During 2007 the total population of
Kosova/o was estimated as 2,126,708.
The capital city of Kosova/o is Prishtina.  

During February 2008 Kosova/o declared
its independence.  This move had the
backing of many countries around the
world (including the UK), although
demonstrations against independence
were staged in Belgrade (the capital city
of Serbia). The independence of
Kosova/o as a state remains
controversial, and it is not recognised by
the Serbian government.

Language

Albanian and Serbian are the main
languages spoken in Kosova/o.  However
there are Kosovar communities who
speak Bosnian and Turkish.

Conflict

There has been a long history of conflict
between Albanians and Serbians in
Kosova/o. The Kosovar people (the
majority of whom are Albanian) have
repeatedly sought to break away from
Serbia (previously part of Yugoslavia) and
have its autonomy recognised
internationally. Between the years 1996-
1999 war broke out in Kosova/o,
principally between the Kosovar
Liberation Army (KLA) and Serbian forces.
Many lives were lost, more than 50% of
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of homes were destroyed, and many
people (both Albanian and Serbian) had
their families and livelihoods completely
destroyed. Surrounding countries such as
Macedonia and Albania were
subsequently swamped with refugees
fleeing persecution.  Kosovar Albanians
also sought refuge in other European
countries (including the UK) under the
‘Humanitarian Evacuation Programme’. 
International help was required to prevent
persecution of Kosovar Albanians, and to
assist with growing numbers of displaced
refugees. During 1999 NATO forces were
sent into the region with the aim of
replacing former Yugoslav forces with
peacekeeping troops.  

With the defeat of former Yugoslav forces,
the majority of Kosovar refugees were
able to return home.  Slobodan Milosevic
was later charged with war crime offences
by the International Criminal Tribunal of
the former Yugoslavia.

Religion

The majority of Kosovars are Muslim
(Sunni), although there are sizeable
minorities of Christians (Orthodox and
Catholic).

Public Holidays

Public holidays that are celebrated by all
people are indicated below.  However, as
many holidays are tied to religion/belief,
they will be celebrated by respective
followers of that faith group see the
‘Religion, Faith and Belief’ section.

17th February – Republic of Kosova/o
Independence Day (All)
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Latvia

The Republic of Latvia is a Baltic state
located in Northern/Eastern Europe.  The
estimated population of Latvia in 2008
was 2,245,423.  According to the Latvijas
Institute, the present ethnic composition
of Latvia is as follows: 59% Latvian; 28%
Russian; 3.7% Belorussian; 2.5%
Ukrainian; 2.4% Polish; 1.4% Lithuanian;
0.4% Jewish; 0.4% Roma; and 2.2% other
nationalities.  Latvia’s vibrant capital is
Riga.

Latvia was part of the Soviet Union until
1991 (Latvian Socialist Soviet Republic).
Latvia made attempts to resist what many
considered to be Soviet occupation.  At
the time of the Latvian Socialist Soviet
Republic, many Russians moved into
Latvia, occupying key positions,
principally in industry.  It is estimated that
by 1991 half of the population of Latvia
spoke Latvian, whilst the other half spoke
Russian.

Language

Latvian is the official language of Latvia.
Since Latvia’s re-independence, the
Latvian language has gained strength
through law, and new citizens need to

demonstrate they can speak Latvian
through a language test.

There remains a sizeable minority of
people who speak Russian (mainly in
Riga and other major cities).  Until 1990 it
was compulsory to learn Russian in
Latvian schools.  In the UK you may find
Latvians communicating in Russian
(where there is no other shared
language).

Latvia has a good education system with
free primary and secondary education.
The Latvijas Institute state that the most
common foreign languages spoken
amongst Latvians are English, Russian
and German.  English is often taught as a
second or other language in Latvia.
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18 There are three Baltic states: Latvia, Lithuania and Estonia.
19 CIA World Factbook. https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/print/lg.html.
Website accessed September 2008.
20 Latvijas Institute. http://www.li.lv/index.php?option=content&task=view&id=12&Itemid=413.
Website accessed September 2008.
21 Ibid.
22 CIA Word Factbook. http://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/lg.html.
Website accessed March 2009.
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Lithuania

The Republic of Lithuania is a Baltic State
located in Eastern Europe (other Baltic
states are Latvia and Estonia).  Formerly
part of the Soviet Republic, Lithuania re-
declared its independence during 1990
(officially recognised as independent by
the Soviet Republic in 1991). 

The population of Lithuania in 2007 was
3,371,000 people, with the population
composition being: 84.6% Lithuanian;
6.3% Polish; 5.1% Russian; 1.1%
Belarusian; 0.6% Ukrainian; 0.1% Jewish;
and 0.1% Latvian, Roman, German and
Tatars.  The Office of the President of
Lithuania states that there are an
estimated 2,000,000 + Lithuanians
currently living abroad.

Lithuania is a country with wide expanses
of rural countryside. The capital city of
Lithuania is Vilnius, a city which has
‘preserved an impressive complex of 

Gothic, Renaissance, Baroque and
classical buildings as well as its medieval
layout and natural setting’.

Language

Lithuanian is the national language of
Lithuania.  The Lithuanian language is an
important aspect of Lithuanian identity,
particularly due to a history that has seen 
other countries impose their national
language upon the country in public life.

Religion

The CIA World Factbook states that the
religious composition of Latvia in 2006
was as follows: 19.6% ‘Lutheran’, 15.3%
‘Orthodox’, 1% ‘Other Christian’, 0.4%
‘Other’, and 63.7%  ‘Unspecified’.

Festivals and Holidays

4 May – Declaration of Independence
Day.

24 June – Midsummer (Jani) has been
observed in Latvia since ancient times.  

18 November – National Day of Latvia.
This day celebrates Latvia’s
independence in 1918.
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Since Lithuanian re-independence, the
Lithuanian language has gained strength
through law and new citizens are now
required to pass a Lithuanian language
test.

There are sizeable minorities of people
who speak either Russian or Polish.  Until
1990 it was compulsory to learn Russian
in Lithuanian schools, and so people in
state education before 1990 often have
some knowledge of Russian.  In the UK
you may find Lithuanians communicating
with people of other nationalities in
Russian (where English is not a shared
language) due to a shared knowledge of
the Russian language.

English is now commonly taught within
Lithuanian schools as a second or other
language.  

Religion and Faith

Lithuania is a predominantly Christian
country. The majority of Lithuanians are
Roman Catholic, although there are
sizeable minorities of both Eastern
Orthodox and Protestant Christians.  

Roman Catholicism maintained popularity
during the Soviet era, thus highlighting the
importance of Christianity to the national
identity of Lithuania in a time when the
Soviet Republic advocated secularism.
The pilgrimage site the ‘Hill of Crosses’
became a famous site of resistance for
Lithuanians, as ‘the Soviet government
considered the crosses and the hill a
hostile and harmful symbol’. The Roman
Catholic faith continues to influence
Lithuanian culture and national identity.

Paganism can be seen to be influential
within Lithuanian tradition. For many
Lithuanians, a relationship to nature is
considered important.

Festivals and Holidays

16 February and 11 March –
Independence Day/ Day of Re-
establishment of the State of Lithuania.

24 June – Midsummer is an important
festival that is still celebrated in modern
day Lithuania.

6 July – Day of the State (Coronation of
King Mindaugas) 

23 President of the Republic of Lithuania. http://www.president.lt/lithuania/facts. Website accessed
September 2008.
24 Ibid.
25 United Nations Educational Scientific and Cultural Organisation - http://whc.unesco.org/en/list/541.
Website accessed November 2008.



Poland

The Republic of Poland (Rzeczpospolita
Polska) is a country located in Central
Europe with a population of approximately
38.5 million people (Central Statistics
Office of Poland, 2007). Covering an area
nearly 313,000 sq km, Poland is the ninth
largest country in Europe. Warsaw is the
capital city of Poland and home to 1.69
million Poles. Other large cities include
Lodz, Krakow, Wroclaw, Gdansk and
Szczecin.  

Between the years 1945-1989 Poland was
a Communist state and formed part of
what was known as the Eastern bloc.
Polish elections in 1989 brought an end to
Communist rule and opened the way for
Poland to embrace the open market
economy. 

Religion

During the Communist era, the Roman
Catholic Church remained influential in
Poland, despite the fact that Communism
is strongly linked to secularism. 

Contemporary Poland does not have any
official state religion, although it remains
one of the most homogeneously Roman
Catholic countries in the world.  The vast
majority of Polish people are Roman
Catholic (many people estimate this figure
as in excess of 90%). Other religions
include Eastern Orthodox Christianity and
Protestantism.

Language

Polish is the official language of Poland. 
English, German and Russian are the
most popular foreign languages taught in
schools, while minority languages include
Kashubian, Ukranian and Belorussian.

Festivals and Holidays

Important holiday dates in Poland include:

November – All Saints Day.

November – All Souls Day ‘Zaduszki’.
This is an important date in which people
and families will visit graves of those
dearly departed.

11 November – Independence Day.

5 December – Christmas Day.
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26 The Catholic Church in Lithuania - http://www.lcn.lt/en/bl/sventoves/kryziuk/.
Website accessed November 2008.
27 www.e-warsaw.pl The official website of Warsaw city. Website accessed April 2008.
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Migration

According to the Office for National
Statistics, during 2006/07 there were
223,000 applications for National
Insurance registration from Polish people
(which constituted 69% of all applications
from ‘A8’ nationals).  Estimating the true
number of Polish people in the UK is
difficult, although UCL suggest that there
are around 2 million Poles resident in the
UK.  

28 Mercator: European Research Centre on Multilingualism and Language Learning.
http://www.mercator-education.org/. Website accessed December 2008.



China

There are references to Chinese
communities overseas as early as the
thirteenth century. However, migration to
Britain did not start until the early
nineteenth century with the arrival of
Chinese seamen who settled near major
ports, including Liverpool and later,
Bristol. Until the 1950s the majority of
Chinese immigrants tended to be seamen
or professional people, students and
nurses, who arrived from different parts of
the world. Few of them spoke Cantonese
or Hakka like the immigrants who arrived
later from Hong Kong. In the late 1950s
large numbers of Chinese people
migrated to Britain from the New
Territories of Hong Kong.

Between 75-80 per cent of Chinese
people in Britain are believed to have
migrated from the New Territories of Hong
Kong. Chinese people make up
approximately a quarter of the world’s
population. During 2008 the estimated
total population of China was
1,330,044,544.  The settlement of Chinese
people in the UK has tended to be
scattered, partly due to their involvement
in the catering trade.

Language

The modern Chinese language is over
2,000 years old (standard English is less
than 500 years old). The official language
of China is Mandarin but the mother
tongue of most Chinese is Cantonese,
while a number also speak Hakka. Within
each province there are approximately
100 different dialects. In Britain the
majority of Chinese people speak and
understand Cantonese, even if their
mother tongue is Hakka. Cantonese is
spoken by more people than any other
language in the world, although Mandarin
is very gradually starting to replace
Cantonese as the mother tongue.
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29 DWP (2007) National Insurance Number Allocations to Overseas Nationals Entering the UK 
2006/07. Report accessed online May 2008 http://www.dwp.gov.uk/asd/asd1/niall/niall_report.pdf

30 UCL (2007)  http://www.ucl.ac.uk/atlas/polish/community.html. Website accessed May 2008.

31 CIA World Factbook.  https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/ch.html.
Website accessed March 2009.



Philippines

The Philippines is a South East Asian
country which is made up of 7,107 small
islands located in the Pacific Ocean. The
capital city of the Philippines is Manila.
The Philippines is one of the most
populated countries in the world, and in
2008 had an estimated total population of
92,681,453 (CIA World Factbook).  

The Philippines has a distinctive culture
that maintains influence from Spain, the 
USA and Malaysia.

Language

The official language of the Philippines is 
Filipino, although many people can also
speak and write English.  The influence of
the English language is a historical legacy
from the United States of America who
assisted the Philippines in its fight for
independence from its coloniser Spain in 

the nineteenth century (the USA
subsequently tried to conquer the
Philippines, resulting in the Philippine-
American War 1899-1902).

Many Filipino texts are produced in the
English language and English is the
official language in courts of law.

Religion

Traditionally, Buddhism, Confucianism
and Taoism are the main religions
although ancestor worship is still very
strong in the Chinese belief system. Islam,
Christianity (predominantly Roman
Catholicism and Protestantism) and
Hinduism (to a lesser extent) are also
practised. See the ‘Religion, Faith and
Belief’ section for further information
about these respective religions.

Festivals

Chinese New Year (Yuan Tan) is the most
important festival of the Chinese calendar.
It marks the beginning of the lunar year
and heralds the advent of spring. The
festival normally falls between mid-
January and mid-February. Celebrations
can last more than three days. 
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Religion

In the year 2000 the Philippine Census
stated that 92.6% of Filipinos were
Christian, of which 81% were Roman
Catholic and 7.3% Protestant (with the
remaining 4.3% being other Christian
denominations). The Philippines stands
alone in Southwest Asia as the only
predominantly Roman Catholic country in
the region.  There is a sizeable minority of
Muslims in the Philippines (5.1%)
according to the same Census figures. 

Holidays and Festivals

There are many festivals and holidays that
take place in the Philippines: some
involve local festivities, while others are

public holidays or festivities celebrated by
the entire country.  Some key dates are as
follows:

9 January – The Procession of the Black
Nazarene is an important festival in the
Philippines. In this procession a life sized
figure of Jesus Christ is paraded through
the streets, and it is thought that to touch
the figure can spark a miracle. 

Holy week (Maundy Thursday, Good
Friday and Easter Sunday) – Dates vary.

12 June – Independence Day.  A
celebration of Filipino independence from
Spain (in 1898).
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32 The Pew Forum on Religious and Public Life (2008) Religious Demographic Profile: Philippines.
http://pewforum.org/world-affairs/countries/?CountryID=163 Website accessed May 2008.
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Vietnam

The majority of people from Vietnam
arrived in Britain as refugees in the late
1970s and 1980s, forced to leave by their
government for political reasons and
religious persecution. The British
Vietnamese population is quite diverse,
made up of people from both North and
South Vietnam. The majority of
Vietnamese of Chinese origin were
previously settled in North Vietnam for
several generations, and while they have
maintained many Chinese customs
(including the Cantonese language) they
consider themselves to be very much
Vietnamese.

Settlement in Britain was not particularly
easy for many Vietnamese refugees,
some of whom moved up to five times
within the first two to three years.
However, since the late 1980s the rate of
secondary migration has declined.
Constant change resulted in instability, a
lack of opportunities to become
established in new areas, and disrupted
contact with official authorities and
refugee agencies.

Language

The main language Vietnam is
Vietnamese, although many people of
Chinese origin may also speak
Cantonese.

Religion

There are three dominant religions in
contemporary Vietnam. Most people 

follow Buddhism, Catholicism or
Vietnamese or Chinese traditions of
ancestor worship. These religions and
traditions are practised in Britain. See the
section on ‘Religion, Faith and Belief’.

Festivals

Tet is the Vietnamese New Year which is
celebrated by the extended family.
Presents, new clothes, feast meals and
gifts of money are given to all young
children.

Moon Festival is a celebration of the new
moon, although it is not widely observed
in Britain. The festival is usually in late
August or early September.
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Bangladesh

The People’s Republic of Bangladesh is a
country located in South Asia.  It has a
total land area of 133,910 sq km, and had
an estimated population of 153,546,896 in
2008.  The capital city of Bangladesh is
Dhaka.  Other major cities include
Chittagong, Khulna, Narayanganj and
Rajshahi.

Bangladesh was formerly known as East
Pakistan after Indian independence from
the British in 1947.  Civil war (resulting in
much bloodshed) led to Bangladesh
gaining independence from Pakistan in
1971.

Poverty and Environmental Concerns

Bangladesh is a densely populated
country.  It is estimated that around 40%
of Bangladeshi people live in poverty, with
25% being classified as ‘extreme poor’.
Poverty is generally highest in rural areas
of Bangladesh.

The country’s economy is largely based
on agriculture.  Environmental disasters
can therefore hit the country hard.
Bangladeshis are often forced to live
through cyclones and floods, and it is
estimated that around 1/5th of the country
is affected by floods each year. People in
rural areas (where poverty is highest) are
often disproportionately affected.

Religion

The vast majority of Bangladeshi citizens
are Sunni Muslim, although there are also
Shia Muslims resident in Bangladesh.
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South Asian countries include India, Pakistan,
Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, Nepal, Bhutan and the
Maldives.  This section of the booklet will focus on
the largest of these countries: India, Pakistan,
Bangladesh and Sri Lanka.

33 CIA World Factbook.  https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/bg.html.
Website accessed February 2008.



India and Pakistan

Dividing Land: Jammu and Kashmir

India was held as a colony under the
British Raj between the years 1858-1947.
During this time, the country of India
included areas now known as modern
day Pakistan and Bangladesh. India
declared its independence from Britain on
15 August 1947.  The official date for the
independence of the country of Pakistan
is 14 August 1947, a day earlier than that
of Indian independence.  The country of
Bangladesh was declared independent in
a subsequent split from Pakistan in 1971.

Jammu and Kashmir are situated in an
area on the northern borders of India and

Pakistan. Nestled between the Himalayas
and the Pir Panjal mountain range,
Jammu and Kashmir have been key to
disputes between India and Pakistan
since independence in 1947. Both India
and Pakistan claim the region as part of 
their territory. Conflicts between the two 
nations on this issue have resulted in a
'line of control' (ceasefire line) between the
eastern and western areas of the region.

The partition of India in 1947 led to a mass
exodus of Muslims leaving India, and of
Hindus fleeing from regions of India that
became Pakistan.  This resulted in conflict
and mass bloodshed.  It is estimated that
around 1 million people were killed during
this time. Some tensions may still exist
between the two communities today.

The second largest faith group is Hindu,
with relatively smaller numbers of people
from Buddhist and Christian traditions.

Language

The national language of Bangladesh is
Bengali from which the name Bangladesh
gained its name, meaning ‘land of the
people’.  

Other languages include Urdu, Gujarati,
Punjabi, Hindi and to a lesser degree
Tamil and Malayalam.
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34 Holmes, Farrington, Rahman and Slater (2008) Project Briefing 15: Extreme poverty in Bangladesh:
Protecting and promoting rural livelihoods. September 2008. http://www.odi.org.uk/resources/odi-
publications/project-briefings/15-bangladesh-extreme-poverty-social-protection.pdf. Accessed March
2009.

35 http://www.gisdevelopment.net/aars/acrs/1994/ts3/ts3003.asp. Website accessed March 2009.

36 http://www.bangla2000.com/Bangladesh/religion.shtm. Website accessed February 2008.
37 Ibid
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India

India is a South Asian country which
encompasses a mass space of 3,287,590
sq km.  The estimated population in 2008
was 1,147,995,904 people.   

Indian States and Language

India is a democratic republic comprised
of 28 states, each with its own official
state language, as well as various other
languages and dialects.  In general, there
is no similarity between languages in
Northern India and Southern India.  Both
Hindi (derived from Sanskrit) and English
are the official languages of India.

The capital city of India, New Delhi, is the
political centre located in the north of
India. The financial centre of India is the
city of Mumbai, located on the western
side of India within the state of
Maharashtra.  Mumbai is also home to the
multi-billion dollar Bollywood film industry
(see section on Bollywood below).

Indian Immigration in the UK

Many first generation Indian immigrants
came to live in the UK during the 1950s
and 1960s, to fill shortages in the skilled
labour market, entering professions such
as teaching, medical science and
engineering. Some also set up
businesses and retail outlets. During this 
time, migrants came primarily from the 

Indian states of Punjab and Gujarat.
Skilled workers were offered UK work
permits and citizenship.

Indian immigration into the UK escalated
temporarily during the 1970s, when in
1972 ex-Ugandan President Idi Amin
expelled over 60,000 people of Asian
decent from the country of Uganda.    A
large number of the people expelled from
Uganda at this time were Indian
(predominantly Gujarati), and many
sought refuge in the UK, becoming British
citizens and settling in the UK
permanently.

Indian migrants settled into communities
across the UK, and many families have
now assimilated into British culture as
British citizens over generations.  There
are certain areas within the UK where
relatively larger Indian communities live,
for example Leicester has a particularly
thriving Indian community.

38 CIA World Factbook. https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/in.html.
Website accessed December 2008.
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Pakistan

The Islamic Republic of Pakistan is
located in South Asia.  It has a total land
area of 778,720 sq km and had an
estimated population of 172,800,048 in
2008.  The capital city of Pakistan is
Islamabad.  Other major cities include
Karachi (Pakistan’s largest city), Lahore,
Faisalabad, Rawalpindi and Multan.

As stated earlier, the country of Pakistan
came into existence on 14 August 1947.
Before this date, Pakistan was part of a
wider India.  The partition of India arose
partly as a response to the breakdown of
British colonial rule, and also from a broad
religious split between Hindu dominated
India, and Muslim dominated India (which
subsequently became Pakistan).

Pakistani Immigration in the UK

Many first generation Pakistani
immigrants came to live in the UK during
the 1950s and 1960s, both to fill labour
shortages within the UK, and also to
increase their earning potential.  Many
Pakistani families set up businesses

Religion

India is a country with deep and diverse
religious and spiritual roots.  The main
religion in India is Hindu (approximately
85% of the population).  See the section

on Hinduism for further information on
page 48. Other religions within India
include Sikhism, Jainism, Buddhism,
Islam, Christianity, Parsis (Zorastrianism)
and Judaism.
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39 CIA World Factbook. https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/pk.html.
Website accessed February 2009.

40 http://www.bbc.co.uk/religion/religions/islam/history/uk_2.shtml. Website accessed March 2009.

41 http://www.bl.uk/popups/apkdemog.html. Website accessed March 2009.
42 http://www.census.gov.pk/. Website accessed March 2009.
http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/irf/2007/90233.htm. Website accessed February 2009.
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during this time.  The BBC state, ‘Many of
the immigrants in the 1950s and 60s
came from India and Pakistan in search of
a better material life. They could earn 30
times as much in Britain as they could in
Pakistan […] A less-known reason why
many Muslims left Pakistan was the
construction of the Mangla Dam in the
early 1960s. This submerged some 250
villages in the Mirpur District, and
displaced 100,000 people; more than half
the residents of some villages moved to
Britain’.

According to figures from 2001 ONS
Census, the majority of Pakistani
communities in the UK live in the West
Midlands (20.68%), Yorkshire and
Humberside (19.58%) and Greater
London (19.10%).

Religion

Pakistan Census figures (1998) revealed
that an overwhelming 96% of Pakistani
citizens were Muslim, with the majority
being Sunni Muslims.  

See the section on Islam on page 51 for
further information.

Other religious groups living in Pakistan
are Christians, Hindus, Sikhs, Buddhists,
Parsis, Baha’is and Kalash.  These groups
represent approximately 4% of the
Pakistani population.

Language

English is the official language of
Pakistan.  However the national language
of Pakistan is Urdu and this is the
language from which Pakistan gained its
name.  When translated from Urdu,
Pakistan means ‘land of the pure’ (‘pak’
meaning ‘pure’ and ‘istan’ meaning
‘land’). 

Other languages spoken in Pakistan
include Punjabi (province of Punjab),
Sindhi (province of Sind), Pashtu
(province of the North-West Frontier) and
Balochi (province of Baluchistan).
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Sri Lanka

Sri Lanka is a South Asian island located
in the Indian Ocean, near to the south-
east of India.  The land area of Sri Lanka
is 64,740 sq km, and it has a population
of approximately 21,128,773 people.  The
capital city of Sri Lanka is Sri
Jayawardenapura Kotte.  Other major
cities include Colombo, Migamuwa,
Moratuwa and Yapanaya.

Sri Lankan Civil War

Sri Lanka has been affected by conflict
between Tamil and Sinhalese
communities since the early 1980s, as
Tamils have fought for an independent
state in the north east of Sri Lanka.  

Writing for the Harvard Review, Asoka
Bandarage summarises,
‘[…] The fault lines between the Sinhala
and Tamil communities that show up in
the modern Sri Lankan conflict were
drawn during the period of British
colonialism from 1815 to1948. The
island’s conflict, like many other ‘ethnic’
conflicts around the world, emerged with
democratization and the shift of power
from privileged minorities, such as the Sri
Lankan Tamils to the Sinhala Buddhist 

majority who had been marginalized
under colonial rule. 

Today, the Sri Lankan conflict has
become an international conflict with
serious implications for peace and
security across the world. Over the course
of the Sri Lankan secessionist war, the
LTTE [Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam] —
banned in the United States, Canada,
United Kingdom, the EU, India, and
Malaysia -has emerged as –the proto-
type of global terrorism. According to the
FBI, LTTE’s ruthless tactics have ‘inspired
terrorist networks worldwide including Al
Qaeda in Iraq’. The LTTE ‘perfected the
use of suicide bombers; invented the
suicide belt; pioneered the use of women
in suicide attacks’. It is also the first
militant group to acquire air power. 

43 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Religion_in_Pakistan. Website accessed March 2009.

44 http://www.uh.edu/~sriaz/thecountry/languages/. Website accessed February 2009.
45 CIA World Factbook. https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/ce.html.
Website accessed March 2009.
46 Bandarage, A. (2008) The Sri Lankan Conflict: A Multi-Polar Approach. International Harvard Review
June 2008. http://www.harvardir.org/articles/1725/. Website accessed March 2009.
47 CIA World Factbook (2008)  https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/ir.html.
Website accessed December 2008.
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Notwithstanding its multiplicity of intra-
ethnic, regional, and international
dimensions, the Sri Lankan conflict
continues to be characterized as a
primordial Sinhala vs. Tamil conflict and a
domestic phenomenon. The failure to
grapple with the multi-polar reality has in
turn contributed to the failure of peace
initiatives, especially the 2002 ceasefire
agreement facilitated by Norway […]’. 

Religion

The vast majority of Sri Lankan citizens
are Buddhist.  The second largest
religious group is Hindu, followed by
relatively smaller numbers of Muslims and
Christians.

Generally, Sri Lankan residents can be
separated into two main ethnic groups:
Sinhalese (who are also predominantly
followers of Buddhism); and Tamils (who
are predominantly followers of Hinduism,
although some Tamils are Muslim).  

Language

The official language of Sri Lanka is
Sinhalese (Sinhala), although Tamil is
widely spoken, especially in the north.
Many Sri Lankan people also speak
English.
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Iran

The Islamic Republic of Iran is a Middle
Eastern country located in South West
Asia. Iran is one of the largest countries in
the world, with a land area of 1,648,000
km sq.  The estimated population of Iran
in 2008 was 65,875,224 people. The
capital city of Iran is Tehran. Other major
cities in Iran include Mashhad, Esfahan,
Tabriz, and Shiraz. Iran was known as
Persia until 1935.

Iranian Islamic Revolution

During 1979 the Shah (King) of Iran
Mohammad Reza Pahlavi was forced to
leave the country in the midst of revolution
ideologically led by Ayatollah Ruhollah
Khomeini. Ayatollah Khomeni is said to

have led the spread discontent of the
monarchy through dissemination of
cassette tapes which promoted the
Islamic way of life.  This was the beginning
of Iranian revolution. This revolution arose 
due to the backlash against secularization
and westernization’.
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48 Iran Chamber Society.
http://www.iranchamber.com/history/islamic_revolution/islamic_revolution.php.
Website accessed December 2008.

Southwest Asia and the Middle East span from Asia
to Africa. The history of the region dates back to
ancient times and throughout history the area has
been a major centre of world affairs. The region is
also the historical origin of three of the world’s major
monotheistic religions – Judaism, Christianity and
Islam. Countries located around the Persian Gulf
have crude oil. This section looks at the cultural
diversity of four nationalities which have migrated
from the region to Britain in relatively large numbers
within recent years: Iran, Iraq, Kurdish people and
Turkey.



Ayatollah Khomeni became the Supreme
Leader of Iran in December 1979,
transforming Iran into an Islamic Republic,
and bringing radical changes to the way
of life for citizens under the new theocratic
state.  

Language

Farsi is the main language of Iranian
people. Farsi is an ancient Persian
language which has lasted for over 2500
years.  It is also widely spoken in
Afghanistan. Other common languages in
Iran include Arabic and Turkish. 

Religion

The vast majority of Iranians are Muslim
(Shia), and as an Islamic country, the
culture of Iran is shaped by Islamic

values.  Wider religious groups in Iran
include people from Ba’hai, Christian and
Zoroastrian faiths.

Holidays and Festivals

Many national holidays in Iran are
determined by the lunar calendar, and so
dates will vary each year.
Norouz is Iranian New Year and falls on
the first day of spring equinox (which is
normally around 20 March).

Republic Day is celebrated on 1 April and
commemorates the day that Iran became
an Islamic Republic in 1979.

Sizdah be dar is the final day of
celebration for Iranian New Year (normally
falling on 2 April) and is often referred to
as ‘Nature day’.

Iraq

The Republic of Iraq is a Middle Eastern
country located in South West Asia.  The
capital city of Iraq is Baghdad.  Other
major cities include Mosul, Basra and
Fallujah.  The estimated population of Iraq
in 2008 was 28,221,181 people. 

Iraq was once home to ancient
Mesopotamia, and also home to the
world’s first known civilisation (the
Sumerian culture) dating back to 5000 BC.

The Sumerians are thought to be the first
people to have produced writings, as well
as forms of mathematics.  

Language

Arabic is the main language spoken in
Iraq.  However there are also communities
who speak Kurdish, Assyrian and
Armenian.
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Religion

The vast majority of Iraqis are Muslim
(Sunni).  There are a minority of people
from other religious denominations, for
example, from the Armenian Christian
Orthodox Church.

Family and Marriage

‘The characteristic form of family
organization [in Iraq] involves a large
group of kinsmen related to one another
through descent and marriage, that is, an
extended family usually consisting of
three generations. Such an extended
family may all live together, which is the
more traditional pattern, or may reside
separately like a nuclear family, but still
share the values and functions of an
extended family, such as depending upon
one another and deferring to the older
generation. As Iraqi society has become
increasingly urbanized, however, the
tendency toward nuclear family social
organization, as opposed merely to
residence, has become more prevalent.
The status of an individual is traditionally
determined by the position of his or her
family in society and the individual's
position within that group. The family
transmits values and standards of
behaviour of the society to its members
and holds them responsible for each
other's conduct. It traditionally determines
occupations and selects marriage
partners’.

Religious and Ethnic Tensions

There is a history of religious and ethnic
tensions in Iraq between Sunni and Shia
Muslims, and also between the Arab
majority and Kurds. 

Before the most recent war in Iraq,
religious tensions were somewhat eased
by the fact that many Sunni and Shia
Muslim homes were divided
geographically: the majority of Sunnis
lived in regions to the north/west of
Baghdad, whilst most Shia lived in
central/southern Iraq.  However, the
International Red Crescent Movement has
suggested that tensions between Sunni
and Shia have escalated partly as a result
of displacement and internal migration.

War in Iraq

Iraq has a history of conflict with Iran.
Between the years 1980-1988 Iraq and
Iran were at war with each other.

Tensions between Iraq and the UK first
started in 1990 when the UK (along with a
coalition force of 34 nations, authorised
by the UN, and led by US forces) invaded
Iraq.  This war, also known as the first ‘Gulf
War’, started as a result of the invasion of
Kuwait (a prosperous, oil rich country
located to the north west of Iraq) by an
Iraqi government led by Saddam Hussein.
At this time there was also fear that
Saddam Hussein might threaten Saudi
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49 CIA World Factbook. https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/iz.html.
Website accessed December 2008.
50 Helen Chapin Metz (ed) (1988) Iraq: A Country Study. Washington: GPO for the Library of Congress.



Kurdish People

Kurds are an ethnic group of Indo-
European origin who have historically led
a semi-nomadic life on the mountainous
borders of Turkey, Iran, Iraq and Syria,
although many lived settled lives in these
areas as farmers.  This area of land is
referred to as Kurdistan by Kurdish people
who believe their homeland to be
occupied. Today it is unusual to see

nomadic Kurds, since Kurds are far more
likely to live in settled communities.

It is difficult to ascertain the number of
Kurdish people resident in the UK, not
least because Kurds will often be
separated in statistics by nationality (for
example Kurds may be categorised as
Turkish within statistics).  A BBC News
article from December 2008 points
towards data that estimates 100,000

Arabia.  The first Gulf War ended in 1991
when Saddam Hussein accepted a UN
resolution.

The most recent war in Iraq started in
2003. Once again, this war was a multi-
national coalition led by US forces.  Its aim
was to overthrow the Iraqi Government led
by Saddam Hussein by military
intervention. By 2003 the international
community had become increasingly
concerned over nuclear development in
Iraq and the production of what was
termed ‘weapons of mass destruction’.
The foundation for the most recent war in
Iraq is disputed. Some people solidly
believe that Hussein’s regime posed a
real threat to both Iraqi citizens and the
international community, whilst others are
sceptical that Iraqi-owned ‘weapons of
mass destruction’ ever existed.  Saddam
Hussein was captured by American
troops in December 2003, and having

been tried by an Iraqi court in 2006, was
sentenced to death. 

War in Iraq has led to massive numbers of
Iraqi people fleeing their homes as
refugees, predominantly to neighbouring
countries such as Syria and Jordan.
UNHCR data suggests that Iraqis have
become one of the leading nationalities
seeking asylum in Europe.  In their 2007
global overview of displaced Iraqi’s
around the world, UNHCR stated, ‘Over
the past year, Iraqis have once again
become the leading nationality seeking
asylum in industrialized countries.
However, some 95 percent of uprooted
Iraqis are still located in the Middle East’.

Home Office figures show that during the
first quarter of 2008, Iraqi people were
amongst the top two nationalities to apply
for asylum within the UK.
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Kurdish people to be living in the UK.

Historically Kurdish people have been
oppressed, even killed.  For example,
during 1988 an Iraqi regime led by
Saddam Hussein ordered a poisoned gas
attack on the city of Halabja, a Kurdish
city in northern Iraq, killing an estimated
5000 people and severely injuring 10,000
people. Human rights abuses against
Kurds continue to the present day. 

Language

Kurdish is the official language of Kurdish
people. Many Kurds are bilingual,

speaking both Kurdish and the language
of their national country (such as Arabic).
However, not all Kurds speak Kurdish and
may instead speak only the national
language of the country in which they live.

Religion

The majority of Kurds are Muslim (Sunni).
However Kurds follow many other
religions, and these include, for example,
Zoroastrianism, Christianity and Judaism.
Within the UK, many Kurds from Turkey
are from an Alevi background (an
unorthodox form of Islam).

54 BBC News (2008) UK Kurds Fight Separate Battles. http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/uk/7746969.stm.
Website accessed March 2009.
55 The Independent (2006) Hundreds protest as Kurds remember Halabja gas attack. 17 March 2006.

Turkey

Turkey is a country which crosses the
boundaries of Europe and Asia.  The
population of Turkey was estimated as
71,892,807 in 2008 (CIA World Factbook).
Ankara is the capital city of Turkey. Other
major cities include Istanbul and Izmir.

The country now known as the Republic
of Turkey once formed part of the powerful
Ottoman Empire (circa 1301–1922).  The
Ottoman Empire was a Turkish-ruled
empire, and its capital was the city of
Constantinople (today Istanbul).  After the

Turkish war of independence led by

Mustafa Kemal Ataturk, the Republic of
Turkey was proclaimed on 29 October
1923.

According to the UK 2001 Census, 47,149
people stated their ethnicity as Turkish
while 13,556 people stated their ethnicity
as Turkish Cypriot.  However this is likely
to be an underestimate, since many
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people may categorise themselves as
‘white other’ under the UK Census
ethnicity classification system (16+1
model).  Figures suggest that there are at
least 80,000 Turkish people resident in
Britain, with an estimated 120,000 Turkish
Cypriots.

Language

Turkish is the official language of Turkey
which is spoken by the vast majority of the
population. Other languages in use
include Arabic and Kurdish.

Religion

Turkey is a secular country since the
foundation of the Republic in 1923.  The
majority of Turkish people are Muslim
(principally Sunni Muslim).

Important holidays

There are important national and religious
holidays that take place in Turkey.

National Holidays: 

The most important national festival is
Republic Day which is on 29 October.
During this holiday, people celebrate the
proclamation of the Republic.

Religious Holidays:

Seker Bayrami is a three-day holiday that
marks the end of the holy month of
Ramadan and the breaking of the fast.
The date of this holiday changes annually.

Kurban Bayrami is a four-day holiday in
which animals are sacrificed and offered
to the poor for food. This is based upon
the Prophet Abraham’s willingness to
sacrifice his first born son (who Muslims
believe was Ishmael, not Isaac as in
Christian and Jewish faiths). The date
Kurban Bayrami also changes annually.

European Union

Many Turkish people view Turkey as part
of Europe (Turkey crosses the continents
of both Europe and Asia). During 1999
Turkey was recognised as a potential
European Union (EU) candidate and in
2005 officially started the accession
process which is still ongoing.



TRADITIONALLY NOMADIC
PEOPLE AND TRAVELLERS
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59 Traveller Law Reform Project http://www.travellerslaw.org.uk/issues.htm (website accessed August
2008).

While this booklet has so far considered
nationality as an indicator of diverse
cultural practices, nationality and ethnicity
are not necessarily linked. This is
particularly highlighted when considering
traditionally nomadic people and
Travellers.  

In the UK there are two main nomadic
groups: Romani Gypsies and Irish
Travellers. These are both legally
recognised as ethnic groups, each with
their own shared cultures, languages and
beliefs (respectively).  As such both
Romani Gypsies and Irish Travellers are
protected from discrimination under the
Race Relations Act.

However, there are other Traveller
communities in the UK. Examples include
Scottish Travellers, Welsh Travellers
(Kale), Bargees (people who live on
barges on the waterways), Circus
Travellers and New Travellers (sometimes
referred to as ‘New Age’ Travellers).  

The exact number of Travelling
communities within the UK is unknown.
However the Traveller Law Reform Project
states that ‘there are an estimated
120,000 Gypsies and Travellers in the UK.
Not all live in caravans’. 

It should be noted that the words ‘Pikey’
and ‘Gypo’ are offensive and should not
be used to describe any Traveller
community.

Travelling communities have sometimes
been feared and mistrusted by people in
‘settled’ communities as a result of
negative stereotyping. Negative
stereotypes in regard to all the Travelling
communities abound, including the
misconception that they are all criminal.
This is evidently not true, and it is
important for the police and public bodies
to engage with Traveller communities so
that their rights as individuals are
protected.

Romany Gypsies

The South West Alliance of Nomads state
that Romani Gypsies are the largest
group of Travelling people in the UK.
Romani people have lived in Britain for
over 500 years, with the earliest records of
Romani people being from Scotland in the
early 16th Century.

There are an estimated 10-12 million
Romani people across Europe.  A
significant proportion of the world’s
Romani population live in Central and
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Eastern Europe.  Some Romani families
choose to travel to Western Europe now
that many of the former Communist
countries like the Czech Republic,
Slovakia, Romania, Hungary and Bulgaria
have entered the European Union and
freer travel across EU borders is
permitted.

Language

Romani is a member of the Indo-
European family of languages. Its basis is
Sanskrit, from which languages such as
Hindi has also evolved. Romani is an
internationally spoken language which is
spoken by around 40 million people in
different continents and countries all over
the world.  There are approximately 8
million speakers of Romani in Europe. 

Over the course of time the Romani
language has evolved into various
dialects that have been influenced by
local languages. Researchers suggest
that the basic vocabulary has stayed
almost the same in various dialects. This
is mainly due to the close connections
between Romani communities of different
countries. In England the most popular
dialect is known as Romanes.

Religion

Romani people adhere to many faiths,
and generally adopt their locally dominant
religion.  Traditionally Romani people have
accepted a belief in God.  

Mochadi (customs of cleanliness)

Customs of cleanliness are meaningful in
all daily actions for Romani people, and
Mochadi is a tradition known amongst
Romani people from all nationalities.  For
example, food, dishes and cutlery are
never placed anywhere where people
might sit, stand or walk. Food bags will be
put directly on the kitchen table and not
on the floor, while items that can
occasionally be placed on the floor (such
as handbags and toys) are not put on the
table. Different cloths will be used for
designated purposes. 

For Romani people, the washing of one's
hands is very important. Hands are
washed prior to handling food or dishes.
The South West Alliance of Nomads state, 

“To a Gypsy, bodily fluids are thought to
be ‘Dirty’, therefore latrines are to be well
away from the living area. This is why
Gypsies find modern housing very difficult
as it breaks Mochadi. To the Romany a
house is a dark and depressing place
because they are very much out of doors
people”.

The life of Traveller communities has
changed remarkably over the last twenty
years. Some of the customs of cleanliness
have changed and others are not in use
anymore. 

60 Quote from Revd Roger Redding, Chairman, South West Association of Nomads –
http://www.gypsytravellerhelp.org/information.html. Website accessed April 2008.
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Death

For Romani people death is a particularly
communal event.  It is traditional to visit a
gravely ill person even from great
distances, and the whole family takes part
in the care of a dying relative. This is
intended to give the dying a ‘home’
around him or her.  If a patient is in
hospital, relatives will be close by during
this time, even during the night.
Immediately after the patient has died, a
great number of relatives and friends will
come to the hospital and to the family's
home to support the relatives who have
experienced the loss.

Irish Travellers

Irish Travellers are a largely nomadic
group with a distinctive way of life who
have been part of Irish society for
centuries.  A very small percentage of the
Irish-heritage population currently living in
Britain prefer to live a nomadic lifestyle.
The fact that many Irish Travellers prefer to
live this form of nomadic lifestyle is seen
by some as problematic, although
problems that arise are most likely to be
caused by public misconceptions and by
systems that do not support their

nomadic lifestyle. For Irish Travellers,
uninterrupted healthcare and education
can be hard to obtain, and prejudice from
settled communities can severely affect
quality of life.

While Irish Travellers will usually prefer to
live their traditional nomadic or semi-
nomadic lifestyle on caravan sites, the
lack of designated sites has forced some
people into living in housing within settled
communities.

According to the Irish Traveller Movement,
Irish Travellers fare worst in terms of life
expectancy and access to services such
as health care and education.  

Language

The Irish Traveller language has a
completely different root from Romani and
is not related.  The languages spoken are
known as Shelta, Cant or Gammon. 

Religion

Traditionally Irish Travellers have been
Catholic, with faith playing a large part in
daily life.  However, not all Irish Travellers
will be Catholic.
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Planning and Site Provision for
Gypsies and Travellers
(England)

The provision of adequate sites and
accommodation are central issues to
Gypsy and Traveller communities. The
Traveller Law Reform Project state,

It is now estimated that over 30%
of the Traveller community live on
unauthorised sites, having
nowhere to stop they are
sometimes forced to occupy
public places. Some of these
cause great inconvenience for the
housed population. The poor living
conditions, which homeless
Gypsies and Travellers endure has
a negative impact on their health
and access to services. The British
Medical Association has reported
that the Gypsy and Traveller
community is the most at risk
health group in the UK. They have
the lowest life expectancy and the
highest child mortality rates in the
UK. A lack of stopping places also
has a disruptive impact on Traveller
children's education. Furthermore,
Ofsted has recognised that many
Traveller pupils suffer from
relentless bullying at school and
have low levels of educational
achievement and high rates of
illiteracy.

Continued inadequate site provision for
Gypsies and Travellers over the course of
decades has increased the number of
unauthorised sites around England (and
the UK as a whole).  This in turn has
created local level conflict and negative
stereotyping from people within local
‘settled’ communities who have
campaigned against unauthorised sites.
The provision of adequate sites is
fundamental to the rights of Gypsies and
Travellers, and is likely to contribute to far
greater harmony with settled
communities, especially if combined with
greater public understanding and
awareness of wider Traveller issues. 

In January 2009, the Association of Chief
Police Officers [ACPO] issued national
guidance on the policing of unauthorised
encampments. That document offers
examples of when the absence of some
or all of the listed aggravating factors,
should not normally create an expectation
that the Police would use of their powers
to evict." In other words, it is
recommended that the Police should only
use their powers to evict Gypsies and
Travellers in limited circumstances.

This section offers an introductory insight
into some religions and cultures. It should
be emphasised that people’s
commitment to their culture, religion and
beliefs may vary considerably.

61 Irish Traveller Movement  http://www.irishtraveller.org.uk/find-out-about-irish-travellers/problems.
Website accessed May 2008.
62 Traveller Law Reform Project  http://www.travellerslaw.org.uk/issues.htm (website accessed August
2008).



Faces of Britain 42 A Cultural Guide

Section 2: Understanding
Religions and Beliefs

Atheist

An atheist is a person who does not
believe in the existence of any one God
(monotheism) or in the existence of gods
and goddesses (polytheism).  As such,
atheists do not abide by any religious
codes or believe in the word of religious
texts. Atheists are people who believe that
there is not enough evidence to support
the notion of any God, Gods or
Goddesses, and they do not prescribe to
or believe in any religion.  

Agnostic

Agnosticism is the philosophical belief
that any claims about the existence of
God, gods, goddesses or any other deity
are unknown and/or unfounded.
Agnostics are not atheist as they reserve
judgement as to the existence of God,
and while they do not claim that there is a
God, neither do they claim that there is
not a God.  

Buddhism

Buddhism originated in India. It is a
religion based on the lived experiences
and teachings of a man called Siddhartha
Gautama, who, after his enlightenment,
became the ‘Buddha’ (meaning the
‘Enlightened One’ or ‘One who is fully
awake’). The Buddha shared his insights
about how to live in order to help all
sentient beings live a more content,

fulfilled life and lessen their suffering
(whether that suffering is physical pain,
dissatisfaction with life, wanting more, fear
of change, death, etc).  The practice of
Buddhism encourages the development
of loving compassion towards all living
things, particularly through the practice of
Buddhist ethics.  The goal of the Buddhist
religion is enlightenment, which means
being fully awake to the reality of life: to
have an understanding of suffering in the
world (including ones own suffering) and
of how it can be overcome.  Buddha did
not claim to be a God or a saviour, but
simply a teacher who could show men
and women the true way of life to follow.

There are three main branches of
Buddhism:  Theravada, Mahayana, and
Vajrayana. Buddhism has developed in
contrasting ways in different countries to
reflect the varying cultures and religions it
has encountered. There is however a
common basis to all Buddhism known as
the ‘Three Jewels’.  The ‘Three Jewels’
consists of the Buddha (the ideal of
enlightenment); the Dharma (teachings);
and Sangha (the spiritual community of
Monks, Nuns and lay practitioners
following a Buddhist path).

Beliefs

Siddhartha Gautama, later known as the
Buddha, was born in about 560 BC in the
foothills of the Himalayas. He was the son
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of a Prince and leader of the Shakya tribe.
Gautama lived a life of luxury and it is said
he saw nothing of the outside world until
he was a young man. Then he saw the
‘Four Sights’: old age, sickness, death
and a holy man.  Seeing these sights was
a ‘wake up call’ in terms of the luxuriously
sheltered life he was living, and he wanted
to find a way to end suffering by finding its
cause and cure, to discover the true
meaning of life.  For six years he sought
different spiritual paths and followed
different spiritual practices, including
asceticism (self-denial to the extent of
almost killing himself through extreme
meditation practices and near starvation).
Finally, through meditation, he attained
enlightenment and an end to suffering,
becoming a ‘Buddha’ or ‘Enlightened
One’.  The Buddha then travelled across
India as a teacher, sharing what he had
learned for about 45 years with a
community of Monks, Nuns and lay
practitioners practicing and spreading his
teachings.

Buddhism offers a way of living one’s life.
Buddha taught the ‘Middle Way’ between
the extremes of luxury and complete
austerity as a means of understanding
and overcoming suffering, and for taking
responsibility for our actions through
meditation and the practice of Buddhist
precepts. 

The problem of suffering and his answer
to it are set out in the ‘Four Noble Truths’:

• The truth of suffering is in life;

• The truth of the cause of suffering

being craving and desire;

• The truth that as desire lessens,
suffering will also lessen until it ceases
altogether;

• The truth of the path that leads to
Nirvana (the final state of holiness in
which all greed, hate and illusion have
been banished, also called
‘enlightenment’).  The ‘Middle Way’
has eight steps known as the ‘Noble
Eight fold Path’. These are: right view;
right intention; right speech; right
action; right livelihood; right effort;
right mindfulness; and right
contemplation.

Buddhism emphasises the importance of
regular meditation and the practice of
ethics.  The increased awareness of self
and other which comes from meditation
can help people to understand their own
mind, thinking and behaviour. This
enables Buddhist practitioners to move
from a state of craving to a greater state of
contentment, wisdom and fulfilment in
living life.  This important Buddhist
teaching is known as the ‘Three Fold
Path’: ethics, meditation and wisdom.

Buddhists do not believe in a divine being
or creator God. Instead, emphasis is
placed upon the importance of
developing one’s own awareness, taking
personal responsibility and realising the
truth that each of our actions has
consequences. Buddhism can be thought
of as a system of practices and teachings
which are a way of life, as well as a
philosophy.
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Visiting a Buddhist temple

Buddhist temples vary in design from one
country to another. They are usually built
to symbolize the five elements: wisdom,
water, fire, air and earth. Buddhist temples
in Britain do have some common
features. A temple (Vihara) has a statue of
Buddha. It is where teaching and
meditation, and in many traditions,
devotional practice takes place.  It will
also have accommodation for resident
Monks, Nuns and lay practitioners.
Buddhists remove their shoes as a sign of
respect when entering a Vihara. Visitors
should also take their shoes off at the
same time. 

Food

Buddhism emphasises the avoidance of
intentional killing. Many Buddhists are
vegetarian, and some are vegan.

Birth

No particular ceremonies are performed
at birth although monks may be invited
into the home to chant texts from
Buddhist scriptures. The baby may also
be taken to the temple for a naming
ceremony.

Marriage

In traditional Buddhist cultures, parents
help their children find a suitable partner.
The marriage is not a religious occasion.
After the ceremony the couple may either
invite the monks into their home or go to
the temple to be blessed and be given the
sermon of the Buddha’s teaching on

married life. After the blessing a gift of
food is given to the monks. Divorce and
re-marriage is rare among Chinese
Buddhists.

Death

Buddhist funerals vary a great deal from
one country to another. Buddhists see
death as natural and inevitable, and will
practice reflecting upon impermanence.
This is the main theme of Buddhist
funerals. Buddhists believe in rebirth.  The
dead may either be cremated or buried. 

Christianity

Christianity is a religion based on the life
and teachings of Jesus Christ and it is the
most popularly held religious faith in the
United Kingdom.  Christians believe in
one God.  Christianity teaches that God
sent his son Jesus into the world as his
chosen servant to help people fulfil their
religious duties.  It also teaches that after
Jesus’ earthly life, God’s presence
remained on earth in the form of the Holy
Spirit.  The doctrine of the Holy Trinity
(God the Father, Jesus Christ his Son and
the Holy Spirit) is the basic tenet of most
Christian denominations. 

Sacred Texts

For Christians the most important text is
the Holy Bible, which includes both the
Old and New Testaments.  This is also
referred to as scripture, or the word of
God.
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The Nicene Creed is a statement of
Christian faith that outlines a fundamental
belief in the Holy Trinity (see above).  The
Nicene Creed is not found within the
Bible, but it is commonly accepted as a
summary of Christian belief across most
Christian denominations.  

Entering a Place of Worship

Places of worship include: Churches;
Citadels; Tabernacles; Friends Meeting
Houses; and prayer halls.  

On entering places of worship, police
officers should ideally remove their
headwear as a sign of respect. Services
of public worship should only be
interrupted in an emergency.

Many places of worship are easily
recognisable (for example, through their
architecture or signage).  However some
places of worship are not so easily
recognisable.  It may therefore be more
difficult to ascertain whether a service is
taking place in a place of worship that is
not inside a place that is readily identified
as a place of worship.  In this instance,
wait for a few minutes at the rear of the
room (where possible), and watch/ listen.

In some Christian traditions women keep
their heads covered when inside a
Church.

Christian Denominations

Whilst faith in God and the teachings of
his son Jesus Christ (also called the
Messiah) unites Christians, there are

many different interpretations of the Holy
Bible, and a variety of viewpoints within
Christianity. Social and political beliefs
amongst Christians can be widely
polarised. However there tends to be
common unity around respect for human
dignity.

There are many different Christian
denominations.  Some examples are:
Anglican; Roman Catholic; Methodist;
Baptist; United Reformed Church;
Orthodox; and Salvation Army. There are
many other emerging Christian
fellowships, including churches that make
up the Council of Black Led Churches
(CBLC).

Christian Festivals

The major festivals of the Christian
calendar are as follows:

• Advent – celebrated in the 24 days
leading up to Christmas day, Advent
prepares Christians for the celebration
of the Nativity (the birth of Jesus
Christ).  For many Christians Advent is
a time for repentance, and for some
(particularly from Eastern churches) it
is also a time for fasting.

• Christmas Day – celebrated on 25
December in celebration of the birth of
Jesus Christ.

• Lent – is a period of 40 days leading to
Easter Sunday. During Lent, Christians
will remember the events that led to
the Crucifixion of Jesus Christ (on
Good Friday). Some Christians will
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mark Lent by a period of fasting, or by
abstaining from certain activities, in
order to honour the sacrifice that
Jesus Christ made for the good of
humankind. Some Christians will not
eat meat during Lent, and on Good
Friday.

• Easter – commemorating the
Resurrection of Jesus Christ, Easter is
the pinnacle of the Christian calendar.
The date for Easter varies. Easter will
take place at some point between late
March and April, depending on the
Spring Equinox.

There may be some variation in the dates
of the above stated festivals within the
Orthodox Christian calendar.

Ceremonies and Sacramental
Practices

Some Christian ceremonies and
sacramental practices can be highly
elaborate (as within Roman Catholicism),
whilst others will be minimalist (such as
with Quakers).  

The Sabbath Day

The Lord’s Day for Christians is Sunday,
the day of the resurrection. This is often
referred to as the Sabbath. Most
Christians gather on a Sunday for
worship, to celebrate the rites and rituals
of their church. However some Christians
may gather on a Saturday. Services may
also take place at any time during the
week.

Initiation Ceremony

Within the wide belief spectrum of
Christianity, there are many different
traditions and practices to initiate new
members. People can be initiated into
Christianity at any age. In some churches
young children will be welcomed into the
Christian family through infant baptism, or
a ‘Christening’. In others it will be through
a service of dedication, naming ceremony
or a believers’ baptism.

Marriage Ceremony

A monogamous marriage is held in high
regard by all Christian denominations.  A
church wedding may be formal and
traditional, or it may be more informal.
During a Christian marriage vows are
exchanged.  Sometimes couples prepare
their own vows or promises in
contemporary language.  Rings are also
exchanged and worn on the fourth digit of
the left hand (or on the right hand
depending upon one’s culture/
nationality).

Christians vary in their views on divorce.
Christians believe that marriage is a
lifelong commitment.  However divorce is
generally accepted as a fact of life by
some denominations. Practices on the re-
marriage of divorcees will vary.

Ceremony at Death

Within Christianity death marks the end of
life on Earth and the start of a new life in
Heaven. Christians believe that they share
in the resurrection of Christ, and are called
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to live according to the values of Christ on
Earth.  

A dying Christian may want the support of
their church. Pastoral support varies
within Christianity. Some might wish to
celebrate the rights of their particular
church, for example, for some this may be
the last rites and confession. The person,
or their family or friends, should be asked
what support they require.

The length and style of funeral rites and
services will vary considerably amongst
Christian denominations.  For example, in
the Eastern Orthodox Church funerals are
part of a pattern in which mourning is
expressed formally and publicly over
many months. Some Christians may
prefer burial, whilst others may be
cremated.

Eastern Philosophies

Taoism

In China, Taoism is known as Taochia or
Taochiao. Taochia relates to the teachings
of Lao-Tzu who was born circa 640 bc.
Taochiao refers to the religious
organisation founded circa 200 AD.
Taochia and Taochiao look to the religious
traditions of China for guidance but differ
in their application.

Taoism honours the principles of humility
and unassertiveness. 

The main moral issues are based on five
prohibitions: the killing of living creatures,
alcoholism, hypocrisy, stealing, and loose
living. Furthermore, there are 10
instructions which are as follows: 

• To be obedient to parents.
• To be obedient to one’s master.
• To display kindness to every creature.
• To bear evil received.
• To settle arguments and not harbour

hatred.
• To help the poor by one’s own

sacrifice.
• To free captured animals.
• To plant trees and construct bridges.
• To be useful to your fellow men.
• To recite aoist books and burn incense

in glorification of Taoism and its
principles.

It is difficult to state the number of Taoists
within China, although there are estimates
of approximately 31,000,000 Taoists
outside of China, predominantly in
Taiwan. 

63 http://www.theologyprofessor.com/belief-systems/taoism.php. Website accessed February 2008.
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Confucianism

Confucius (551-478 bc) was a teacher of
social and moral lessons. He
endeavoured to establish a practical
philosophy to meet the needs of a
generation forgetful of its duty to the state
and unable to comprehend the teachings
of Lao-Tzu. The two fundamental

principles of Confucianism are the
worship of ancestors and the belief that
by maintaining the morals and cultures of
history, present day life will be enhanced.
According to Confucian ethics, the whole
duty of a person is summed up in the
word ‘reciprocity’ or ‘what you do not want
done to yourself, do not do to others’.

Hinduism 

Hinduism originated from the Indian
subcontinent. It is one of the world’s most
ancient religions which can be traced
back at least 4,000 years to the Indus
valley civilisation. Hinduism offers the
teachings of many great religious thinkers
who lived at different times and whose
teachings have been incorporated into
the Hindu religion. Thus Hinduism is a
living and evolving religion in which the
message of spirituality has been
refreshed over the ages by numerous
spiritually enlightened individuals. It has
no single sacred book such as the Bible
or Quran.  Instead Hinduism has many
different books, the most important being
the Bhagavad Gita, Vedas and
Upanishads.

Beliefs

Within Hinduism there are many different
beliefs and practices. The main Hindu
beliefs include:

• Brahman – is the ultimate reality (God)

manifested in everything, including all
living organisms. Hinduism is a
pluralistic religion and although
Hindus worship only one God, they
relate to God in different ways.
Therefore Hindus worship many
different forms of God including
Krishna, Rama, Brahma, Vishnu,
Shiva, Parvati and other deities.  They
are essentially reaching out to God
(unmanifested) through these different
forms (manifested).

• Ahimsa – is the belief that it is wrong to
hurt or harm any living thing by word,
deed or thought.

• Samsara – is the cycle of birth and
death. The ultimate aim is to liberate
oneself from the limitations of body
and mind thus gaining liberation (or
moksha) from the cycle of rebirth and
becoming one with God.

• Karma – is the law of cause and effect.
We have to bear the consequences of
all our actions, if not immediately then
in later life. Thus we are responsible
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for our own destiny. If misunderstood,
the law of Karma can cause
indifference to the suffering of others
or can cause fatalistic behaviour. 

• Dharma – is the religion of right
conduct and righteous living: that
which sustains society and civilisation
by the individuals following certain
duties to family, society and the world
at large. 

Caste

Caste rules are not followed in the UK,
and it is also now illegal in contemporary
India to label a person as untouchable.
However, some influence from the caste
system remains within India.  Eradicating
the caste system has been, and
continues to be, a gradual process in
India. 

Greetings and visiting a Hindu home

When entering a Hindu home, Hindus
may put their hands together and bow
their head slightly in the namaste gesture
which means ‘may that which is of God in
me salute that which is of God in you’.
Namaste is a respectful form of greeting
that may be used by men and women,
Hindu and non-Hindu alike.  

The suffix ‘ji’ may be added to the end of
a name as a mark of respect (for example
a Hindu pandit (priest) is often called
panditji), especially when speaking with
an elder or a person whose experience,
authority and/or talent requires marked
respect.  

Visiting a Hindu temple

There are no set rules on how often a
person should go to the temple. On
entering a Hindu temple you must remove
your shoes. Inside the temple you will see
colourful images of Hindu deities. 

Food

In general there is some variation in diet,
so it is advisable to ask what a Hindu
person can eat. Most Hindus do not eat
beef as cows are held in special regard.
Some Hindus are vegetarians while others
may meat. Hindus may also fast on
special religious occasions, and some do
not drink alcohol or smoke.

Marriage

Arranged marriages for Hindus do take
place in Britain, although some marriages
will be arranged by the parents with the
consent of the couple. The idea is that love
should come after marriage, not necessarily
before. The backgrounds of the two
individuals are taken into account, as it is
believed that love should prosper when two
people have the same social background
and mindset, and so effort will be put into
finding a compatible partner for adult
children.  What could be viewed as semi-
arranged marriages also occur when
parents and children consult specialist
organisations to help them locate a
compatible Hindu partner for marriage.
Such organisations facilitate men and
women coming together as potential
marriage partners, ensuring that there is
some degree of commonality between the
two people in terms of background.
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Divorce

Marriage is both a civil contract and a
sacrament. Divorce can happen, although
it is against the religious principles of
Hindus and is still relatively uncommon.
Marriage oaths are considered to be
oaths for life, and divorce can be
stigmatising.

Death

Hindus are cremated. The body is bathed
and dressed by relatives of the same sex
the day before the cremation. On the day,
the body is brought home and a priest
gives the last rites. The body is taken to
the crematorium accompanied by
members of the community. 

64 British Humanist Association, (2008). For further information about Humanism visit:
www.humanism.org.uk. 

Humanism 

Humanism is a philosophical belief that
supports human morality and integrity.
The British Humanist Association state:
‘Humanism is the belief that we can live
good lives without religious or
superstitious beliefs. Humanists make
sense of the world using reason,
experience and shared human values. We
seek to make the best of the one life we
have by creating meaning and purpose
for ourselves. We take responsibility for
our actions and work with others for the
common good’. 

While many religions or beliefs will look
towards God, gods or goddesses for
guidance, humanists hold deep belief in
human reason, experience and shared
values: without any notion of the
supernatural.  Humanists are atheist or
agnostic.

There are a wide variety of Humanist
ceremonies that are available. These
include Humanist weddings, civil
partnerships, naming ceremonies or
funerals. These ceremonies will be
conducted by accredited ‘Celebrants’.



Islam

Islam ‘submission to the will of God or
peace’ is the name given to the religion
preached by the Prophet Muhammad in
the seventh century. Muhammad
preached that there is only one God
(Allah) and that he, Muhammad, was
God’s messenger along with Jesus,
Moses, etc. Those who believe in one
God and accept Muhammad as God’s
messenger are called Muslims. Within
Islam (as within Christianity) there are
different branches: two of the main
branches being Sunni and Shia Muslims.

British Muslims tend to come from
families with past roots in countries such
as Pakistan, Bangladesh, India, Somalia,
Sudan and Egypt. Other than English,
some Muslims may speak Punjabi/Urdu,
Bengali with some Pashto, Farsi, Arabic,
Kurdish and Somali, depending upon
their respective family background.

There is also a large number of White
British Muslim converts. Some may have
little or no contact with other Muslims, and
may not necessarily be immediately
identifiable as Muslim.

Islamic Beliefs

Islam is not just a religion but a complete
way of life. Muslims believe the Holy
Quran is the word of God spoken to
Muhammad by the Angel Gabriel (the
Holy book is written in Arabic). 

Muslims believe that God sent many
prophets throughout history including the

Old Testament prophets and Jesus. All
prophets preached faith in one God, life
after death and one moral code. Muslims
believe Muhammad was the last of the
prophets and the model of how people
are to live. To say or do anything showing
lack of respect to God, the Prophet
Muhammad, or any of the prophets is
considered blasphemous and deeply
hurtful to Muslims.

There are Five Pillars of Islam: five basic
duties that practicing Muslims must
follow.  

• Shahadah (Declaration) – The
declaration of one’s faith.  ‘There is no
God but Allah and Muhammad is his
Prophet’.

• Salah (Prayer) – Practising Muslims
pray five times a day. Muslims will
wash before prayer. Prayers are
performed facing east in the direction
of the holy city of Makkah (Mecca).
The prayer can take between 5 – 15
minutes and should be performed in a
clean environment.

• Zakah (Charity) – A certain percentage
of one’s income is given to charity.

• Sawm (Fasting) – Adult Muslims
should abstain from eating, drinking,
smoking and sexual intercourse from
dawn until sunset during the Islamic
month of Ramadan. Those who are
exempt from fasting include nursing
mothers, those who are pregnant or
menstruating, the sick and Muslims
travelling long distances. The time that
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Muslims can break fast (sunset) is
quite important as they will want to eat
and drink straight away. Many Muslims
then go to the Mosque and pray for
approx 60 – 90 minutes.  When this is
finished they may be tired. 

Meetings, interviews, witness
statements, etc. should therefore take
place earlier in the day, and not the
evening, whenever possible.  Earlier in
the day is generally better, and
meetings should not take too long
since fasting can trigger tiredness and
lack of energy.

• Hajj – Every Muslim adult who is
physically, financially or legally able
must make at least one pilgrimage to
Makkah (Mecca).

Sharia is the system that offers Muslims
guidance on conduct in daily life as well
as legal issues, covering a wide variety of
subjects from business to family and
divorce.

Dress

Islam does not require any particular form
of dress but does require that minimum
standards of modesty are met. The
minimum part of the body that should be
covered for a man is from his navel to his
knees and for a woman from her head to
her feet (leaving only her hands and face
showing). 

Some Muslims wear western clothing and
some wear clothing that is customary in
their country of heritage. Some Muslim

women wear the Niqab which covers the
entire face. However some Muslims are
against this practice, and may claim that it
was not taught by the Prophet
Muhammad.

Food

The Quran forbids eating pork or any pork
products. Utensils or containers which
have contained or touched pork are also
considered unclean. Muslims can eat
meat which is halal (permitted).  In order
for meat to be halal, the animal must have
been reared, transported and slaughtered
in a humane way according to the laws of
Islam. Kosher meat, which is slaughtered
in the same fashion, may be eaten by
Muslims. Alcohol, or food or drink
containing alcohol, are forbidden, as well
as intoxicating drugs.

Medical treatment

Modesty is extremely important. Muslims
may strongly prefer to be treated
medically by a person of the same sex,
and may prefer to expose only the part of
the body being treated. Post mortems are
only permitted when legally required.

Naming systems

The variety of cultures has led to a wide
range of naming systems. Some people
use middle names as first names, and
vice versa.  Others use middle names as
surnames and vice versa.

Double-barrelled names should be used
in full unless the person says otherwise
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(not using the name in full may alter the
meaning of the name).

There are often many ways to spell the
same name. For example, Muhammad is
popularly spelled in seven ways.

For these reasons there are multiple
variations and spellings of forenames,
middle names and surnames. It is best to
ask the person who is giving their name to
give the spelling and order that is on
official documentation.

Visiting a mosque

The Mosque is both a place of worship
and a community centre where Muslims
can pray. Friday midday prayers are
performed in congregation in a mosque.
This is mandatory for all male adult
Muslims (except travellers and the sick).
Muslim women may or may not go. 

Outside the prayer room there will be
running water for people to wash before
prayer. There may be separate entrances
into the mosque for men and women.
When you enter a mosque you will be
expected to remove your shoes. Muslim
men tend to cover their heads for prayer.
Women should dress modestly with their

head, arms and legs covered. There may
be a separate prayer room for women. If
women and men pray in the same area,
the men’s rows are in front of the women’s
and children’s rows. Some mosques also
have a religious elementary school where
children can study Islam.

Sunni and Shia Muslims

Both Sunni and Shia Muslims agree on
the five pillars of Islam.  However one
central difference between these two
branches of Islam lies in the belief about
who should lead the Islamic faith.

In practical terms, Sunni and Shia
Muslims have some differences in
conducting their prayers.  For example, in
prostration, Sunni Muslims will place their
forehead onto the prayer mat, whereas
Shia Muslims will lower their forehead
onto a block of clay. 

The majority of Muslims are Sunni
(approximately 85% – 90%).  There has
been a history of conflict between Sunni
and Shia Muslims, and ‘In countries with
large Shia communities, Shias often make
up the poorest sections of society and
see themselves as oppressed and
discriminated against’.  
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Judaism

Judaism is a religion originating in the
Middle East and dating back over 4,000
years. Today there are Jewish
communities all over the world,
particularly within America and Europe, as
well as in the Jewish state of Israel. 

There are several different Jewish
denominations, normally split along
Orthodox or progressive lines.

Orthodox Jews consider that the laws and
teachings of the Torah must be followed
today exactly as they were laid down in
the time of Moses and interpreted by
rabbis they regard as authoritative.  

Progressive Jews believe that some of the
Torah’s teachings can be adapted to
make them more relevant to modern life.
Progressive Jews consider that divine
revelation received from the prophets of
Israel has been modified by human,
through inspired interpretation, especially
by Rabbis throughout the ages who have
brought it up to date and make it relevant
to the circumstances of every generation.
For example, there is an emphasis on
gender equality, which means women are
equally respected and can take part in all
aspects of synagogue life, even being
ordained as Rabbis if they are
academically talented.

Beliefs

The central Jewish belief about God is
contained in the Shema (Deuteronomy,
Chapter 6, Verses 4-9).  This is a
statement of belief in the unity of God. 

The Torah is the collection of the most
sacred writings in Judaism.  Jews believe
that God has revealed his will for them in
the Torah, which contains the first five
books of the Bible, including 613
commandments (of which 10 are also
relevant to Christians). Jews believe there
is one God who is everlasting, and believe
that there will be a Messiah at some time
in the future. Loving God means loving
your neighbour, the greatest principle of
Jewish social and community life.

Hebrew scriptures are called a ‘Tanakh’.
Prayer books are known as ‘Siddur’ (a
High Holy Day prayer book is called a
‘Makhzor’).

Hebrew is the language of prayer.

Visiting a synagogue

The synagogue is a house of prayer and
study as well as a community centre
where Jewish people gather.

The Ark, which contains the Torah scrolls,
is the central feature. It is placed against
the eastern wall nearest Jerusalem.
Above the Ark is the ‘ner tamid’, a light
which is never allowed to go out, and
which symbolises the ever presence of
God. The ‘bimah’ is a raised platform from
which scrolls are read. 

In an Orthodox synagogue there will
usually be separate seating for men and
women. However Progressive Jews
believe that both men and women should
both take part in services, and as stated
earlier, Progressive Jewish doctrine
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permits women to be trained as
Rabbinate if they are well-educated.  Most
synagogues have a Rabbi (teacher) who
advises the community on the
interpretation of religious laws.  The Rabbi
will usually teach the Torah and offer
sermons. 

Food

Some Jews are very strict about following
dietary laws (‘kashrut’), while others may
not be so strict.  If in doubt about dietary
requirements, it is best to ask.

Animals, birds and fish are either ‘kosher’
(permitted) or ‘treif’ (forbidden). Animals
that chew the cud and have cloven
hooves (such as cows, sheep and goats),
all fowl (but not birds of prey) and all fish
with fins and scales are kosher so long as
they are prepared according to Jewish
laws. Meats such as Pork or Rabbit are
forbidden, as are shellfish and shark.
There are other foods which are
forbidden, and so if you are concerned
about dietary requirements it is best to
ask for advice.  Food which contains or
has been in contact with forbidden
products is also unacceptable. 

Many Jews do not consume milk and
meat products together. Separate sets of
utensils are kept for cooking meat and
dairy dishes. Strict Jews will wait for
several hours after eating a meat dish
before consuming a milk product.

Initiation

Bar Mitzvah is not a ceremony but a
person, meaning ‘son of the

commandment’ and refers to a Jewish
boy reaching the age of 13. Afterwards he
may fully participate in synagogue
services and read from the Torah. 

Jewish girls may celebrate Bat Mitzvah at
the age of 12 (age 13 for Progressive
Jews).

Death

Jewish burials usually take place within
two days of death. Funerals do not take
place on the Sabbath day or on a major
festival day. The majority of Jews are
buried, although Progressive Jews may
be cremated. 

Arrangements for the burial are made by
the chevra kadisha (holy group). They
cleanse and prepare the body for burial.
The funeral service is simple, and the
kaddish (prayer) will be said by family and
close relations. There are four stages of
mourning that extend until 11 months after
a death. During this time mourners can
grieve and slowly start to resume a normal
life. Judaism teaches there is a world to
come after death.

The Sabbath

The Sabbath is the seventh day of the
Jewish week (from sundown Friday to
sundown Saturday). During this time work
is prohibited.  Traditionally this includes
phoning, writing, cooking, and travelling
by car or public transport (unless it is
necessary to save life). The Sabbath is a
day of rest to be spent at home with the
family. Traditionally the family will visit the
synagogue and then return home for a
special meal.
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Paganism

At its most basic, Paganism is an Earth-
based religion which has its roots in most
pre-Christian religions.  Paganism
branches out to include (amongst others)
modern day Druidry, Wicca, Shamanism
and Heathenry.  There are no official
statistics about the number of Pagans in
the UK since the last Census did not
include Pagansim as a religious category.

Pagans do not ‘worship’ anything.
However it is generally acknowledged that
the primary deity is feminine (for example
the Earth Mother) and the Goddess is
revered and honoured.  However the
Goddess is not dependent upon worship
as She is present in all living things.
Pagans also respect nature and regard
the Earth as a living being.

Paganism is diverse and has no written
rules or ‘Holy book’.  It is free flowing and
innovative.  Pagans may wish to follow
their own path independently, or they may
wish to follow more structured
approaches as seen in Druidry or Wicca
(see below for further information about
Wicca and Druidry).

Death

Many Pagans hold re-incarnation as a
fundamental belief, and they view life as
being a continuous cycle of birth-death-
rebirth.  The same soul is reincarnated
many times in its journey towards
supreme enlightenment.  Like anyone,
Pagans are saddened at the loss of a
loved one, although death is not viewed
as an ending, but rather, a new beginning.  

Wicca

Pagans in general, but witches in
particular, suffer from intolerance and
persecution by those who do not
understand their faith. Look no further
than the depiction of witches at
Hallowe’en for evidence of this. Traditional
Witchcraft in one form or another has
existed since pre-Christian times and is
considered by many to be the indigenous
religion of the British Isles. This is also
known as Hereditary Witchcraft and is
more likely to be followed by whole
families for whom it is literally a way of life.

While Wicca is a Pagan form of witchcraft,
it should be remembered that not all
forms of Pagan witchcraft are part of
Wicca.

The Moon plays a central part in Pagan
traditions, and festival dates correspond
with cycles of the Moon. Pagans and
Witches hold the full moon as sacred.
Many will do Magickal Rituals in time with
the cycles of the Moon. The different
phases of the Moon also represent the
Triple Goddess ‘Maiden, Mother, Crone’
each phase is equally important. The
Moon celebrations are named ‘Esbats’
and they are a time for celebration and
other Magickal workings.

Druidism

Druidry holds strong links with ancient
Celtic traditions and is in essence a divine
worship of nature.  As with Paganism in
general, Druidry is not fixed with rules and
dogma, and there is no one sacred text
(as with religions such as Judaism,
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Christianity or Islam).  Instead Druidism
offers believers a spiritual path and
guidance. Druids may either be
monotheistic (belief in one God/Goddess)
or polytheistic (belief in many
Gods/Goddesses).

According to the Order of Bards Ovates
and Druids, there are three goals in
Druidry: wisdom, creativity and love. 

The Pagan Calendar

In common with most forms of Paganism,
both Wiccans and Druids recognise eight
seasonal festivals per year.  Of these, four
are solar and four are based on the
ancient Celtic agricultural calendar. The
dates of the solar festivals vary slightly

from year to year due to the positioning of
the planets.

• Winter Solstice 20-21 December
• Summer Solstice 21-22 June
• Spring Equinox 20-21 March
• Autumn Equinox   20-21 September
• Imbolc 1 February
• Beltane 30 April
• Lammas 1 August
• Samhain 31 October 

Different traditions will have different
names for the festivals but they are
celebrated on the dates given. In addition,
most forms of witchcraft will celebrate the
moon when she is Full, and also Dark
Moon, which is the night before she
appears again as a New Moon.  

Rastafari

Rastafari is a way of life (not a religion)
which has many links with the Jewish and
Christian faiths. It is named after Ras
(Prince) Tafari who became Emperor Haile
Selassie I of Ethiopia. Rastafari originated
in Jamaica in the 1930s as a response to
the oppression of the ruling colonial
powers and as an expression of the
ancestral African identity of the people. It
became particularly popular among the
poorer sections of the Jamaican
population. Today it is a worldwide
movement with groups in the USA,
Canada, Europe, Australia, South
America and the Caribbean.  Most Rastas
are of African-Caribbean descent and
identify with the struggle of reclaiming
their African ancestry. 

Much of Rastafari thought, and in
particular those aspects relating to a
search for a black identity, is built upon
the teachings of a black Jamaican man
called Marcus Garvey (1887-1940).
Marcus Garvey is considered one of the
most important black leaders of modern
times, and he spent much of his life
fighting for the rights of black people and
restoring their dignity in predominantly
white cultures. Garvey famously stated, “I
shall teach the black man to see the
beauty in himself”.

In Britain most Rastas are not affiliated to
any particular group.  Rastafari
organisations include Ethiopian Orthodox
Church, Ethiopian World Federation, The
Universal Rastafari Improvement
Organisation, the Twelve Tribes of Israel
and the Rastafarian Universal Zion.
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Language

Rastas’ communicate in their own lyrical
manner based on Jamaican patois. For
example, instead of saying ‘me’ and ‘you’,
‘I and I’ is used. Rastafari language is
dynamic and changes from speaker to
speaker. They have developed this partly
to disassociate themselves from the
language of the oppressor.

Beliefs

Rastas believe that Haile Selassie I, Ras
Tafari, is the true and living God (Jah)
regarded as fully incarnate. They believe
that salvation can come to black people
only through repatriation to Africa (the
Black Zion) after liberation from the evils
of the (white) western world (sometimes
referred to as Babylon). Rastas are
guided by the culture and traditions of
Africa, while their faith teaches peace,
love, truth and right.

The Rastafari belief system is derived
from a very detailed reading of the
Christian Bible, especially the Old
Testament and the Book of Revelations in
the New Testament. All 87 books are read
including the Apocrypha and the Book of
Enoch.

Visiting a Rastafari place of worship

Meetings are normally held weekly in a
community centre or at someone’s home.
They include worship and the discussion
of community matters as well as chants,
prayers and singing to the rhythm of
drums. Some meetings known as

Nyabingi are almost entirely given over to
music and are a gathering of Rastafari for
inspiration, exhortation, feasting, and
social contact. Women must cover their
heads during a meeting, particularly when
the congregation is praying.

Worship and music

Music is important to Rastafari. Reggae
music has often expressed their struggle
for liberation and is an important medium
through which black pride is projected.
Music, drumming (the instrument rooted
in African traditional music) and dancing
form part of the worship. For many
Rastafari smoking marijuana (ganja) is an
important part of their worship and a ritual
aid for meditation. Ganja, seen as natural
and God’s gift, plays an important part in
many cultures. It is also used in cooking
and medicine. The shape of the hands
when praying is a symbol for both peace
and war. It represents a heart and a spear.

Dress

Rastafari often keep their heads covered.
Men (brethrens) may wear knitted, leather
or cloth tams. The women (sistrens)
normally cover their heads with wraps.
Their hair is often worn in dreadlocks
(which is symbolic of a lion’s mane). If a
Rastafari’s hair is not in dreadlocks, it
tends to be worn long, obeying the
biblical command not to use sharp
instruments on the body. African cultural
artefacts may be worn as symbols of the
key of life. Colours often associated with
Rastafari are red, green, gold and black.
Red symbolises the blood shed in
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Rastafari historical struggle; green
represents the land; gold is for the faith,
prosperity and sunshine of the Rastafari
people and the produce of Africa; black
symbolises the colour of the people.

The lion is a symbol of Haile Selassie but
also represents the dominant maleness of
the movement. Rastafari simulate the
spirit of the lion in the way they wear their
dreadlocks and in some other

characteristics, for example, through a
kingly stance.

Death

Rastafari believe in reincarnation. Life is
eternal, moving from one generation to
the next through spiritual and
genealogical inheritance. There are no
special ceremonies following death.

Sikhism

Sikhism was founded in the Punjab –
‘Land of the five rivers’ – in the north of
India over 500 years ago. The word Sikh
comes from the Punjabi (and Hindi)
language spoken by many Sikhs and
means disciple. Sikhs follow the
teachings of the 10 Gurus, the best known
being Guru Nanak (first Guru) and Guru
Gobind Singh (tenth Guru). Guru Gobind
Singh said there would be no more
human Gurus after him. Followers were to
look to the Holy Scriptures, the Guru
Granth Sahib, written in Gurmukhi script.
Anyone can become Sikh if they are
prepared to accept the teachings of the
Gurus.

Beliefs

Sikhism is not based on rigid rules or
laws, but on the teachings of the 10 Gurus
as set out in the Guru Granth Sahib. It is a
way of devotion and a pattern of life. The
main influences and beliefs are as follows:

• There is one God who is omnipotent.

• All human beings are equal and
brethren.

• Earn one’s living by honest means and
working hard.

• To give to charity or donate an amount
of one’s income for the benefit of
charity

• Sewa (selfless service) to God and
service to other human beings.

Some Sikhs undertake the discipline of
belonging to the Khalsa (‘the pure ones’)
of the Sikh religious community. Members
of the Khalsa must be sincere in their
belief and willing to defend it.

Visiting a Gurdwara

The Gurdwara is the Sikh place of worship
recognised by the orange and blue flag
with the Sikh symbol (Khanda). The
Khanda is made up of crossed swords
representing wisdom and a single sword
through the centre representing
protection. These are contained within a
circular structure (Chaker) representing
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peace. The aim of Sikh worship is to give
praise to God. 

Gurdwaras have a number of rooms,
including: a room for worship which
contains the Guru Granth Sahib resting on
the throne (takht); a kitchen where langar
(a meal after the service) is served; and
separate rooms where men and women
can wash their hands and feet and
remove their shoes. 

On entering, Sikhs will go to the front and
bow or kneel to the Guru Granth Sahib.
They may make an offering of money or
food, then say a short prayer and back
away from the scriptures. 

Useful hints:

• Before entering the worship room
remove your shoes. Everyone should
cover their head.

• It is appreciated if you come forward
and bow to the scriptures. An offering
can be made but it is not obligatory.

• If invited to eat the langar you should
not offer to pay for the food, but you
could make a donation to the
gurdwara before leaving. Everyone
must cover their head when eating the
langar.

Dress

The turban is an important symbol of the
Sikh faith. Most men wear a turban as well
as some women. Some Sikh men may cut
their hair. Sikh men and women dress

modestly. Women may wear shalwar and
kameeze (loose trousers with a long top
and scarf) or western dress. Devout Sikh
men and women who are full members of
their religion wear the five K’s. These
represent the five articles of faith which
distinguish them as Sikhs.

The 5 K’s are as follows:

• Kesh – uncut hair, normally worn
underneath a turban for men. The
Guru said that hair should be allowed
to grow naturally.

• Kangha – a small wooden comb used
to keep the hair tidy. Keeping clean
and tidy is part of the religion.

• Kirpan – a small sword which reminds
Sikhs it is their duty to fight against
evil. In Sikhism the Kirpan is not
intended as a weapon: it is defensive
and not aggressive or offensive. The
Kirpan is a religious symbol that is
comparable to the Christian cross.

• Kara – a steel bangle worn on the right
hand to show that God is one, the
Khalsa is one fellowship and Sikhs
must be strong in standing up for what
is right.

• Kachera - shorts, part of the military
uniform of Guru Gobind Singh’s time
and now a symbol of sexual restraint.

Marriage

In Britain arranged marriages are
common for Sikhs. Ideally marriage is
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based on common background with the
hope of creating a stable family. Some
Sikh families continue to follow the
custom of the bride’s family providing a
dowry (which may include money and
clothes). A wedding normally takes place
in the Gurdwara in the presence of the
Guru Granth Sahib. Any Sikh person can
perform the marriage ceremony as long
as he or she has been chosen by the
family. The most important part of the
ceremony is the reading of the Lavan. It
has four verses which are spoken and
then sung. As each verse is sung the
bride and groom walk clockwise around
the Guru Granth Sahib. The groom will
walk in front of the bride. When they have
done this four times they are married. 

Divorce

Divorce is allowed, although it is against
the religious principles of Sikhs as
marriage is regarded as a sacrament. It
may be seen as shameful and
stigmatising, especially for women. Both

families may try and sort problems out.
Divorcees can marry again in the
Gurdwara.

Death

Sikhs believe in reincarnation. Death is the
end of one life, but the beginning of
another. Memorials are not allowed and
the deliberate show of grief is forbidden.
Before the funeral the body is washed,
dressed and wrapped in a white sheet by
relatives of the same sex. Sikhs are
cremated. The funeral is a simple
ceremony and should take place as soon
as possible after death. The body is taken
to the crematorium and it is usual for the
male relative to help put the body in the
incinerator. Prayers are said. After
cremation the ashes are usually scattered
in running water or flown back to the
Punjab to be scattered there. The funeral
is normally followed by a service at the
Gurdwara. Prayers are usually said by
close relatives in the Gurdwara or at
home.
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How to refer to people by
ethnic origin

Terminology guidelines are set out below.
They are only intended as general
guidelines, as people’s opinions on
wording will differ, and the meanings of
words may change.  If you are unsure of
the appropriate terms to use in discussing
a person’s identity, ask the individual or
group how they wish to be identified, and
seek advice from members of the relevant
community.

Black

Many agencies including some racial
equality councils use the term ‘black’ to
refer to African, African-Caribbean, Asian,
Chinese and other people from ethnic
minorities within the UK.  

BME communities

BME (Black and Minority Ethnic)
communities is a term that has grown in
popularity during the new millennium by
organisations and groups conducting
research into issues regarding race and
ethnicity.

Colour

The term ‘coloured’ people should be
avoided. It is generally disliked and felt to
be offensive or patronising.

The expression ‘people of color’ which is
often used in the United States may on
occasion be used but as it is not a
common term in the UK, it may be
misunderstood or misinterpreted.

West Indian, African-Caribbean,
African

Although the term ‘West Indian’ was used
in this country as an all-encompassing
phrase to describe the first generation of
Caribbean settlers, it was not generally
employed in the Caribbean. ‘West Indian’
is a historical term and in most contexts is
not appropriate, unless, for example, one
was referring to the West Indian cricket
team. The term West Indian is best
avoided unless people actually identify
themselves in this way.

The term ‘African-Caribbean’ is more
widely used, partially due to increased
interest in African roots and cultural
origins.  Both ‘African-Caribbean’ and
‘Afro-Caribbean’ are used in official and
academic documentation to refer to black
people of Caribbean heritage. The term
‘African-Caribbean’ is appropriate when
reference is being made to specific
geographical origin; however it does not
refer to all the peoples of the Caribbean
who are from diverse backgrounds.

The term ‘African’ is perfectly acceptable

Appendices
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and may be used in self-identification.
Many people will, however, refer to
themselves in national terms, for
example, Eritrean, Zimbabwean or
Somali.

Young people born in Britain will probably
not use any of these terms, simply
referring to themselves as ‘black’ or
‘black British’. If racial identity is relevant,
it is appropriate to use these descriptions,
rather than African-Caribbean or African.

Asian

‘Asian’ as a term is acceptable where the
exact ethnic origin of the person is not
known, or as a collective reference to
people from Asia. It is more accurate to
refer to people from their geographical
location, such as people from the Indian
Subcontinent as ‘South Asian’, or people
from Vietnam or the Philippines as ‘South
East Asian’.

British-born people with South Asian
heritage may accept the same identities
and designations as their parents.
However, some prefer to describe
themselves as ‘British Asian’ or as ‘black’.

British

The term ‘British’ is about citizenship.
Nearly everybody born in Britain has

British citizenship. The term ‘British’ does
not directly relate to ethnic or racial origin
and it is not a synonym for ‘white’,
‘English’ or ‘Christian’.

Dual parentage

The term ‘mixed race’ can carry negative
connotations. Some preferred
alternatives include ‘mixed parentage’,
‘dual parentage’ or ‘mixed heritage’. The
term ‘multi-racial’ may also be preferred
when referring to a ‘multi-racial
household’. ‘Mixed cultural heritage’ is
increasingly used in educational circles.

The term ‘half-caste’ must be avoided as
it is viewed by many as offensive and
racist.

While some people may use terms such
as ethnicity, race or nationality
interchangeably, it is incorrect to do so.
These terms do often overlap, but there
are always exceptions.  For example, a
person may consider their ethnicity to be
Jewish, their race as ‘any other white
background’ and their nationality to be
American. 

The most important thing to understand is
that a person’s ethnicity, race and
nationality are not static, and that the best
way to understand a person’s identity is
to ask them how they view themselves. 



Advice on Cross-Cultural
Communication

• Seek advice where possible from
colleagues with different cultural
backgrounds about how to
communicate effectively.

• Try to ascertain the first language of
the person you are dealing with.

• Take care to be patient and reassuring
when accent or language hinders
communication.  Remember that
translators are available and would be
useful.

• Be respectful in your use of language
and how you describe a person’s
identity. Remember that phrases such
as ‘coloured’, ‘half-caste’ and ‘ethnic’
are not acceptable and could cause
offence.  

• Be sensitive to the difficulties that
using jargon or slang may present.

• Appreciate how cultural differences in
body language might contribute to
misunderstandings and conflict.

• Be aware that it may not be the
custom in some instances to shake
hands, especially among women.

• Be aware that it may not be the
custom in some instances for a man to
be in the same room as a woman who
is not related if they are alone.

• Be aware that an act of comfort, such
as putting an arm around a victim,
may cause embarrassment or offence.

• Remember that many people do not
relate to the terms ‘Christian name’ or
‘surname’. For many people it is a
personal name or first name plus
family name.

Don’t:

• Don’t make generalisations about
groups or individuals.

• Don’t assume that a person’s first
language is the same as the main
language in their country of origin.

• Don’t assume that just because
someone responds to a question in
English, they fully understand what
you are saying, or its implications.

• Don’t assume that words for the time
of day, such as afternoon or evening,
have the same meaning for everyone.
It is better to be precise about time
where possible.

• Don’t assume that a lack of eye
contact during conversation is a sign
of guilt, misunderstanding or conflict.
In some communities it may be the
opposite.

• Don’t assume that a raised voice or
gesticulations are necessarily signs of
aggression or loss of control.
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• Don’t underestimate the influence of
your own cultural background and the
way it may affect your perceptions and
behaviour towards others.

• Don’t enter a room unless invited to do
so, or unless it is unavoidable to do so
in the line of police business. It may be

a prayer room or place of worship
where certain customs should be
adhered to.

• Don’t assume that everyone from a
particular country has identical cultural
backgrounds or beliefs.  Diversity
exists everywhere.  



Useful Definitions

Home Office definition of a hate
crime:

“Any incident, which constitutes a criminal
offence, which is perceived by the victim
or any other person as being motivated by
prejudice or hate”’.

The Home Office further state:

“Hatred is a strong term that goes beyond
simply causing offence or hostility. Hate
crime is any criminal offence committed
against a person or property that is
motivated by an offender's hatred of
someone because of their:

• Race, colour, ethnic origin, nationality
or national origins.

• Religion. 
• Gender or gender identity. 
• Sexual orientation. 
• Disability. 

Hate crime can take many forms
including:

• Physical attacks – such as physical
assault, damage to property, offensive
graffiti, neighbour disputes and arson.

• Threat of attack – including offensive
letters, abusive or obscene telephone
calls, groups hanging around to
intimidate and unfounded, malicious
complaints.

• Verbal abuse or insults – offensive
leaflets and posters, abusive gestures,
dumping of rubbish outside homes or
through letterboxes, and bullying at
school or in the workplace”. 

During 2007-2008 “police in the UK
recorded 4,823 racially or religiously
motivated crimes in which somebody was
injured, 4,320 crimes without injury, and
26,495 cases of harassment”.

Asylum seekers:

An asylum seeker is any person who has
applied for Refugee Status and is awaiting
the final decision on his/her asylum claim.  

In the UK an asylum seeker will have
submitted an application for asylum to the
Home Office, and many will be supported
by National Asylum Support Service (often
abbreviated as NASS).  Asylum seekers
often suffer immense poverty, and they do
not have access to many public services.
Asylum seekers in the UK do not have the
right to work.
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Failed asylum seekers:

Failed asylum seekers are people whose
asylum claim and any outstanding appeal
have been rejected by the Home Office.
Failed asylum seekers will usually no
longer receive financial support from
NASS, although the Home Office may
offer some limited support until
arrangements can be made for the
person to leave the country. Failed asylum
seekers do not have the right to work or to
receive any kind of benefits. 

Refugees:

Article 1 of the 1951 UN Convention on
Human Rights (amended by the 1967
Protocol) defined Refugees as follows:
'A person having a well-founded fear of

being persecuted for reasons of religion,
nationality, membership of a particular
social group or political opinion, is
outside the country of his nationality and
is unable, or owing to such fear, is
unwilling to avail himself of the protection
of that country'.

Refugees are displaced people from
around the world.  In the UK refugees are
people who have had their asylum claim
accepted by the Home Office and have
therefore been granted 'leave to remain' in
the UK.  'Leave to remain' is granted an
initial period of five years: at the end of
this time a refugee may apply for a
renewed residence permit or for
permanent residence. Refugees have full
legal entitlements and the right to work in
the UK.



European Union and Accession
States

During May 2004 eight countries joined
the European Union (EU) and European
Economic Area (EEA) and are part of what
is known as the ‘Accession States’,
‘Accession 8’ or ‘A8’.  ‘A8’ countries are
as follows: Poland, Latvia, Lithuania,
Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary,
Slovakia and Slovenia.  

People from A8 countries are permitted to
work in the UK, although the British
Government have put in measures to
regulate economic migration into the UK
by A8 nationals via a worker registration

scheme (WRS). After 12 months of
working legally on the WRS without a
break in employment, A8 economic
migrants have no further need to register
on the WRS and can apply for a residence
permit.  The Home Office Border Agency
state,

‘Once you have been working
legally in the United Kingdom for
12 months without a break you will
have full rights of free movement
and will no longer need to register
on the WRS. You can then get a
registration certificate confirming
your right to live and work in the
United Kingdom, although you are
not obliged to do so’.
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