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Introduction

Victory in Europe Day (VE Day) marked the end of World War Il and Britain's triumph
over tyranny!. British Prime Minister Winston Churchill's radio broadcast framed it as
a victory for democracy. Whilst Churchill is celebrated as a wartime hero and a
staunch defender of democracy in Britain, many across the Indian subcontinent see
this same Churchill as the embodiment not of freedom but colonial oppression. This
contrast highlights the limitations of Britain's core values namely: democracy, the rule
of law, individual liberty, mutual respect and tolerance. While they provide necessary
liberal frameworks for a modern society, they often remain passive and procedural.
The best values are not a rejection of these values but rather a modification through
a doctrine of active justice, that doctrine being Sikh jurisprudence. This essay argues
the best values we as humans must aspire to are justice, compassionate service and
resilient optimism- found in a fusion of British values with the Sikh principles of

Sarbat da Bhala, Sewa and Chardi Kala.

British Values
Britain actively promotes five key values: democracy, the rule of law, individual
liberties, mutual respect, and tolerance of different faiths2. Together they create a fair

and inclusive society. Democracy allows citizen involvement in decision-making

Thttps://www.iwm.org.uk/history/what-you-need-to-know-about-ve-day

2 https://www.kent.ac.uk/global-lifelong-learning/british-
values#:~:text=Values%20are%20defined%20as%20'principles.of%200ther%20Faiths %20and%20B
eliefs.&text=Democracy%20empowers%20people%20to%20exercise.and%20policy%20within%20th
e%20government.&text=British%20citizens%20have %20the%20freedom.are%20examples%200f%?2
Oindividual%20liberty.&text=0Our%20country%20is
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processes; the rule of law provides security and equality within society; individual
liberty allows individuals to shape their personal decisions within the boundaries of
the law; mutual respect and tolerance foster peaceful coexistence between diverse

communities.

These values may seem workable in the abstract but remain passive in practice,
framed as rights rather than duties. Individual liberty can be seen as highly
individualistic prioritising self-interest over collective wellbeing. Similarly, tolerance
can too easily become a shallow acceptance rather than a deeper commitment to
understanding and defending others rights. While British values provide the
necessary architecture for a progressive society, they lack the active morality

required for a flourishing system.

Sikh Jurisprudence

Sikh jurisprudence is not a fixed legal code but a living philosophy based on the

teachings of Guru Nanak, the Guru Granth Sahib, and the sacrifices of the Gurus.

Sarbat da Bhala translating to the ‘welfare for all’ calls for the pursuit of universal
justice3, not only for one’s community but for all humanity. This is exemplified by the
sacrifices of historical figures such as Guru Tegh Bahadur who was executed trying
to protect religious freedoms4. This belief forms the basis of Langar, a community

kitchen open to all regardless of faith.

3 https://sikhs.org.sg/wp-content/uploads/2022/01/Sarbat-Da-Bhalla.pdf

4 https://books.google.co.uk/books?id=pfitDWAAQBAJ&pg=PA684&redir_esc=y



https://books.google.co.uk/books?id=pfjtDwAAQBAJ&pg=PA684&redir_esc=y
https://sikhs.org.sg/wp-content/uploads/2022/01/Sarbat-Da-Bhalla.pdf

Sewa means selfless service, involving actions performed without the expectation of
reward. It is serving God by serving people. Again, this is embodied by Langar,
extending beyond charity into an active duty to dismantle barriers of caste, class and

creed.

Lastly, Chardi Kala is a state of perpetual optimism and the ability to rise above
adversity with high spirits5. It embodies resilience, rooted in collective spirit helping to

overcome the self-serving tendencies of British values like individual liberties.

The Current British System in Practice
1) The Rule of Law

The rule of law is often hailed as Britain's crowning value, promising equality before
the law. This principle was seen when MP Fiona Onasanya was jailed for perverting
the course of justiceb- a stark reminder that even lawmakers are not above the law.
Despite this the rule of law can still be undermined. Take for example the expansion
of ‘Henry VIl powers’ which allow ministers to amend provisions with minimal
security which weakens accountability. Richard Gordon QC states that Henry VIII
powers are ‘an increasingly common feature of legislation and have grown
exponentially in recent times with several hundred clauses being passed in a single

parliamentary session”. This was exemplified in R(National Council for Civil

5 https://www.chardikala.org.uk/
#:~:text=\What%20Does%20Chardi%20Kala%20Mean.live%20life %20t0%20the %20full.

6 https://www.gebholliswhiteman.co.uk/site/library/news/criminal-news/road-traffic-news/onasanya-
sentence

7 https://consoc.org.uk/henry-viii-powers-weaken-democracy/
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Liberties) v Secretary of State for the Home Department [2024]8 where the legality of
a secondary legislation which amended a primary legislation was brought into
question.This shows while the rule of law is a necessary framework for justice it does

not always work to its intended purpose.

More profoundly, the Court of Appeal in R (Howard League for Penal Reform) v Lord
Chancellor [2015]9, exposed how the law can be procedurally correct but morally
bankrupt. The introduction of legal aid cuts for prisoners created systemic unfairness
and negatively impacted the efficiency of the prison system. The Court of Appeal
found that the removal of legal aid was unlawful and singled out prisoners from
accessing justice. All necessary procedures were followed, at the detriment of real

justice. The letter of the law was upheld but the spirit of the law was denied.

A system inspired by Sarbat da Bhala would never allow this to happen. It is a prayer
not of passing hope but of active engagement. It demands empowerment and stands
up against injustice. It removes the question of ‘is the law being followed?’ shifting it

to ‘is the law achieving justice for all?’.

2) THE NHS
The establishment of the NHS in 1948 is a monumental example of Sewa and
compassionate service on a national scale. Healthcare is free at the point of use,

funded collectively through taxation, and subsequently distributed based on need

8 R (Liberty) v Secretary of State for the Home Department [2024] EWHC 1181 (Admin)

9 R (Howard League for Penal Reform) v Lord Chancellor [2015] EWCA Civ 819, [2015] MHLO 101



rather than wealth. The NHS is a modern version of Langar: a system sustained by

collective contribution geared toward the welfare for all regardless of caste or creed.

3) THE BLITZ SPIRIT
The Blitz spirit during the bombing raids of World War I, which killed approximately
40,000 people and damaged more than two million homes, is an example of Chardi
Kala (resilient optimism). Reports published by the Home Intelligence found the
British more united than ever, with a renewed sense of purpose0. Though this
myth'! has been debunked for overlooking the disproportionate suffering of the
working classes'2 Britain did in fact ‘keep calm and carry on’ emerging victorious

through collective,resilient optimism.

These examples show that whilst not explicitly inspired by Sikhism, British values
and Sikh jurisprudence share foundational ethical commitments capable of operating

on the same level. This potential now needs to be harnessed and elevated further.

From Passive Frameworks to Active Principles

While the quintessential British values provide the foundations and basic architecture
for a free society they can become procedural, passive and ineffective. Sikh

jurisprudence can provide the much needed fresh air and catalytic spirit to transform

10 hitps://blog.oup.com/2020/09/what-the-home-intelligence-unit-revealed-about-british-morale-
during-the-blitz/

11 https://www.historic-uk.com/HistoryUK/HistoryofBritain/Blitz-Spirit/

12 BBC News, 8 September 2010 ‘Did the Blitz really unify Britain?’
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the current system of rules into a living breathing instrument for human flourishing.
The rule of law is universally acclaimed as a pillar of British society, ensuring all
citizens are equally bound by accessible, independently adjudicated laws. However,
the rule of law on its own cannot provide everything, it is simply a forum for justice.

This in itself does not necessarily guarantee its attainment.

Similarly, the values of mutual respect and tolerance, while noble, can lapse into
indifference. Tolerance can become a mere ‘putting up with’ and an arms length
acceptance. As philosopher Karl Popper discusses in his theory the ‘Paradox of
Tolerance’; tolerance is self defeating. Unlimited tolerance can allow intolerant
ideologies to flourish'3. When framed in the lens of religion and faith, tolerance itself
can simply just imply endurance or acceptance rather than actively supporting or

defending someone's right to their religious beliefs'4.

Sikhism's core tenet of Sewa eradicates this passivity. It is respect and
understanding embodied by passionate action. The practice of Langar, inspired by
Sewa, where a community kitchen is free to all regardless of background, is the
ultimate form of this. It does not just tolerate differences, it embraces them and

actively dismantles barriers of creed and class.

For the legal profession, this transforms the very concept of a barristers duty. It
moves from the narrow obligation to the client's case to a broader duty of the clients

well-being and the holistic course of justice. Pro bono work becomes not just a

13 hitps://markmanson.net/the-paradox-of-tolerance

14 hitps://www.jstor.org/stable/40441448
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routine box-ticking exercise but rather a non-negotiable obligation to further the
cause of justice. The Guru Nanak Scholarship itself embodies an act of Sewa. Not
designed as an act of charity but rather a bid to create a more diverse,
compassionate and representative profession. It recognises that to serve the law one

must serve the people it exists to protect.

Individual liberty is the cornerstone of Western democracies, enshrining the right to
self-determination and autonomy. Yet, if left unchecked, it can create a culture of
selfishness, isolation and self-interest, prioritising oneself over the community. Sikh
jurisprudence and the concept of Chardi Kala- perpetual optimism through hardship,
offers a solution.This optimism and resilience cannot be cultivated through the
isolation that individual liberty breeds, it is forged through active and regular
community engagement. The collective becomes a pillar of hope and a source of
strength in profound hardship. Chardi Kala is essential to overcoming the
socioeconomic barriers this scholarship seeks to address. The journey to the bar for
a low-income student is fraught with difficulty, but it is not an individual journey. It is
made possible through the help and sacrifices of friends, family, mentors and
schemes like this one. This is the exact opposite of isolation and self-interest; it is

built on community and interdependence.

Chardi Kala creates the spiritual endurance required to persevere through the
systemic hurdles and financial pressures. This resilience ensures that once
individuals from underrepresented backgrounds succeed, they become inspirations
for the next generation, creating a self-sustaining cycle of upliftment that benefits the

entire profession and the society it serves.



Implementation

The fusion of British values and Sikh jurisprudence is not just a hypothetical
exercise. It provides a robust and urgently needed plan of action, not only for the
legal profession but the British state as a whole. As shown by the Blitz spirit and the
NHS, the current system has the ability to incorporate these Sikh values, but this
potential remains largely unfulfilled, betrayed by the clear gap between the practical

values and the actualised reality.

A system of justice focused on principles of Sarbat da Bhala, Sewa and Chardi Kala
would be fundamentally geared towards its highest purpose. Firstly, under this
system, justice would be measured by accessibility rather than procedure. This
means everyone in the legal profession must become unrelenting advocates for the
restoration of the legal aid system. Such a system was previously in place but was
eroded due to the lack of funding since the implementation of the Legal Aid,
Sentencing and Punishment of Offenders Act 2012 (LASPO)'5 in the austerity period.
It introduced funding cuts to legal aid and narrowed the scope and financial eligibility
criteria, resulting in far fewer people accessing legal representation in areas such as
family, employment and immigration'6. This is in direct contravention to Sarbat da
Bhala, as welfare in justice is now only available to those who can afford it, not

everyone equally. In regards to the legal profession a barrister who is committed to a

15 hitps://www.leqgislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2012/10/contents

16 Dr James Organ and Dr Jennifer Sigafoos - The impact of LAPSO on routes to justice (Equality
and Human Rights Commission, Research Report 118)
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system endowed by Sarbat da Bhala cannot be a passive economic beneficiary of
the system. They must be active campaigners for its reform, ensuring the rule law is
a practiced reality not just an abstract concept. Barristers must guarantee a
framework under Sarbat da Bhala where the rule of law is a reality for the

unemployed tenant facing eviction as much as for the multinational conglomerate.

Secondly, service must become central to the profession. Sewa mandates that the
privilege of a legal education carries with it the duty to serve. This must eclipse
casual pro bono and become an embedded non-negotiable culture in chambers.
This scholarship itself is an act of Sewa, providing the invaluable currency of
mentorship- a model that must be scaled up exponentially. Every successful barrister
must have a duty under Sewa to become a mentor to demystify the profession and

break the cycle of exclusivity.

Lastly, resilience can only be achieved through genuine diversity. An unvaried and
unchanged Bar simply cannot understand or effectively serve an increasingly diverse
society. The Chardi Kala of underrepresented groups must also be met with a
profession that actively dismantles barriers. This moves beyond scholarships and
tackles unconscious bias in pupillage recruitment and championing tenants from
non-traditional backgrounds to the bar. A diverse bar is a more robust, empathetic

and effective bar.

Foreign Policy

This new system can not only help change the bar profession but also provides for a

new ambitious role for Britain on the world stage. Through the lens of foreign policy,



Sarbat da Bhala demands an unwavering allegiance to ethics. This would entail
leveraging Britain's permanent stance as a global superpower on the world stage to
positively influence and champion climate policies even at the detriment of
commercial endeavours. Climate change is not simply an environmental issue but a
broader justice issue that historically, has disproportionately affected the world's
poorest communities that contribute the least to global carbon emissions?”. This
would go beyond the bare minimum of signing treaties and pledging minor carbon
emission reductions, it would mean encouraging international climate negotiations
and insisting on frameworks that hold major polluters to account, whilst
simultaneously insisting on building infrastructure in the Global South to combat the

effects of climate change.

This change however, necessitates a fundamental policy shift from the current
climate of austerity to empowerment. This is because a government that is truly
committed to British values should not willingly preside over a record number of
religious hate crimes'8, nor should a government committed to the rule of law create
a hostile environment where vulnerable communities are systematically denied
rights'9. Under a new system all policies would be stress tested against the higher

purpose of Sewa and if they actively serve and uplift the most vulnerable.

17 Khurram Shehzad- Extreme flood in Pakistan: Is Pakistan paying the cost of climate change?
(Science of the Total Environment, Volume 880)

18 https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/hate-crime-england-and-wales-year-ending-march-2024/
hate-crime-england-and-wales-year-ending-march-2024

19 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/the-safety-of-rwanda-asylum-and-immigration-bill-
factsheets/safety-of-rwanda-asylum-and-immigration-bill-factsheet-
accessible#:~:text=monitor%20the%20entire%20relocation%20process,complaints%20directly%20to
%20the%20Committee.
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If Britain were to embrace the Sikh principle of Sewa in the emerging field of artificial
intelligence, it can offer a solution that benefits all. While the British values of
individual liberty and innovation have rightly encouraged growth in the technology
sector, Sikh jurisprudence reminds us that progress without service risks deepening
inequality. A framework built upon Sewa would require transparent algorithms that

benefit the whole of society, not just for narrow corporate profits.

Finally, Chardi Kala is essential in the domain of international courts and
humanitarian law. Judicial institutions such as the International Criminal Court (ICC)
are facing increasing pressure due to accusations of bias20, perpetual underfunding?!
and political interference22. Britain could draw upon its legal prestige and the Sikh
ethic of optimism in hardship, to champion reforms that energise judicial institutions,

ensuring they remain credible guardians of society.

This critique is made not to disparage the nation but to shed light on the gap
between aspiration and actuality. Recognising this failure is the first step towards
redemption and genuine improvement. The synergy of British and Sikh values
provides a moral roadmap for this journey. It offers solutions to transform the current
system from a hollow, procedural one to a robust, ethical one. It creates a nation that

does not just have values but one that lives by them.

20 hitps://www.leidensecurityandglobalaffairs.nl/articles/allegations-of-bias-of-the-international-
criminal-court-against-africa-what-do-kenyans-believe

21 https://www.realinstitutoelcano.org/en/commentaries/the-budgetary-instrumentalisation-of-
international-criminal-justice/
#:~:text=ICC%20mass%20atrocity%20investigations%2C%20although.increased%20budget%20coo
peration%20was%20optional.

22 BBC News, 7 Feb 2025 ‘What is the ICC and why has Trump sanctioned it?’
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Conclusion

The best values are neither British or Sikh, but a synthesis of both. A system
encompassing the three core values of justice, compassion service and resilient
optimism can achieve a truly inclusive society. The Guru Nanak Scholarship is not
just financial aid, but an embodiment of this very synthesis—using the structure of
the British Bar to instil the Sikh ethic of service to ultimately create a more just world.

This is the ambitious new role we must forge.
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