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FINDINGS OF A SURVEY OF FRENCH SIKH SCHOOL CHILDREN AFFECTED BY THE BAN-LAW 

Report by: Meerat Kaur   

This report presents the findings of a survey of Sikh school children in France, to ascertain the effects of law n° 2004-228 dated 15 March 2004 on the banning of religious symbols, including the Sikh turban, in schools.  The Survey was conducted in March 2005 and June 2005. 

It is estimated there are over five thousand Sikhs living and working in France to date.  The Sikhs form a strong part of the French communities in which they live, fully integrate themselves in the French way of life, and are proud French citizens.  However, laws such as that banning religious symbols in public schools are continually isolating the community, and making them question their French identity.  This preliminary report collates the experiences and views of thirty-five Sikh boys
 to whom the law banning religious symbols in schools applied.  The effect of the Ban Law is widespread and affects Christians, Jews, Muslims and Sikhs. 

When interviewing the French-Sikh students, information was collated regarding their personal details, including the school they attended and headgear they wore before the implementation of the ban as well as after, their area of residence and their class at school.  They were also asked more subjective questions regarding their thoughts on the law and how it has affected them.  

The effect of the law has varied depending on the age of the child and the school.  The one constant response was that none of the interviewees were allowed to wear a turban to school.  Twenty-nine children, approximately 83% of the sample, were not allowed to wear the head-coverings that they wore before the law or that they wanted to wear after the law came into effect.  Although the law is specifically for public schools, it is having far-reaching consequences and is also being implemented in private schools.  There is therefore, no recourse for the Sikh children, who must conform to the wishes of their head teachers or face expulsion.  Five boys who were interviewed for this report refused to remove their turban when told to do so by the school Directors, and as a result were expelled.  The boys were expelled from three different schools; Lycée Louis Michel, Lycée Maurice Utrills and Collège Jean Pieue Timbau.  The youngest of these expelled boys is fifteen years old, and the older boys are 18-years-old.  The disruption to their education has come at a critical time, and will undoubtedly affect their future education and careers.   

Many Sikh boys reported much confusion in the schools shortly after the implementation of the law.  Teachers were unsure of the procedures and exactly which actions were contravening the law.  Three boys who attend Collège F Dolto and wore rimals (handkerchiefs to cover their top-knot) were removed from their class at the beginning of the school year.  They were kept away from other students and told to study in the school hall.  They were watched by a teacher and given the work their counterparts were completing in the classroom.  One boy who attended Lycée J Rostand and wore a rimal to cover his hair, was told to stay at home while the school decided; firstly whether to allow head covering, and secondly what type of head covering they would allow.  A teacher told this boy that he would not be allowed to wear a rimal, and he currently wears a piece of cloth tied to the back of his head in the style of a bandana.  
There is a general lack of continuity in the regulations regarding religious symbols in French schools.  The Director of a secondary school called Jean Jaurés was initially reluctant to allow any head covering in the school.  However a local Gurdwara committee member intervened, explaining that the Sikh religion necessitates the covering of the hair.  This led to the Director permitting the boys to wear a black rimal.  Yet at other schools, boys were told to wear white rimals and tuck in their excess material under their joora (top-knot).  One 14-year-old boy previously wore a rimal, but now attends school without covering his hair.

Sikh boys who cover their unshorn hair tend to wear rimals when they are young, progressing to patkas, keskis and then turbans as they grow progressively older.  An 8-year-old boy who wore a rimal to school, reported that he wanted to progress to wearing a patka at the start of the new school year.  However, the Director of the school prevented him from doing so.  The boy’s natural religious progression as he ages is thus being hindered.  

An increase in bullying is also occurring, since the implementation of the law.  An eight-year-old boy stated that some children at his school took his head-covering and threw it around the playground, while bullying him.  Such acts have happened twice since the implementation of the law, but had never happened before the implementation of the law.  Although the law is not inherently racist in itself, nor is it promoting racism, it is facilitating it.  If the law states religious symbols are not allowed in schools, children are not learning tolerance towards difference.  It is likely incidents of bullying towards Sikh boys with unshorn hair will increase.   

Similarly worrying is the general treatment of kes-dhari Sikhs (Sikhs who have their hair unshorn) in France, since they suffer from discrimination at all levels of employment.  It is extremely difficult for kes-dhari Sikhs to find careers in the mainstream employment sector, leading many kes-dhari Sikhs to start their own businesses.  The discrimination that the children are suffering at school is hindering their education, and will further prevent them from being employed in the mainstream employment sector. The ban-law will only exacerbate this problem as it isolates the child from an early age instead of helping him to integrate in mainstream society.
The French government should conduct a fuller study of the effect of this ban-law on Sikh schoolchildren and publish its findings before they review the law, which is due shortly. This preliminary report shows there are real problems facing Sikh children due to their unshorn hair, and action needs to be taken to restore their rights.  The long-term effects of the ban will be even more severe than the current effects, especially due to the young Sikh children who will be entering the French education system in the coming years.  Essentially, if the ban if not lifted, Sikhs will continue to be outcast in French society.
Survey of Affected children

http://www.unitedsikhs.org/rtt/doc/survey_of_affected_children.xls 
� Interviews were conducted with thirty-five boys. Attached/ below is a table of the findings. Children’s names and other personal details have been deleted to protect their identities. 
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