
 Making Our Voices Heard:
             A Civil Rights Agenda for New York City’s Sikhs  

h a t e c r i m e s c o u r t f r e e d o m s i k h j u s t i c e c o m m u n i t y
c o a l i t i o n g o v e r n m e n t i n d e p e n d e n c e t u r b a n
r i g h t s c i t i z e n r e l i g i o n p r e j u d i c e m i n o r i t y
f a m i l y t r a d i t i o n s s o l d i e r s c o n s t i t u t i o n r e s o l u t e
f a i t h s e l f l e s s s e r v i c e t r u e h u m i l i t y b i g o t r y
b i a s e m p o w e r e n g a g e d e f e n d b u i l d a d v o c a t e
d i s c r i m i n a t i o n e d u c a t e h a r a s s m e n t
r a c i s m c h i l d r e n l o b b y k i r p a n a w a r e n e s s
h a t e c r i m e s c o u r t f r e e d o m s i k h j u s t i c e c o m m u n i t y
c o a l i t i o n g o v e r n m e n t i n d e p e n d e n c e t u r b a n
r i g h t s c i t i z e n r e l i g i o n p r e j u d i c e m i n o r i t y
f a m i l y t r a d i t i o n s s o l d i e r s c o n s t i t u t i o n r e s o l u t e
f a i t h s e l f l e s s s e r v i c e t r u e h u m i l i t y b i g o t r y
b i a s e m p o w e r e n g a g e d e f e n d b u i l d a d v o c a t e
d i s c r i m i n a t i o n e d u c a t e h a r a s s m e n t

h a t e c r i m e s c o u r t f r e e d o m s i k h j u s t i c e c o m m u n i t y
c o a l i t i o n g o v e r n m e n t i n d e p e n d e n c e t u r b a n
r i g h t s c i t i z e n r e l i g i o n p r e j u d i c e m i n o r i t y
f a m i l y t r a d i t i o n s s o l d i e r s c o n s t i t u t i o n r e s o l u t e
f a i t h s e l f l e s s s e r v i c e t r u e h u m i l i t y b i g o t r y
b i a s e m p o w e r e n g a g e d e f e n d b u i l d a d v o c a t e
d i s c r i m i n a t i o n e d u c a t e h a r a s s m e n t
r a c i s m c h i l d r e n l o b b y k i r p a n a w a r e n e s s
h a t e c r i m e s c o u r t f r e e d o m s i k h j u s t i c e c o m m u n i t y
c o a l i t i o n g o v e r n m e n t i n d e p e n d e n c e t u r b a n
r i g h t s c i t i z e n r e l i g i o n p r e j u d i c e m i n o r i t y
f a m i l y t r a d i t i o n s s o l d i e r s c o n s t i t u t i o n r e s o l u t e
f a i t h s e l f l e s s s e r v i c e t r u e h u m i l i t y b i g o t r y
b i a s e m p o w e r e n g a g e d e f e n d b u i l d a d v o c a t e
d i s c r i m i n a t i o n e d u c a t e h a r a s s m e n t
r a c i s m c h i l d r e n l o b b y k i r p a n a w a r e n e s s
h a t e c r i m e s c o u r t f r e e d o m s i k h j u s t i c e c o m m u n i t y
c o a l i t i o n g o v e r n m e n t i n d e p e n d e n c e t u r b a n
r i g h t s c i t i z e n r e l i g i o n p r e j u d i c e m i n o r i t y
f a m i l y t r a d i t i o n s s o l d i e r s c o n s t i t u t i o n r e s o l u t e
f a i t h s e l f l e s s s e r v i c e t r u e h u m i l i t y b i g o t r y



About the Report

In December 2006, the Sikh Coalition, with the help of several dedicated volunteers, began 
conducting the �rst ever civil rights survey of New York City�s Sikhs. The survey intended to 

gather information on Sikhs� experiences with incidents of bias, employment discrimination, 
language access and other issues that hinder full integration into New York�s civic and political 
life.

This report represents the results obtained from the data we collected from 1,021 Sikhs who live in 
New York City�s �ve boroughs. The data presented in this report identi�es signi�cant gaps between 
the promise of the law and the Sikh community�s reality on the ground. 

Armed with this information, New York City�s Sikhs are now releasing our own Civil Rights Agenda. 
The Agenda, included in this report, puts forth policy recommendations to close the gap between 
what the law mandates and what our community�s experience has been. In the coming months 
and years, the Sikh Coalition will spearhead advocacy e�orts to further our recommendations. 

Copies of this report are available by contacting Neha Singh, The Sikh Coalition�s Advocacy Director,   
at neha@sikhcoalition.org.



' �e Sikh Coalition, April 2008

Table of Contents



Making Our Voices Heard: A Civil Rights Agenda for New York City�s Sikhs

2 ' �e Sikh Coalition, April 20082

A total of 1,021 individuals who identify themselves as being members of the Sikh faith were surveyed for 
this project. The survey project ran continuously from December 2006 to November 2007, and respondents 
were limited to residents of the �ve boroughs of New York City. Survey e�orts were concentrated in 
Queens because it is home to the majority of New York City�s Sikh population. 

According to 2007 �gures released by the New York City Department of City Planning, the total population 
of New York City is 8,250,567.�  While neither the United States Census nor the Department of City Planning 
collects data on religion, the Sikh population of New York City is estimated to be around 50,000, based on 
the membership roles of area gurdwaras (Sikh places of worship).

The Sikh Coalition�s survey questionnaire was provided in either English or Punjabi, the native language of 
many Sikh adults. Separate surveys were provided for children 18 and under. Questions on the children�s 
survey primarily concerned school bullying and harassment. Questions on the adult survey broadly 
covered the following issues, as they pertain to the respondents� Sikh identity:

Hate Crimes or Harassment
School Bullying and Discrimination
Employment Discrimination and Workplace Harassment
Language Access
Public Accommodation
Health Insurance
Relationship with Law Enforcement

Sikh Coalition sta� and volunteers distributed the surveys during designated �survey days� in area 
gurdwaras and online. In total, the Sikh Coalition held 22 survey days in gurdwaras during the course 
of the project, 18 of which were in Queens-based gurdwaras. No Bronx gurdwaras could be identi�ed, 
therefore no survey days were held in that borough. Nevertheless, Sikh Bronx residents were encouraged 

1  �Mayor Bloomberg Announces City�s Successful Census Bureau Challenge,� (November 20, 2007) available at http://www.nyc.gov/html/dcp/html/about/pr112007.
shtml.
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to respond to the survey online or, if present, in other area gurdwaras.

Of the total 1,021 responses that were received, 103 were submitted online and 900 were submitted 
during survey days. An additional 18 responses were collected at a Sikh Student Association meeting at 
New York University and through individual, in-person outreach. 

Of the 1,021 respondents, 57% were adults and 43% were children 18 years old or less, as of the time they 
completed the survey.�  One of every three respondents was female, at both the adult and child levels. 
The average age of our respondent pool was 27.4 years � 38.5 years old for adults and 13.1 years old for 
children.

Some respondents inadvertently or purposely skipped certain questions. Unless otherwise stated, the 
�gures provided in this report were calculated from the answers given or from the total number of Sikhs 
who responded to the survey. In addition, due to rounding, the total of individual percentages may not 
always sum to 100%. Survey data and questionnaires are available upon request.

� Of the 408 respondents to the children�s survey, three were 19 years old, two were 20 years old, and one was 21 years old. However, these six respondents answered 
questions about their high school experiences, which occurred within the last four years. For that reason, throughout this report, these six respondents have been counted 
as children.
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Sikhism is an independent religion that is nearly 500 years old, and has its roots in Punjab, a region in 
South Asia. The Sikh faith has 26 million adherents worldwide, making it the world�s �fth largest religion. 
Sikhs have been in the United States for over 100 years, but remain a small minority. There are only about 
50,000 Sikhs in New York City. Still, Sikhs� active commitment to their communities and their city is evident 
in this snapshot of New York City�s Sikhs.� 

Nearly 47% of Sikh adults in New York City are American citizens. 

Sikhs take their civic commitment seriously. 86% of Sikh adults who are eligible are 
registered to vote, while the national average for all eligible voters is 69.5%.� 

On average, Sikhs in New York City have lived in the United States for 14 years.

More than 40% of Sikh adults in New York City speak English as their primary 
language.

One third of New York City�s Sikh adults are self-employed. 15% work in construction, 
and 7% drive cabs or limousines in New York City. 

In addition to being predominantly South Asian, nine out of ten Sikhs we surveyed 
carry some outward manifestation of their faith.�  

Sikhs� visible identity, a manifestation of their inner commitment to their faith, makes Sikhs stand out. 
According to the requirements of the Sikh faith, many Sikhs do not cut their hair or shave their beards. 
Consequently, since the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001 in New York City, Sikhs have been 
repeatedly misidenti�ed as members of the Taliban or Osama bin Laden�s terrorist network. 

In North America, the majority of those who wear turbans are Sikhs. As a result, recurring media images of 
alleged terrorists and negative portrayals of men in turbans have created an environment in which Sikhs 
are regularly singled out for harassment, verbal abuse and mistreatment by both private and, at times, 
public actors. 

3  The �gures in this section extrapolate the results of our survey to the population of New York City Sikhs.
�  �Voting and Registration in the Election of November 2000,� U.S. Census Bureau, available at http://www.census.gov/prod/2002pubs/p20-542.pdf.
� If a respondent skipped the question pertaining to which articles of faith they keep, we have not assumed that to indicate that the person either keeps or does not keep 
any article of faith. The �ve Sikh articles of faith are (1) Kes � unshorn hair; (2) Kara � steel bracelet; (3) Kanga � small comb; (4) Kirpan � a religious sword; and (5) Kacherra 
� special long underwear. See also, Glossary, pg. 20 herein.
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Who are Sikhs?
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Harassment 
41% of New York City�s Sikhs (children and adults) report being called derogatory names such as �Bin 
Laden� or �terrorists� by their fellow New Yorkers.

Bias in Schools
Half of the City�s Sikh students report being teased or harassed because of their Sikh identity. Amongst 

those who wear turbans or patkas, 3 out of 5 Sikh children have been harassed and verbally or physically 
abused.

While the vast majority � 85% � of harassment against Sikh students is perpetrated by other students, school 

sta� and faculty members were responsible for almost 5% of the incidents reported in the surveys.� 

Racial Pro�ling
A quarter of Sikh New Yorkers who wear turbans report that they believe they have been unfairly 
stopped or questioned by law enforcement o�cers.

Employment Discrimination
Amongst Sikhs who wear turbans, more than one in ten state that they have been refused employment 
or denied a job promotion because of their Sikh identity.

Access to Public Accommodations
11% of New York City�s Sikh adults reported being refused entry somewhere because they carry a kirpan. 
Government buildings were the most common place that respondents identi�ed being refused entry 
because of their kirpans.

Language Access
27% of Sikh non-citizens reported needing the assistance of an English-speaker to interact with hospitals, 
courts, schools or government agencies. Yet, Punjabi-language resources are only provided by a handful 
of New York City agencies.

Healthcare
Nearly half of the Sikh immigrants who live in New York City do not have any form of health insurance 
for themselves or their families.

6 The remaining 10% of students who reported being harassed did not identify their attacker.

Summary of Survey Results
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Sikhs� identity and distinct appearance make sure that they stand out in any group. But recent con� icts 
in the Middle East, terrorist threats, and news coverage of these issues have led to especially widespread 
misconceptions about Sikhs and their religious garb in the years since the attacks of September 11, 2001. 
Because of their darker skin color, turbans, and beards, Sikh Americans are often targeted in hate crimes or 
harassed by members of the public and law enforcement agencies alike. 

41% of New York City�s Sikhs (children and adults) report being called derogatory names such as �Bin Laden� 
or �terrorists� by their fellow New Yorkers. 9% of Sikh adults have been physically attacked because of their 
religious identity. A majority of that violence occurred in Queens, in the years following the 9/11 attacks. 

Nearly 6% of the Sikh adults surveyed reported that their personal property has been vandalized because of 
their Sikh identity. Amongst Sikhs, those who wear turbans or keep long hair are most at risk. Of Sikh adults 
who wear turbans, 13% report being physically attacked. Over half of New York City�s Sikh adults who keep 
uncut hair have been verbally abused on the basis of the way they look.  

More than one in ten Sikhs surveyed (17%) 
report being unfairly stopped or questioned 
by law enforcement o�  cials  on account of 
their turbans. In fact, a quarter of all Sikh New 
Yorkers who wear turbans report that they 
have been unfairly stopped or questioned by 
law enforcement o�  cers. Over one third of 
these unfair stops occurred in airports.

Seventeen Sikh adults we surveyed reported 
that a law enforcement o�  cer treated a sacred 
article of their faith o� ensively during a search.

Rajinder Singh Khalsa had lived in Queens for nearly a decade 
before July 11, 2004. But on that day, his experience of what it meant 
to be an American changed forever. That was the day he was beaten 
unconscious outside a neighborhood restaurant by fellow New Yorkers 
who used his religious appearance as an excuse to attack him. When his 
attackers yelled at Mr. Khalsa to take o�  the �curtain� on his head, he 
tried to explain who he was and why Sikhs wear turbans. His attackers 
� � ve white men � responded with racial epithets, threats to kill him and 
blows that left Mr. Khalsa with a broken nose and fractured eye socket.

Four years later, Mr. Khalsa still has trouble coming to terms with what 
happened that day. He�s haunted by a sense of insecurity and avoids 
strangers, even on his own block. �I realize that not everybody is bad,� he 
says, �But I cannot shake o�  this feeling of danger.�

Harassment & Hate Attacks
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Public Accommodation

Federal law prohibits discrimination against any person based on his/her race, national origin, and religion 
(among other things) in a number of settings, including access to businesses and buildings and federal 
services.7 Still, the situation on the ground is at odds with the law as far as Sikhs are concerned. 

One in 25 Sikhs we surveyed have been refused service by a private business because of their Sikh identity.
Wearing a turban is the most common cause of being refused service by a private business. 

Why adults believe they were refused services by private businesses

7 U.S. Code Title 42, Chapter 21 (Civil Rights), Subchapter II.

 El Quijote restaurant in Chelsea had had a no-hats policy since it opened its doors in 1930. Sticking to 
tradition meant that when Jaswinder Pal Singh, a Princeton professor and a practicing Sikh, arrived for a 
meal at the restaurant with his wife, he was asked to remove his turban. Though Jaswinder Pal understood 
the intent behind the rule, he was o� ended at being required to choose between his faith and his dinner. 
Jaswinder Pal � led a lawsuit against the restaurant and won a judgment of $10,000 in 1999.

 Like thousands of New Yorkers, Navdeep Singh liked to keep � t. That�s why he became a member of Planet 
Fitness, a gymnasium in the Bronx where he worked out regularly for six months before his membership was 
terminated. It turns out that Planet Fitness had a �no bandanas� policy that they applied to the tight cloth 
Navdeep tied around his head in lieu of a turban while he worked out. They gave Navdeep a choice between 
losing his membership or replacing his head covering with a hat instead. Though Navdeep explained that 
the Sikh faith explicitly prohibits wearing caps or hats instead of cloth turbans or patkas, the management 
at Planet Fitness terminated his membership.
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Amongst those who experience the greatest di�culty entering public spaces are Sikhs who carry kirpans. 
Kirpans are Sikh articles of faith that commonly resemble a sword but vary in length. They are generally 
worn by all Sikhs who have undergone the amrit (initiation) ceremony. Of the Sikhs surveyed, over 20% 
� 209 Sikh adults and children � reported carrying kirpans. Those Sikhs are at greater risk of being ex-
cluded from civic life.

11% of New York City�s Sikh adults reported being refused entry somewhere because they carry a kirpan. 
Government buildings were the most common place that respondents identi�ed being refused entry 
because of their kirpans.

Sikhs who carry kirpans are more likely to be called derogatory names. 55% of the kirpan-wearing Sikhs 
we surveyed reported being called �Bin Laden,� �terrorists,� or other insulting names.

Ignorance about the kirpan also makes kirpan-carrying Sikhs more vulnerable to police harassment. One 
in 5 Sikh adults who carry a kirpan claim to have been unfairly stopped or questioned by law enforcement 
o�cers. In nearly half of those cases, respondents believed that they had been stopped because of their 
kirpans.


