
 

 

January 6, 2010 

  

Via Electronic Mail info@aclu-or.org and First Class Mail 

David Fidanque 

Executive Director 

ACLU of Oregon 

P.O. Box 40585 

Portland, Oregon 97240 

  

Re:  Religious Freedom for Public School Teachers in Oregon 

  
Dear Mr. Fidanque: 

  

We write to express disappointment and our deep concern about the ACLU of Oregon’s 

active support of ORS 342.650, an Oregon law which forbids public school teachers from 

wearing any religious dress in the classroom.   

  

As you know, ORS 342.650 originated in the 1920s as an anti-Catholic measure and was 

supported by the Ku Klux Klan at a time of overt hostility toward racial and religious minorities.  

Other laws enacted by the Oregon legislature during this period included the Compulsory 

Education Act (a measure designed to close parochial schools) and the Alien Property Act of 

1923 (a law that prohibited Japanese immigrants from purchasing or leasing land in Oregon).  

Although most of these laws have since been repealed, ORS 342.650 is still enforced against 

religious minorities. Oregon has the dubious distinction of being one of only three states in the 

country that restrict the civil rights of public school teachers in such an overbroad manner. 

  

The ACLU of Oregon has publicly asserted that it would be ‘premature’ to repeal ORS 

342.650 and that the Oregon legislature should postpone consideration of the issue until 2011.  In 

support of its position, your organization cites the need “to fully understand the legal 

ramifications [of repeal] before taking any action.”   

  

With all due respect, we have had almost 90 years to think the law over.  ORS 342.650 is 

an overbroad and antiquated law that shuts the door of equal opportunity in the face of Sikhs and 

other religious minorities, effectively ghettoizing them from public service jobs.  Repealing the 

law in the post-9/11 environment will reassure our constituents in Oregon that they are free to 

find self-fulfillment and economic security in any career they choose and are not second class 

citizens because of the way they look. 

  

Although we appreciate that it is our collective duty to carefully consider the proper 

balance between religious freedom and neutrality, we believe it is tendentious and alarming to 

Western Region Office 

39465 Paseo Padre Parkway · Suite 3550 

Fremont · CA · 94538 

(510) 659-0900 (o) 

(510) 659-0903 (f) 
 

National Office 

40 Exchange Place · Suite 728  

New York · New York · 10005 

(212) 655-3095 (o) 

(212) 208-4611 (f) 
 



argue that religious dress violates the religious neutrality of our public schools.  These baseless 

arguments have found practical expression in France, where Sikhs and other religious minorities 

have been rendered invisible, relegated to ethnic enclaves, and financially ruined for the simple 

act of adhering to their faith.  Supporting ORS 342.650 is a sad step in this direction.  In this 

context, we believe that your organization’s call for inaction is a dilatory tactic.   

   

As human beings, we do not live in a monochrome world.  Religion often is an integral 

and inseparable component of personhood.  Taken to its logical conclusion, stripping all 

religious content or speech content from our public schools entails not only removal of teachers 

who wear religious dress but also the expulsion of students who practice their faith through their 

dress; and the complete elimination of school religious holidays.  

 

By supporting ORS 342.650, your organization has put the entire ACLU in the ironic 

position of telling children like Adriel Arocha that they will never be welcome to teach in 

Oregon’s public schools.  Adriel was a 5-year-old kindergarten student last year when a Texas 

school district violated his right to maintain long hair according to his religious beliefs. 

Fortunately, the ACLU of Texas intervened and secured a legal victory on his behalf last year, 

calling it “a powerful reminder of the values our Constitution guarantees to all Americans.”   

  

The Sikh Coalition has historically been a proud partner of the ACLU and a vigorous 

supporter of the values that our Constitution should guarantee to all Americans.  At a time when 

Sikh Americans are denied opportunities to serve in the military; denied opportunities to serve in 

police departments; and denied opportunities to ascend the corporate ladder or even be seen 

because of their refusal to surrender their dignity and identity, we hope that you can appreciate 

the gravity and hurtfulness of your decision to support ORS 342.650. 

  

In light of our concerns, we earnestly hope to work with you in the cause of repealing 

ORS 342.650 and striking a more sensible balance between religious freedom and religious 

neutrality in the public schools of Oregon.  ORS 342.650 is a sad and repugnant legacy of the Ku 

Klux Klan, but our legacy can be a society that celebrates religious pluralism and encourages 

religious minorities to participate more fully in the life of our nation.   

 

Respectfully yours, 

  

Rajdeep Singh 

The Sikh Coalition 

  

cc:    

Board of Directors, ACLU of Oregon (via electronic mail info@aclu-or.org and First Class Mail)  

Susan Herman, President, ACLU (via electronic mail sherman@aclu.org and First Class Mail) 

Dan Mach, Director of Litigation, Program on Freedom of Religion and Belief, American Civil 

Liberties Union (via electronic mail dmach@aclu.org)  

 


