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Abstract 

 
Peoples’ views, emotions and practices of home may concern not only the domestic space but also 
neighborhoods or some specific places inside them. Gurdwaras can be interpreted as semi-public 
spaces whereby an ethnic-religious minority – the Sikhs – try to enact a spatial, social and political 
appropriation over the local urban environment, hence to recreate a sense of home in it. This process 
can be referred to as ‘domestication’, as a multidirectional and multidimensional progression through 
which a highly diverse community tries to control, modify and possibly render the external 
environment homely, in a number of respects: spatial, political, social and cultural ones. As they do 
so, they are simultaneously conditioned by it. In this process, gurdwaras play a crucial role. Starting 
from this insight, I present a typology of Sikh gurdwaras and explore the concept of domestication, 
based on a case study in Southall, West London.   
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Introduction 

I have just arrived in Southall, one of the British "little Punjabs". With some surprise, I notice that 

the "Southall" sign at the railway station is written in English and Punjabi. At the hotel, my room 

overlooks the main street and, right on the opposite wall, my gaze rests on a huge poster: it 

advertises the nagar kirtan which took place a few days before my arrival for the Nanak’s gurpurb.1 

I walk around the main street, and I can't help but notice a large poster displayed on the window of 

a pharmacy with the effigy of guru Nanak, which reads “Best wishes for Guru Nanak Dev Ji’s 550th 

Gurpurb”, as well as a series of signs that guide the inhabitants and the tourists towards the 

numerous Southall gurdwaras. A quick search on google maps prepared me for the fact that in this 

suburb of London there are eleven different 

gurdwaras, two of which are located within as 

many Sikh schools, not to mention all the other 

“non autochthonous” places of worship, such as 

mosques and mandirs. Like the gurdwaras, they 

are an expression of religious denominations 

imported with the arrival of migratory flows in the 

United Kingdom. Beyond the obvious religious 

function that the gurdwaras perform, can we think 

of them as semi-public spaces, through which an 

ethnic-religious minority – in this case the Sikhs – 

is marking the land through a socio-spatial and 

political process of appropriation, trying to 

recreate a sense of home?  

The literature in home studies and urban 

diversities highlights that peoples’ views, 

emotions and practices of home are multi-scalar 

and multi-sited. They may concern not only the domestic space, but also a variety of different 

environments like neighborhoods or specific places inside them, defined as semi-public spaces 

(Peterson, 2016; Boccagni and Brighenti, 2017). ‘Home’ as a sociological concept may be 

                                                           
1 The nagar kirtan is a ritual procession that takes place on the occasion of Sikh religious festivals. During the 
nagar kirtan, the Guru Granth Sahib – the sacred book considered by the Sikhs as a living guru – is carried 
through the streets of the city. The gurpurbs are the anniversaries of the birth and death of the ten Sikh gurus; 
those of Nanak and Gobind Singh, the first and last of the Sikh gurus, are the main ones.  
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understood as a set of meaningful social relationships, social experiences and context-related 

endeavors which are aimed at building and reproducing a sense of familiarity, security and control 

through socio-material practices (“homemaking”). Cognitions, emotions and moralities about home 

might also be expressed as well as reinterpreted by social actors, given the structure of opportunities 

available to people in a specific context (Kaika, 2004; Boccagni, 2017). Feeling at home (or not) in 

one’s neighborhood, or in a variety of extra-domestic spaces has to do with (internal) orientation and 

moral values, but also with (external) recognition, participation and identification with(in) the public 

space. It may even concern practices of appropriation, through which existent resources and spaces 

are modified and accommodated (Boccagni and Duyvendak, 2019). 

 

According to Dwyer (2016), the material act of building a non-indigenous house of worship takes 

along a subset of ‘alien’ cultural practices. As a result of social and contextual relations, these cultural 

practices may call for ‘external’ recognition and possible ‘internal’ reinterpretation in a process of 

domestication of the (semi)public space. In urban studies, some scholars interpret the concept of 

domestication in negative terms, as a practice of domination and imposition within the city, through 

space regulation processes that cause standardization. In this perspective, domestication may lead 

to the expropriation of unwanted groups from a public space. This outcome is in favor of some but 

for sure not of all its inhabitants (Atkinson, 2003; Zukin, 1998). Instead, Koch and Latham (2013: 14) 

move beyond the critical use of this term. In their view, domestication is rather like a process leading 

to the formation of beneficial relationships between humans and “objects, sets of ideas or other forms 

of life”. These relationships evolve over time to become familiar, ordinary, routine and also useful. In 

this sense, “domestication does not constrain public life, but rather is an essential part of the process 
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through which (…) publics of all different sorts come to find a home in the city”. In a similar vein, 

Mandich and Cuzzocrea (2016: 225) claim that domestication can be used as a metaphor to express 

how people in their everyday experience try to render familiar a part of reality which is strange, 

unknown and wild to them, through processes of accommodation between human beings and the 

environment. Domestication is then an essential strategy in everyday life to produce a sense of 

“confidence or trust that the natural and social worlds are as they appear to be”, so that “social reality 

becomes more predictable, safer to explore, and easier to understand.” Through domestication the 

wild world is tamed, and people make themselves at home (Mandich and Cuzzocrea, 2016). 

Nonetheless, this might also lead to forms of selection or expulsion of what is conceived as alien, 

different or dangerous. In the process of co-construction and re-signification of public space due to 

the presence of ethnic or religious minorities, the concept of domestication may encompass forms 

of control and selective recognition of the minority by the majority group. At the same time, this may 

cause processes of identity re-emplacement and redefinition by the minority, in relation to the 

resources available in a specific context. In other words, we can imagine the domestication process 

as a mutual social relationship between multiple subjects/groups/objects in the urban public space. 

Its results are ambivalent, temporary and contextual. 

So, what if the Southall gurdwaras are seen as an articulation of homemaking practices outside 

the private homes? What forms of domestication by the local social, cultural and political environment 

do they entail and what forms do they act towards this same environment? I propose to look at the 

domestication process as a set of actions aimed at recognizing (or not) one's religious specificity in 

the urban space, and at controlling and modifying (or not) this same space. These actions manifest 

themselves in three directions. The first one, outwards, concerns the efforts that the Sikhs entertain 

with the local context, external to their community. The second, instead, includes the actions that the 

same local context exerts on the Sikh group. The third direction occurs within the group itself and 

includes all the requests for alternative recognition and all actions of resistance or identity 

reinterpretation within the community. In this case, those Sikh minority subgroups that do not fully 

recognize themselves in the prevalent religious narrative or in the everyday practices which are 

enacted and proposed to the outside social environment may look for domestication of some ‘inner 

space’ inside their community. This perspective is dynamic, contextual and relational. It allows us to 

consider the internal differentiation that characterizes the Sikhs and their multiple diasporas (Thandi, 

2012). Given these premises, the domestication process is ‘multidirectional’ and also 

‘multidimensional’. It may concern actions aimed at modifying and controlling the 

physical/architectural space but also its political, social, cultural and economic dimensions.  
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In this HOMInG working paper, I present some preliminary and non-conclusive reflections on 

these issues. Although there are numerous other semi-public spaces as a potential source of homely 

feelings to the local population, the choice of gurdwaras is crucial for their centrality in terms of the 

functions performed, services provided (to the Sikhs as well as to the non-Sikh population in the 

neighborhood) and for their symbolic, historical and cultural importance. This centrality is also the 

result of a series of broader historical and political circumstances (Singh and Tatla, 2006; Thandi 

2012). These created a local favorable structure of legal and political opportunities which has been 

cleverly exploited by the Sikhs over time. 

This paper is part of a HOMInG case study of gurdwaras in West London’s Southall. As a 

preliminary contribution to this study, it is based on previous research on gurdwaras in Italy 

(Bertolani, 2020; 2019; 2018) and on ethnographic materials collected during five days of participant 

observation by three researchers of the HOMInG team (November 2019). Nine of the eleven Sikh 

temples in Southall were visited at different times of the day, individually and together, and numerous 

devotees and some leaders of local gurdwaras were involved in informal conversations.2 All 

researchers used the same frame of systematic observation to retain consistency, comparability and 

accountability, and the ethnographic materials collected individually were shared within the research 

group.3  

                                                           
2 The empirical observation did not concern the two Southall gurdwaras which are part of two school complexes 
(the Khalsa Primary School and the Guru Nanak Sikh School).  
3 I am grateful to Paolo Boccagni and Sara Bonfanti, who took part in the research, for the advice and the 
critical comments that they provided me during the writing of this paper. 
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In the next section, I analyze a series of historical circumstances which allowed the development 

of the gurdwaras as religious but also as political and representative institutions of the Sikhs in Great 

Britain. In the third section, I focus on some characteristics and functions that these places of worship 

have assumed in the particular context of Southall. I then revisit the concept of urban domestication, 

at a symbolic as well as political and social level, through the gurdwaras. Finally, in the conclusions, 

I propose some exploratory considerations and identify some topics to explore in future research. 

 

Some premises on gurdwaras as semi-public spaces of domestication and 

homemaking in the British context  

Gurdwaras are the Sikhs’ principal religious institution in India as well as in the diaspora.4 From 

the late nineteenth century onwards, they have played a crucial role in the emergence of what Singh 

and Singh Tatla (2006: 69-70) define “a modern Sikh identity”. Their role is still so central that 

"community leadership (...) can emerge only from within gurdwaras." In the United Kingdom, a 

“gurdwara movement” has developed since the 20th century, fueling the Sikh community growth. As 

the number of Sikh immigrants rose sharply after the second world war, so did the pressure to create 

new gurdwaras throughout the country. Their increase in size and number mirrored the community 

diversity and its “internecine factional rivalries that have driven competing projects within same 

locality” (Singh and Singh Tatla, 2006: 72).5 This became even more evident in the 80s and 90s. 

Because of factionalism, groups of believers who over time no longer felt ‘at home’ in the existent 

gurdwaras founded alternative places of worship by taking advantage of the opportunities offered by 

the local context. This has resulted in the current internal diversity in many British local settings.  

According to Singh and Singh Tatla (2006), factionalism was mainly due to a series of factors: for 

example, the perennial conflict between the ‘old-timers’ and the ‘new arrivals’, as the latter tended 

to accentuate the existing divisions between the ‘orthodox’ (amritdhari) Sikhs and ‘modernisers’ 

                                                           
4 In India, from 1920 to 1925 the Akali Movement brought the main gurdwaras under the Sikh community’s 
control in Punjab, giving birth to a committee for managing gurdwaras, the Shiromani Gurdwara Parbandhak 
Committee (SGPC) and its political wing. These bodies are still referred to as “the Sikh political system” (Singh 
and Singh Tatla, 2006: 69). 
5 Southall seems to be an example, as the founder organizers were pioneer Doabians. They started up the 
“Singh Sabha Southall” organization, in 1950, to look for a place of worship. Then in the early 60s, with the 
arrival of Malaysian and Singaporean Sikhs, original from the Malwa or Majaha region in Punjab, a rival 
association was established and started another congregation. The two organizations reflected different 
migration histories as well as different regional origins and local rivalries between their participants (Singh and 
Singh Tatla, 2006). 
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(kesdharis and mona-Sikhs).6 Local rivalries linked to ancestral villages and caste7 further fostered 

internal differentiation, as well as sant-based organizations (the sants being traditional Sikh 

preachers mainly based in India). The latter outsourced the opening of gurdwaras in the UK within 

their transnational networks. Punjabi and Indian political organizations did their part as well, trying to 

control and influence British gurdwaras.8 Finally, the increased responsiveness of the local 

authorities to the planning demands of ethnic communities for new places of worship, within the 

British multicultural policies, also encouraged gurdwaras’ diversification.  

A number of Sikh organizations have emerged to represent the Sikhs towards policymakers in 

the UK. Their activity changed over time, being first concentrated on the “politics of religious 

symbols,” then on the “politics of the homeland” during the “Khalistani Phase” (1984 to 1992), and 

finally on the “politics of recognition” (Singh, 2017: 580-582) from the early 90s onwards. In the latter 

period the Sikhs have engaged in requests for acknowledgement as a specific religious group.9 The 

invocation of history (the Sikhs fighting in the British Army during world War I and II) has proven to 

be useful to justify what was contemporary and present (Hobsbawm, 1987): the demand for 

recognition of the Sikhs by the state and their entitlement to what Kaveri Qureshi (2013) defined 

“militarized citizenship”. At the same time “the idiom of ‘ethnicity’ has […] been supplanted by 

‘religion’” over time (Singh and Singh Tatla, 2006: 88). This outcome is what Grillo (2010: 50) has 

defined the “postmillennium paradox”. According to this author, the increase of anti-Muslim 

sentiments bolstered nationalist discourses and racist attacks in the last decade in the UK. 

                                                           
6 Kesdhari Sikhs are those devotees that wear the Sikh religious symbols (the so-called “5 Ks”: kesh, long hair 
and beard, kara, a metal bracelet, kacheera, shorts with drawstrings instead of normal underwear, kanga, a 
wooden comb, and kirpan, a dagger or small sword) but have not been initiated to the Khalsa, whereas mona-
Sikhs are clean shaven or trimmed-hair Sikhs. 
7 On the question of caste in the Sikh Panth see McLeod 1996, Singh J. 2017 and Jodhka 2017. 
8 Singh and Singh Tatla (2006: 82) list, among others, the Communist parties, Congress and Khalistani political 
groups. Gurdwaras are still very important to them, as they “are unable to function unless they control the 
resources and the followers of gurdwaras” and their strength “in Britain is directly proportionate to the number 
and size of the gurdwaras they control.”. 
9 During the first phase, through different legal battles the Sikhs managed to be recognized by the British 
authorities as an "ethnic group" which, as such, had to be protected by the Race Relations Act. They "were 
successful in negotiating exemption clauses relating to the turban, as many of the policymakers and among 
the general public of the 1970s and 1980s retained a collective memory of turbaned Sikh soldiers fighting for 
the British in World War I and II”, who had risked their lives without giving up their identity symbol to wear a 
helmet (Singh, 2017: 581). During the second phase, because of the Operation Blue Star in 1984 and the 
ensuing civil war in Punjab which lasted until 1992, many Khalistani Sikh organizations assumed the leadership 
of the Sikh community in Great Britain, trying to influence the British government policies regarding India, and 
also providing financial help through gurdwaras to the Khalistan movement or to the families of those who had 
been killed by the security forces (Singh and Singh Tatla, 2006). During the third phase, the British Sikh political 
organizations sustained a number of initiatives pertaining to the representation of Sikhism in education 
curricula or the wearing of religious symbols (especially the kara and the kirpan) in the public space (Singh, 
2017). 
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Nevertheless, political markers such as ‘race’ and ‘ethnicity’ have been replaced by ‘faith’ and 

‘religion’ “as a renewed idiom of recognition by both the state and minorities” (Gallo, 2014: 2). This 

tendency has proved to be consistent with policies based on communitarian government policies, as 

well as with the demands of minorities themselves to be identified as religious groups (Grillo, 2010). 

In a multicultural context such as Southall, Sikhs seem to have actualized a process of domestication 

of the local urban setting through the acknowledgement of their own religious difference. Despite 

their profound internal diversification, in this process, the gurdwaras have played a crucial role. 

 

A house of the Guru, and a semi-domestic space: a typology of Southall gurdwaras 

Whether in India or in the diaspora, a gurdwara is the Sikhs’ place of worship where the religious 

services take place and where the congregation (sangat) can gather together. Congregational 

worship lies at the heart of Sikh devotion (Jacobsen 2012). Beyond the religious function it performs, 

a gurdwara is defined by the presence of the Guru Granth Sahib, considered by the Sikhs as a living 

Guru (McLeod 1997; Jacobsen 2012, Singh 2014). Literally, “gurdwara” means the “door”, 

“threshold”, “abode”, or “seat” (dwara) of the Guru, and a synonym is "Guru Ghar", "the house of the 

Guru". It is the presence of the Guru and its ritual handling that transforms and qualifies that space 

(Myrvold 2007; Canning 2017). The physical and temporal ritual organization of spaces and activities 

in a gurdwara is determined by the presence of the Guru Granth Sahib, by its “needs” and by the 

social relationship between the faithful and their Guru that take place in that setting. It is no 

exaggeration, then, to claim that a gurdwara is a home – at least for the sacred book-as-guru inside 

it. Its day-to-day activities have also to do with cultural reproduction, advocacy and welfare, and can 

be revisited as forms of homemaking in the local context. 

Gurdwaras can be classified into different categories. Referring to those in India, Myrvold (2007: 

155) sorts out three. The first group refers to "historical" gurdwaras related to memorable events in 

Sikh history and can be divided into three sub-types. The first one comprises those temples that 

identify the "sacred geography of the Sikhs" as they arise in sites that are connected to the life of the 

ten Sikh Gurus in India and in Pakistan. The second type of historical gurdwaras are those founded 

in reminiscence of virtuous Sikh disciples, and the third one comprises those relic-shrines temples 

built to preserve and venerate objects that belonged or have been blessed by the Gurus. A second 

category refers to community-based gurdwaras constructed only for congregational worship: they 

are generally termed “Sangat Sahib” or “Singh Sabha”, referring to an “association” (sabha) of 

Singhs. This is also the most common category in the diaspora. Finally, a third group refers to 
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“temporal gurdwaras”, erected for a limited time in family houses, shops or at other places, especially 

for performing Akhand Path,10 in connection with festivals or important family events.  

Expanding on the distinction proposed by Singh and Tatla (2006) regarding gurdwaras in Britain, 

Jasjit Singh (2015: 44) distinguishes between four categories, based on the social and religious 

characteristics of those who manage or attend them.11 In "mainstream gurdwaras" the congregation 

has a variety of caste and ideological backgrounds. It may be linked to a religious group (jathabandi), 

due to the recurrent election of members of these groups in their committees. In “caste-based 

gurdwaras”, the management committees and congregation usually belong to a specific caste. The 

“sant led gurdwaras” are run by a sant or by persons entrusted by him rather than by an elected 

committee and are not necessarily caste-specific. Finally, the “Jathabandi gurdwaras” are closely 

related to the Khalsa groups such as Akhand Kirtani Jatha (AKJ) or Damdami Taksal:12 often the 

young British born Sikhs are part of their committees.13 This diversity reflects the internal complexity 

of the local Sikh communities as explained above, especially in so-called “little Punjabs”.  

All gurdwaras perform a religious and cultural function through providing services most closely 

related to Sikhism and many other practical facilities, like Punjabi supplementary schools, including 

organized children’s amenities, Sikh camps, music classes and library services, all aiming to the 

cultural transmission for the second generations. Their activity may also concern the teaching of the 

Sikh religious liturgies and traditions, and cultural habits linked to clothing and food, combined with 

respect to specific migratory origins. Besides, through aesthetic, sensory and emotional involvement 

of the devotees in daily religious rituals or liturgies like kirtan, Prakash and Sukhasan, the gurdwaras 

offer aesthetic experiences (Jacobsen 2012). They are instrumental to recall the past, the origins 

and the history of Sikhs, and replicate sounds, smells, flavors, and colors linked to one's imagined 

or lived home(land). By reproducing this, people can make themselves at home in the new context. 

Moreover, gurdwaras fulfil a function of sociability as they offer services related to rites of passage 

in people’s lives. They also provide activities for the elderly by running day centers and supply 

recreational assistance for children and young people (Singh 2017; Myrvold 2011). As important, 

Sikhs temples perform a significant welfare function, offering food for free to visitors. Finally, 

                                                           
10 Akhand Path is the continuous reading of the Guru Granth Sahib which is recited over a span of 48 hours.  
11 See also Dhesi 2009. 
12 On Damdami Taksal see: https://www.damdamitaksal.com/ and 
https://www.sikhiwiki.org/index.php/Damdami_taksal while on AKJ see: https://www.akj.org/ and 
https://www.sikhiwiki.org/index.php/Akhand_Kirtani_Jatha (accessed on April 2020). 
13 Khalsa Sikhs are those devotees that have been initiated to the Khalsa brotherhood through the ceremony 
of Amrit Sanchar (or Khanda-ki-Pahul) introduced by the tenth guru, Gobind Singh, in 1699. Also known as 
amritdhari Sikhs, they follow a precise code of conduct (Rehat Maryada) and wear the so-called “5 Ks”, which 
are the five Sikh symbols, along with the turban. 

https://www.damdamitaksal.com/
https://www.sikhiwiki.org/index.php/Damdami_taksal
https://www.akj.org/
https://www.sikhiwiki.org/index.php/Akhand_Kirtani_Jatha
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gurdwaras continuously revive links with Punjab and the Sikh diaspora, through transnational 

exchanges of information, news, objects, resources and the organization of the preachers’ 

(kathavacaks) and sants’ journeys.  

All these functions and related services may be common to all Sikh religious sites in the diaspora 

with ambivalent outcomes, as they may turn gurdwaras into homely and comfortable spaces for 

some but not for all. As Jacobsen (2012: 110) points out, gurdwaras “reestablish a Punjabi Sikh 

space, a place where everyone speaks Punjabi, dresses Punjabi style” and which becomes a 

“comfort zone” for first-generation and new migrants, but not necessarily for new generations, “who 

might... wish to de-culturize Sikhism”. All these functions are performed in a variety of ways, which 

mirror the extreme internal differentiation of the Sikh local communities. In this perspective, the socio-

spatial marking of the urban environment through gurdwaras carries along alien cultural elements 

and practices which need to be accepted, recognized and domesticated by the surrounding social 

context, which may include UK-born youth.14 

Against a background of multi-generational diasporic settlement like Southall, as our fieldwork 

suggests, gurdwaras can also perform more specific functions, and display distinctive 

characteristics, relative to the local social and urban context (tab. 1). First, they can have a broader 

political role, based on their vigorous activity in representing Sikhs’ issues and interests in the British 

public space, in the advocacy for specific minorities and castes, and in performing a historical 

positioning and a museum function. Some Southall gurdwaras have an advisory function as well. 

This designates, in our understanding, a strenuous consultancy and support activity for migrants 

related to residence permits or requests for recognition of political refugee status. The group-specific 

networking function they can have is as remarkable: they facilitate stable and robust linking activities 

connected to specific sants or Sikh minorities in India or the diaspora.  

                                                           
14 Both Singh (2017) and Qureshi (2014) underline that in the UK the young Sikh generations may not feel 
represented or at ease in the gurdwaras, where gender and generation-based hierarchies and internal rivalries 
based on Punjabi identities may prevail. Many young people prefer to turn to online organizations to learn 
about Sikhism, as they feel able to talk about topics they feel closer to their lives without incurring the judgment 
of the elderly. Other young people, especially young women, rediscover the importance of Sikhi as a source 
of gender equality in the amritdhari (baptism) youth culture. 
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As my fieldwork shows, this variety in social functions and related services interacts with a notable 

diversity in the characteristics of gurdwaras as buildings and lived spaces. The built environment of 

a Southall gurdwara is highly variable in terms of size and of (dis)continuity towards the surrounding 

urban landscape. We can classify them by external appearance, as mimetic or distinctive, based on 

the aesthetic and functional continuity with the preexistent local setting.  As a result of a functional 

adjustment of preexisting buildings, some tend to adapt to it; some others even camouflage in it. 

Others stand out in morphology or architectural style, visibly marking the land through a socio-spatial 

and political process of appropriation and domestication of the urban space. Finally, once we enter 

Southall gurdwaras, we can appreciate a significant diversity in the use of images concerning the 

Sikh guru’s lives in the langar15 with an educational purpose. Diversities also pertain the thresholds 

of access to the langar – as a more or less easily accessible space, possibly semi-distinguished from 

other areas of the gurdwara.  

Based on these remarks and on my fieldwork in Southall, in table 1 I refine further Singh’s (2015) 

categorization. I discern between mainstream gurdwaras, caste-based and specific migratory history 

gurdwaras, and sant led gurdwaras. I then combine these categories with all the dimensions (specific 

functions and characteristics) previously considered. In the case of Shri Guru Ravidass Temple, the 

reference to particular caste identities is evident. It becomes an object of pride, advocacy, social 

agency and political claim for recognition in the local setting.16 In other cases, the caste origin 

                                                           
15 The langar is the community kitchen where a free meal is served to all the visitors, without distinction of 
religion, caste, gender, economic status or ethnicity. 
16  About Ravidasia definition and actual collocation as distinct traditions within the larger Hindu fold or instead 
the Sikh tradition, see Ram, 2017; Takhar, 2011¸ Nesbitt, 2011; Lum, 2011. In this paper I included the Shri 
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overlaps with specific migratory histories, such as for Ramgarhia Sabha Southall and Gurdwara Guru 

Nanak Darbar. Indeed, people attending the first one belong to the ramgahria caste and are also 

"twice migrants" (Bhachu, 1985) who came to the UK from the English colonies of East Africa. The 

second – through not so caste specific – is a point of reference for many Afghan Sikhs in London. 

Therefore it shows an enduring political commitment to defend the rights of particular minorities, and 

to support their requests for recognition of political refugee status, also through an advisory activity. 

Both gurdwaras perform a group-specific networking function. The Gurdwara Guru Nanak Darbar 

seems to be particularly active in maintaining strong transnational ties and in supporting the Sikhs 

in Afghanistan that live in conditions of persecution or danger. As for Ramgarhians, they are originally 

from Punjab and are considered a subgroup of the Tharkan caste, but their current position in the 

British diaspora is ascribed to their former passage through East Africa, where they were employed 

as road and railway builders. Since Sikh Ramgarhias (carpenters but also stonemasons and 

blacksmiths) shared this professional status with their Hindu alter-egos Dhiman, it is not surprising 

that these two social groups easily mingle and also organize events together in Southall. At the 

entrance of the Ramgarhia gurdwara, a notice on the bulletin board publicized that the Sikh 

Ramgarhia main celebrations on the occasion of Nanak’s gurpurb were to be held in a community 

hall pertaining to “Shri Vishwakarma Sabha”, the local religious association established by ‘Indian’ 

twice migrants with a Hindu affiliation. This episode proves how deeply embedded in global history 

the social relations of a British BME (Black & Minority Ethnic) neighborhood might be: in this 

emblematic case, Sikh gatherings trespass the usual religious divides, reinstating instead other sub-

group interethnic affiliations based on caste and migration history.  

Table 1 - Gurdwaras in Southall: a heuristic typology by category, specific functions and spatial 

characteristics (source: author’s fieldwork) 

CATEGORIES 

 Mainstream Caste based/specific migratory 
history 

Sant led 

 Sri 
Guru 
Singh 
Sabha  
(Park 
av.) 

Sri Guru 
Singh 
Sabha  
(Havelock 
rd.) 

Guru 
Granth 
Gurdwara 

Miri 
Piri 
Sahib 

Ramgarhia 
Sabha 
Southall 

Guru 
Nanak 
Darbar 

Shri Guru 
Ravidass 
Temple 

Guru 
Amardass 
Ji  

Nanaksar  

SPECIFIC FUNCTIONS 

                                                           
Guru Ravidass Temple among the gurdwaras studied, as the Guru Granth Sahib is present there and our 
informants defined themselves as “Sikhs”. 
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ADVISORY 
 

X     X    

POLITICAL AND 
HISTORICAL 
ADVOCACY 

X X   X X X   

GROUP-
SPECIFIC 
NETWORKING  

    X X  X X 

SPATIAL CHARACTERISTICS 

SIZE L L S S M L M S M 

EXTERNAL 
APPEARANCE 

D D M M M D D M D 

THRESHOLDS 
OF ACCESS TO 
LANGAR 

H H no daily 
langar 

L L L L H H 

DIDACTIC 
ICONOGRAPHY 

X X   X  X   

Legend: size (Large = L; Medium = M; Small = S), external appearance (Mimetic = M; Distinctive = 

D), thresholds of access to langar (High = H; Low = L). 

The sant led gurdwaras can be attributed to specific religious minorities in Sikhism. They also 

maintain a continuous and robust group-specific networking function in a transnational religious 

perspective, connecting with all other gurdwaras that refer to their same sant or religious minority in 

India and in the diaspora, and 

organizing religious pilgrimages 

and periodic visits of the sants to 

Southall. On the other hand, the 

first two "mainstream gurdwaras" 

are managed by the same 

committee and perform a 

representative function of Sikhism 

for the local context. In particular, 

the large-scale purpose-built 

gurdwara Shri Guru Singh Sabha 

on Havelock Rd. stands out from 
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the surrounding urban space to publicly represent the Khalsa Sikhs, displaying Sikhism in the public 

space as a modern “cathedral” (Jacobsen, 2012). It has an influential political role and serves as a 

meeting place to discuss issues affecting Sikhs "abroad and at home" (Canning 2017: 68). It is also 

part of the Southall interfaith group which brings local leaders from Christian, Hindu, Muslim and 

Sikh communities together to work collaboratively against common issues. Moreover, it periodically 

hosts private visits by the Archbishop of Canterbury “to discuss specific matters affecting Sikhs in 

the UK and Punjab.”17 At the same time, this Sikh temple also performs a museum and historical 

positioning function. It is the only gurdwara in Southall which hosts an exhibition showing the timeline 

of events of 1984 and a display of photographs and objects belonging to those who fought alongside 

Jarnail Singh Bhindranwale during the civil war in Punjab. This museum function is also achieved 

through recent exhibitions on the Punj Pyare, kirpans and shasters,18 representing and asserting a 

precise narrative of Sikhism related to the Khalsa identity in the context of Southall. 

As for the distinctive characteristics of the Sikh temples, two of the mainstream gurdwaras 

performing a political function also have a large size. Both stand out in the urban setting. One of 

them, the Havelock Rd. one, is a purpose-built Mughal-

style architecture. The Park Av. Sri Guru Singh Sabha 

Gurdwara, although obtained from a pre-existing 

industrial building and therefore more consistent with 

the indigenous landscape, is clearly recognizable for its 

size and external signs. Having large to middle size, 

Guru Nanak Darbar Gurdwara, the Sri Guru Ravidass 

Temple and the Nanaksar Gurdwara differ 

architecturally from the context although, in some 

cases, they result from the adaptation or reconstruction 

of pre-existing buildings, thus manifesting their specific 

identity (based on migratory history, caste or minority 

status). On the contrary, Ramgarhia Sabha Southall is 

hardly distinguishable as it stands in total continuity 

                                                           
17 This news was reported in one of the meeting reports of the two gurdwaras on their website. See: 
https://www.sgsss.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/General-Body-Meeting-Report-Sept-15th-2019.pdf 
(accessed in April 2020). 
18 Punj Pyare is the collective name given to the first five Sikh men who received the initiation rite (Amrit 
Sanskar) to enter the Khalsa by guru Gobind Singh in 1699. The Kirpan is one of the 5Ks, the Sikh religious 
symbols that all Khalsa Sikhs must wear. Shasters are the Sikh traditional weapons. This gurdwara also hosts 
an exhibition on historic “granths” (Sikh sacred texts) preserved through “Pothi seva”, which is a voluntary 
service to restore and repair them. 

https://www.sgsss.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/General-Body-Meeting-Report-Sept-15th-2019.pdf


 

16 
 

with the building inside which it is set.19 Likewise, the Guru Amardass Ji gurdwara is wholly 

incorporated in the urban landscape, and the entrance is quite hidden, accessible only by the side 

street. The Miri Piri Sahib is obtained from a pre-existing small building. Despite its golden dome-

shaped decorations on the roof, meant to grab the attention of the passerby, it has an architectural 

structure that is in continuity with the surrounding urban environment, making it quite challenging to 

see. Finally, the Guru Granth Gurdwara is an example of strong mimicry, for it occupies a former 

Anglican church. Therefore, the nine Southall gurdwaras have enacted different strategies with 

respect to the urban space and its domestication, certainly also dictated by economic circumstances. 

The strong visibility of some of them goes hand in hand with their commitment to the political and 

social context and shows a strong demand for recognition and involvement. In contrast, the high 

invisibility of others may suggest a more discrete behavior, perhaps not so interested in political 

issues, indeed less based on the display of religious symbols. 

 

It is also remarkable, as one enters these gurdwaras, that the walls of some langar halls are 

covered with images representing the Sikh gurus’ life. This has a clear aesthetic, socialization and 

educational purpose –to share, reproduce and disseminate the identity narrative on the origins of 

the Sikhs. This didactic iconography is 

the same as in many other gurdwaras 

in Italy, probably coming from India. It 

may testify to a transnational 

circularity of objects, even those that 

have an aesthetic and educational 

function. In other gurdwaras, instead, 

images also have a claims-making, 

political and historical positioning 

function. The Gurdwara Sri Guru 

Singh Sabha in Havelock Rd. hosts in 

the langar hall some pictures of the 

                                                           
19 A different discourse pertains the Ramgarhia Hall, the former Salvation Army Hall, which is a building 
purchased by the community in 1973. This hall offers educational training to young people from the local 
community. The building is located on the main road, a few meters from Ramgarhia Sabha Southall gurdwara. 
It is easily distinguishable from the urban context, somewhat pointing to the strong local identity of the 
Ramgarhia community linked to the educational and socialization function of young people. The existence of 
a building separate from the gurdwara seems to underline the distinction of functions and public. 
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Sikh gurus alongside with one of Jarnail Singh Bhindranwale, whereas at Shri Guru Ravidass 

Temple a big portrait of Bhimrao Ramji Ambedkar hangs on the wall, clearly visible from the entrance.  

Some gurdwaras have a strong vocation for grassroots 

welfare at the neighborhood level through easily accessible langar and toilets: they host children 

leaving school for the afternoon snack, the homeless and the poor and also offer support in the daily 

family economies of the elderly. In all Sikh temples langar and toilets are services open to everybody. 

In some gurdwaras more than others there are low thresholds of access to these facilities and 

spaces: people can enter the langar hall directly from the street (like in Guru Nanak Darbar), also 

continuing wearing shoes (as in the Ramgarhia Sabha Southall and the Sri Guru Ravidass Temple), 

and without going through intermediate spaces and thresholds of control or scrutiny by those present 

(like in Miri Piri Sahib). Because of the low thresholds of access to the langar hall, this space may 

transform itself according to different times of the day and the week and in relation to what happens 

outside in the neighborhood. On a Tuesday afternoon, while visiting the Shri Guru Ravidass Temple, 

I was surprised by a group of children in school uniforms that came in the langar hall and sat to take 

a snack before going home. They entered with shoes, leaving their school backpacks at the entrance 

and filling the hall with their enthusiasm as the school day was finally over. Suddenly and for a short 

while, the langar hall appeared to be a neighborhood after-school gathering space, regardless of its 

religious function, or its caste and cultural characteristics. A man noticed my surprise and, laughing, 

explained to me that “Every day children come here after school, but especially when they know that 

there will be kadhi”, which is a tasty Punjabi dish. It was clear that the gurdwara was performing a 

welfare function for the neighborhood.It was entirely part of the life of that social environment, 

adapting to its contextual needs. 



 

18 
 

 

Practices of homemaking and domestication of the local context through the 

provision of services  

The welfare function performed by Sikh temples, for example, through free langar services, is a 

clear example of how gurdwaras have gradually undertaken forms of collaboration with local 

administrations. It is also, in my perspective, an evident form of domestication of (and by) the public 

space. According to Singh and Singh Tatla (2006: 87), the gradual erosion of the welfare state, the 

transformation of local ‘government’ to ‘governance’, the ‘return of religion’ and the rise of ideological 

multiculturalism in Britain during the 80s and 90s are all elements that tightened the relationships 

between local institutions and gurdwaras, changing their role with respect to neighborhoods. Sikh 

temples “have come to resemble other organizations of the welfare-state”: where links with the 

Labour Party and local cooperation occurred, gurdwaras gained access to public goods or other 

forms of patronage, and also to institutional representation in the local structures of power. These 

outcomes fostered the incremental growth of gurdwara services funded by local governments or 

through non-traditional funds, like lottery projects, EU support, local grants, etc. As a consequence, 

gurdwaras began to be placed “at the 

centre of community cohesion and 

urban renewal programmes currently 

under way” (Singh and Singh Tatla, 

2006: 87), opening up new 

opportunities for political and social 

engagement.  

A case in point in Southall is the 

“Let’s go Southall” Project. This is 

aimed at helping people to be more 

physically active, involving many 

organizations, charities like some of 

the local gurdwaras, voluntary groups 

and other service providers.20 The 

                                                           
20 See: http://letsgosouthall.org.uk/ (accessed on April 2020). 

http://letsgosouthall.org.uk/
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participation in this project is listed under the heading 

"fitness and wellbeing" in the reports that are 

periodically published on the website of the two Sri 

Guru Singh Sabha Gurdwara Southall.21 In particular, 

the two mainstream Sikh temples run daily volleyball 

activities in some parks and gyms in Southall and 

regular Hatha Yoga classes for women only at the 

Park Avenue gurdwara, supported by a professionally 

qualified instructor. The same gurdwaras are part of 

the “Hope for Southall Street Homeless” group – an 

organization which provides a homeless shelter – by 

supplying volunteers and food (Bonfanti, 2018).  

As my research suggests, all Southall Sikh 

temples are actively involved as co-partners in 

service delivery for all citizens at a grassroots level. 

However, some bigger ones show a more official and stable engagement. This commitment seems 

to entail forms of domestication (in terms of recognition and control) of the local social, political and 

cultural context by the Sikhs. However, this domestication operates also the other way round. Suffice 

it to say that gurdwaras’ involvement in service delivery is possible only under precise guarantees, 

as they must comply with the sanitary and safety standards required by law. This forces their 

committees to organize specific training as well as first aid courses, as reported in their on-line 

bulletins among all other various activities. In this process of cooperation, the Sikhs are identified as 

subjects with distinctive religious needs and specificities in service provisions, and as a religious 

group with its internal diversification (Singh and Singh Tatla, 2006). As previously said, the two larger 

mainstream gurdwaras stand as representatives of the Sikh community in the political confrontation 

with local institutions. Nevertheless, to retain this function, they need to mediate between internal 

differences in the local Sikh community, guarantee internal order and keep possible internecine 

conflicts and rivalries at bay, especially during the periodic elections of their committees. The guards 

inside Park Av. and Havelock Rd. gurdwaras are also likely to serve this purpose. 

Multicultural initiatives whereby local authorities celebrate and promote to wider audiences the 

Sikh religious festivals, like Vaisakhi or the gurus’ gurpurbs through Nagar Kirtans linking the main 

                                                           
21 https://www.sgsss.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/General-Body-Meeting-Report-Sept-15th-2019.pdf 
(accessed on April 2020). 

https://www.sgsss.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/General-Body-Meeting-Report-Sept-15th-2019.pdf
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gurdwaras in the city, may also be considered as forms of symbolic recognition of the Sikhs and of 

cultural and symbolic domestication of the public space in “little Punjabs” like Southall. Indeed, 

“[t]hese festivals have become a regular feature of British urban life” (Singh and Singh Tatla, 2006: 

143). Another example lies in the involvement in some rites and symbols linked to the British 

monarchy, and yet adapted to the cultural traditions of the Sikhs. A case is that of the Duke of 

Edinburgh’s Award. This is a youth awards programme that acknowledges adolescents and young 

adults for completing a series of self-improvement exercises.22 Some mainstream gurdwaras in 

Southall claim indeed to have become ‘a Duke of Edinburgh license holder’, thereby revealing a 

historical link between the Sikhs and the English crown that dates back to colonial times. They can 

organize for their youth activities to test 

themselves and gain the award which are 

related to their specific Sikh identity. In 

the case of Southall, the prize is awarded 

to those who distinguish themselves by 

learning teamwork, survival skills, 

problem-solving skills, army life, camping 

skills, fitness training, night patrol as well 

as kirtan, santhiya, seva and sports like 

gatka.23 

 

 

Forms of internal (failed?) domestication within gurdwaras  

As a ‘multidirectional’ process, domestication also includes all requests for alternative 

interpretations of the Sikh lived practices and cultural legacies by minority subgroups. The latter may 

look for recognition and control of some ‘inner spaces’ within gurdwaras. The spatial and temporal 

organization of the activities is the same in all Sikh temples. It pertains to the Guru Granth Sahib, to 

its ritual handling and the relationship between the sacred book and the devotees (Myrvold, 2007). 

                                                           
22 This program was founded in the United Kingdom in 1956 by Prince Philip, Duke of Edinburgh. See: 
https://www.dofe.org/ (accessed on April 2020). 
23 Kirtan refers to the singing of sacred hymns from the Guru Granth Sahib accompanied by music, santhiya 
is the correct recitation of hymns and Sikh prayers, seva is selfless service and gatka is a Sikh martial art. See 
https://www.sgsss.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/General-Body-Meeting-Report-Sept-15th-2019.pdf 
(accessed on April 2020). 

https://www.dofe.org/
https://www.sgsss.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/General-Body-Meeting-Report-Sept-15th-2019.pdf
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However, these activities can be carried out in different ways, emphasizing the use of some symbols 

and precise aspects of the Sikh identity (such as the martial identity of the Khalsa) rather than others. 

As already mentioned, the specificities of caste, migratory history and distinct transnational 

references make for a pluralism that cuts across Sikh diasporas (Thandi, 2012). This has favored 

the proliferation of several gurdwaras in the urban setting of Southall, making them more or less 

homely for some but not for all devotees. Besides, there are a series of longitudinal differences which 

translate into a hierarchical structure, informing the relationships between genders and generations. 

This structure also manifests itself within the spaces and activities in the gurdwaras.  

An example concerns the practice of seva. This is a central aspect of Sikhism that can be 

translated as selfless service. It is performed individually or collectively in the gurdwara and beyond, 

as a means to realize and manifest the gurus’ teaching in the social world (Murphy 2004). Some 

forms of seva fulfil the tasks for maintaining and managing the gurdwara in the everyday. This 

includes offerings of services to the community and beyond (e.g. liturgical activities, the distribution 

of food in the langar, the transmission of Sikh history and Punjabi language and culture), and the 

overall care of the Guru Granth Sahib. In all Sikh temples, devotees are encouraged to participate 

in religious life through seva, according to their capabilities. Therefore, the gurdwara “is entwined 

with the principle of seva” and “the meaning of a gurdwara […] is in the words of the Guru Granth 

Sahib, and the practices of the people who put their perception of those words into action” (Canning 

2017: p. 69).  

The normative discourse widely shared in Sikhism affirms the equality between man and 

woman, their identical possibility of liberation, the opportunity to perform the same roles and 

functions in religious practice and, for both genders, to manifest their devotion to the guru through 

the performance of every kind of seva, with the only exception of being panj pyare.24 However, 

research done in different diaspora settings as well as in Southall gurdwaras has shown a different 

reality. With a few exceptions, men and women hold distinct roles, with a division of tasks that 

promotes a gender-based hierarchy, which also corresponds to a separation of spaces within the 

gurdwaras (Bertolani, 2020). Although in the official and normative discourse, all forms of seva are 

considered to be equally important, in fact they do not seem to imply the same degree of respect. 

Guru seva involves a physical closeness and concrete and emotional relationship with the Guru 

Granth Sahib by the worshipper who is performing it in front of the community (sangat). This kind of 

                                                           
24 The role of panj piare is a disputed issue within mainstream Sikhism. According to tradition, Guru Gobind 
Singh, during the Vaisakhi festival in 1699, presented himself to the crowd of devotees with a drawn sword, 
asking who, among his followers, would sacrifice himself for their Guru (McLeod 1996). Only five men came 
forward (known as the panj piare) and this is at the origin of the exclusion of women from this role. Exceptions 
to this exclusion can be found within groups outside of the Sikh mainstream such as 3HO Sikhs, also known 
as Sikh Dharma of the Western Hemisphere and others. 
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seva implies public performativity and, consequently, a community role and a degree of symbolic 

power, religious authority and personal prestige. Other types of seva – such as cooking, cleaning, 

serving in the langar hall, teaching Punjabi or gatka to children – are distinguished by different 

degrees of public performance. Finally, the management of the gurdwara is another type of seva 

that involves organizational skills and require significant administrative expertise.25 

In Southall gurdwaras, men and women are both engaged in the kitchen and the langar 

preparing and distributing food. They are also occupied in cleaning, dusting, putting in order the 

shoes in the racks at the entrance of the gurdwara; they distribute prashad, take part in the reading-

shifts during Sukhmani Sahib or Akhand Path26 and much more. According to my observations, there 

is a certain variability in the way all these activities are organized, in the participation and inclusion 

of women of different ages, and in the degree of the simultaneous presence of men and women in 

mixed groups of sevadars.27 For example, during my visits, I attended all-ladies’ kirtan sessions at 

Ramgarhia Sabha Southall and Shri Guru Ravidass Temple, specially organized for the guru 

Nanak’s gurpurb. Despite the evident emotional and religious involvement in this type of seva by the 

female sevadars and their musical and singing skills, these events were scheduled on weekday 

afternoons, in periods of poor presence of the sangat. In both cases, the kirtan took place without 

an audience, giving me the impression of an almost private and intimate performance.  

Likewise, women are poorly represented on temple management committees, with the only 

exceptions of the Miri Piri Sahib, where the chairman is a woman.28 Finally, in none of the Southall 

gurdwaras, despite the higher female attendance, have I noticed the presence of female granthis 

and kathavacaks.29 The president of the Miri Piri Sahib explained to me, facing my perplexity, that 

being granthi for a woman is not considered convenient, since "flashes could occur", meaning by 

this the fact that the respectability and reputation of the woman could result compromised in front of 

the whole community. The granthi stays in the gurdwara overnight, and a woman would not enjoy 

adequate privacy in the use of the toilets or other spaces dedicated to rest, especially in the smaller 

Sikh temples. Once again, this simple explanation confronted me with the fact that gender 

                                                           
25 In the UK there is no standard pattern of gurdwara organization. It may be a matter of charities with elected 
management committees or, in the case of sant-led gurdwaras, with trusted people nominated by sants (Singh 
and Singh Tatla, 2006: Singh, 2015). 
26 The Sukhmani Sahib is a set of 192 stanzas (of 10 hymns) present in the Guru Granth Sahib, while Akhand 
Path is the continuous reading of the Guru Granth Sahib which is recited over a span of 48 hours. 
27 Sevadars are volunteers performing seva. 
28 Singh and Singh Tatla (2006: 85) underline the lack of female involvement in management roles and 
maintain that elections to committees in UK gurdwaras may result in violent disputes; in these cases, 
"[s]ometimes in circumstances of intense conflict the management committee is taken over by women." 
29 The granthi is the reader and custodian of the Guru Granth Sahib, while kathavacaks are traditional Sikh 
preachers. 
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determines differences in access, use and permanence in certain rooms. In a nutshell, even in 

gurdwaras space is declined in relation to the corporeality of those who inhabit it.  

The differentiated access to the spaces and the duties in the Sikh temples reproduces the 

traditional spatial organization still widespread in rural 

Punjabi families, which corresponds to a division of tasks 

between the sexes, even if it is likely that British Sikh 

families enjoy different daily routines. In gurdwaras, the 

customary separation of genders starts from the darbar 

hall, where men and women sit together but may be 

separated by carpets that act as thresholds and delimit 

space. This arrangement mirrors the need to protect the 

respectability of women, traditionally considered as the 

custodians of male and family honor (Jakobsh 2015; 

Mooney 2006). As a consequence, in Southall gurdwaras 

the involvement of women in guru seva is minor, in some 

cases absent, or it is confined into well-defined and 

dedicated ‘ladies’ spaces and times that are not central to 

the organization of daily activities in the gurdwara.  

Research conducted in the UK and other diasporic contexts show that there are strategies of 

resistance, alternative narratives and creative practices challenging this order of things, as young 

Sikh women seek to domesticate and carve out unconventional spaces within gurdwaras. An 

example is their engagement in the guru seva alongside (or instead of) the granthi in small and 

peripheral gurdwaras (Bertolani, 2020); another one is the wearing of the turban – the Sikh male 

symbol for excellence – as a sign of gender equality (Qureshi, 2014; Jakobsh, 2015; 2017). A third 

example could be the choice of doing seva 'outside' of the gurdwara, while eventually remaining 

linked to it. This might be the case for non-amritdhari Sikhs, as two young women I met on a Sunday 

afternoon in the langar hall of Ramgarhia Sabha Southall. They were standing at the information 

banquet of the "Nishkam Swat”, a Sikh NGO that takes care of anonymously welcoming people with 

addiction problems, homeless and the elderly. "We prefer to go 'outside' to do seva... as in the 

gurdwara there is really no need..." claimed one of them. However, they were coming in the gurdwara 

to distribute information materials, since "It's a family place, you see? And I have been coming here 

since I was a child...". In essence, there are many ways to inhabit a space and make oneself 'at 

home' in it. 
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To conclude 

In this HOMInG working paper I focused on gurdwaras as semi-public spaces in the multi-ethnic 

context of Southall, UK. I based my considerations on data collected through ethnographic study 

and previous research on gurdwaras in different diasporic settlements. Sikh temples can be 

interpreted as semi-public spaces through which an ethnic-religious minority marks the land and 

enacts a socio-spatial and political process of appropriation, to recreate a sense of home. I defined 

this process as ‘domestication’ and described it as ‘multidirectional’ and ‘multidimensional’. In so 

doing, I aimed to emphasize its complexity and relationality with the outside world and within the 

Sikh community. I also considered the space in its physical, political and social dimensions.  

In my understanding, domestication is a set of activities enacted by the Sikhs towards the 

surrounding environment to modify, control, and render it ‘homely’ according to their religious needs 

and specificities. However, domestication as a social relation may be ‘suffered’, to the extent that 

recognition by the context presupposes forms of control: only some ways of being ‘Sikh’ and not 

others are recognized as legitimate by the majority society and, therefore, admitted and implicitly 

controlled. Given the great diversity within the Sikh community and gurdwaras, internal minorities or 

young UK-born Sikh people, especially women, might struggle to recognize themselves in some 

‘official’ forms of religious identity (Qureshi, 2014; Singh, 2017; Jacobsen, 2012, Bertolani, 2018). 

They may, therefore, find it demotivating to participate in religious life in gurdwaras.  

Based on HOMInG’s case study of Southall, this paper presented preliminary research findings 

on these issues. Further studies are necessary to collect the testimonies and narratives of people 

who feel at home in different gurdwaras, as well as of devotees who strive to introduce changes in 

the spaces inside and outside them. To further develop the concepts of domestication and 

homemaking, it is also crucial to elaborate on how the urban fabric interacts with the neighborhood 

gurdwaras, given their extreme internal differentiation. The issue ahead for research is what 

significance they assume for the non-Sikh population and what conflicts they generate in a multi-

religious setting like Southall, which many of its Sikh inhabitants can reasonably define as ‘home’. 
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