
 

 

 

 

January 29, 2013 

 

Via Electronic Mail at dnorthup@azcorrections.gov  

Ms. Dawn Northup, Esq. 

Legal Services 

Arizona Department of Corrections, Central Office 

1601 W. Jefferson 

Phoenix, AZ 85007 

 

 Re: Ikhbinder S. Bassin - Sikh Correctional Officer 

 

Dear Ms. Northup: 

 

 We write in follow-up to our letter, dated January 25, 2013, regarding Arizona State 

Prison Complex-Eyman’s (“ASPC-Eyman”) demand that our client, Correctional Officer 

Ikhbinder S. Bassin (“Officer Bassin”), trim his religiously-mandated beard and remove his 

religiously-mandated kara by this Thursday, January 31, after almost a decade of employment 

without any such restriction.  The purpose of this letter is to provide you a legal basis for our 

assertion that ASPC-Eyman’s actions in failing to accommodate Officer Bassin’s religious 

practices and threatening to terminate him are clear violations of the law.  

 

 By way of background, the Sikh Coalition is a community-based organization that 

promotes civil and human rights in North America, representing the interests of over 500,000 

Sikh-Americans.  For over a decade, we have worked extensively with government agencies and 

private entities who seek to meet their legal obligations to accommodate Sikh religious practices.  

For example, we have worked with the federal Transportation Security Administration to create 

written policies which ensure that searches of Sikh air travelers remain lawful, and have worked 

with corporations such as IBM and Accenture to create policies that are respectful of the rights of 

Sikhs in the workplace. We have also successfully obtained accommodations for Sikh soldiers in 

the United States Army so that they may maintain their religiously-mandated turbans and beards 

while in active combat in service of our country. In all of our endeavors, we strive to achieve 

mutually acceptable solutions while ensuring the guarantees of state and federal law.    

 

A. Officer Bassin’s Kara 

 

 For the reasons stated below, please be advised that ASPC-Eyman’s refusal to allow 

Officer Bassin to wear his religiously-mandated kara (bracelet) in the workplace would, at 

minimum, violate Arizona’s Free Exercise of Religion Act, the Free Exercise Clause of the First 

Amendment of the United States Constitution, Title VII of the federal Civil Rights Act of 1964, 

and the Arizona Civil Rights Act.  

 

 Arizona’s Free Exercise of Religion Act (“FERA”) states that “government shall not 

substantially burden a person's exercise of religion even if the burden results from a rule of 
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general applicability.” A.R.S. § 41-1493.01(B).  If a rule of general applicability substantially 

burdens a person’s exercise of their religion, then the state must have a “compelling 

governmental interest” to the rule in question and choose the “least restrictive means” of 

furthering that interest. A.R.S. § 41-1493.01(C).    

 

In this case, ASPC-Eyman states that Officer Bassin must remove his kara because the 

Arizona Department of Corrections’ uniform standards prohibit officers from wearing 

“bracelets.”   See Letter from Colleen J. McManus to Gurjot Kaur, January 17, 2013.  However, 

as acknowledged by ASPC-Eyman in its January 17, 2013 letter, the policy contains an explicit 

exception for “medical bracelets.”
2
  The policy in question is therefore not even a rule of general 

applicability.  The Department of Corrections can and has made exceptions – in this case a 

medical exception – as it sees fit.  

 

Given that the Department makes secular exceptions to its rule prohibiting bracelets, it 

cannot lawfully refuse to make an exception for religious reasons. If officers can wear medical 

bracelets and still perform their functions, they can also do so for religious reasons.  By creating 

a false dichotomy between secular (medical) exceptions and religious exceptions, the 

Department will run afoul of the protections of the Arizona FERA.  See e.g., Gonzales v. O 

Centro Espirita Beneficente Uniao do Vegetal, 546 U.S. 418, 432-34 (2006) (On motion by 

religious group for preliminary injunction against government's ban on group’s use of hoasca, a 

tea containing a hallucinogen, in religious ceremonies, as violative of RFRA, government failed 

to demonstrate compelling interest in uniform application of Controlled Substances Act that 

would preclude consideration of individualized exceptions; the act itself contemplated 

exceptions).
3
 

Similarly, under First Amendment Free Exercise clause analysis, the U.S. Supreme Court 

has held that when government provides secular exceptions to rules and fails to provide religious 

exceptions, strict scrutiny will apply – and the government’s action will invariably be found 

unconstitutional. For example, in Lukumi Babalu Aye, Inc. v. City of Hialeah, the Supreme Court 

held that a municipality could not grant secular exemptions for slaughtering animals while 

failing to grant religious ones. 508 U.S. 520, 537-38 (1993).  Citing the reasoning in Lukumi, the 

Third Court of Appeals held in Fraternal Order of Police Newark Lodge No.12 v. City of 

Newark that a local police department could not allow police officers to maintain beards for 

medical reasons but deny officers the right to maintain religiously-mandated beards. 170 F.3d 

359 (3rd Cir. 1999)
4
.     

                                                        
2 See Arizona Department of Corrections, Department Order Manual 503 § 1.2.27.2 (Aug. 6, 2009), publicly 

available at http://www.azcorrections.gov/Policies/500/0503.pdf.   
3
 The U.S. Supreme Court's interpretation of the federal Religious Freedom Restoration Act of 1993 (RFRA), 

although technically not binding on Arizona state courts’ interpretation of FERA, provides persuasive authority 

when the state Supreme Court interprets FERA because RFRA is substantially identical to FERA. See State v. 

Hardesty, 222 Ariz. 363, 365 (2009) (noting that “FERA parallels RFRA, 42 U.S.C. §§ 2000bb to 2000bb-4 , a 

federal act that also protects free exercise rights, but does not apply to the states”). 
4
 Specifically, the Third Circuit held that the police department's decision to provide medical exemptions to its 

requirement that officers not have beards, while refusing religious exemptions from same requirement, was 

sufficiently suggestive of discriminatory intent so as to trigger heightened scrutiny in action under free exercise 

clause of First Amendment.  Id. at 365-366.  According to the court, the department made a value judgment that 

secular motivations for wearing a beard were important enough to overcome its interest in uniformity while religious 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Case_citation
http://www.azcorrections.gov/Policies/500/0503.pdf
https://a.next.westlaw.com/Link/Document/FullText?findType=L&pubNum=1000546&cite=42USCAS2000BB&originatingDoc=I4bbe9c269c8511dea82ab9f4ee295c21&refType=LQ&originationContext=document&transitionType=DocumentItem&contextData=(sc.RelatedInfo)
https://a.next.westlaw.com/Link/Document/FullText?findType=L&pubNum=1000546&cite=42USCAS2000BB-4&originatingDoc=I4bbe9c269c8511dea82ab9f4ee295c21&refType=LQ&originationContext=document&transitionType=DocumentItem&contextData=(sc.RelatedInfo)
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Finally, ASPC-Eyman’s demand that Officer Bassin remove his kara also clearly violates 

Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 (“Title VII”) and the Arizona Civil Rights Act 

(“ACRA”).  Under Title VII, an employer must offer a “reasonable accommodation” of an 

employee’s religious practices in the workplace unless doing so would cause an “undue 

hardship.” Ansonia Board of Education v. Philbrook, 479 U.S. 60, 107 S.Ct. 367, 371 (1986), 

citing Trans World Airlines, Inc. v. Hardison, 432 U.S. 63, 84 (1977).  ACRA provides similar 

protection.  See A.R.S. 41-1461. 

 

 Here, it is impossible for ASPC-Eyman to argue that accommodating Officer Bassin 

would cause it any hardship because it has constructively accommodated his kara for almost a 

decade.  Given these circumstances, ASPC-Eyman would be hard pressed to proffer a true 

hardship that has not already withstood the test of time and proved nonexistent.  Note that courts 

have a long history of rejecting employer assertions of “undue hardship” based upon pure 

speculation.  See, e.g., Anderson v. General Dynamics Convair Aerospace Division, 589 F.2d 

397 (9th Cir. 1978) (holding that “undue hardship means something greater than 

hardship…[u]ndue hardship cannot be proved by assumptions nor by opinions based on 

hypothetical facts…[e]ven proof that employees would grumble about a particular 

accommodation is not enough to establish undue hardship”); E.E.O.C. v. Alamo Rent-A-Car 

LLC, 432 F.Supp.2d 1006 (D. Ariz. 2006) (employer failed to show undue hardship based on its 

fear that, hypothetically, accommodating Muslim headscarf contrary to uniform policy would 

open “the floodgates to others violating the uniform policy”).   

 

 For the reasons stated above, ASPC-Eyman’s failure to accommodate Officer Bassin’s 

kara in the workplace is unlawful under the state and federal law. 

 

B. Officer Bassin’s Beard 

 

 Similarly, for the reasons stated below, please be advised that ASPC-Eyman’s demand 

that Officer Bassin trim his religiously-mandated beard violates, at minimum, Arizona’s Free 

Exercise of Religion Act, Title VII of the federal Civil Rights Act of 1964, and the Arizona Civil 

Rights Act. 

 

 As we explained in our December 31, 2012 letter to ASPC-Eyman, Officer Bassin does 

not trim or cut his beard in compliance with his Sikh religious tenets. In order to keep it neat and 

tidy, however, he simply rolls it up very closely to his face.  

 

As you know, the Arizona Department of Corrections previously granted Officer Bassin 

an express waiver from trimming his beard during his correctional officer training in 2003. 

Referring to Officer Bassin, the waiver stated that “a full beard may be worn in compliance with 

your religious tenant [sic].”  The waiver expressly stated it would last until Officer Bassin’s 

graduation from the training academy.  Notwithstanding, ASPC-Eyman constructively 

accommodated Officer Bassin’s unshorn beard during his employment for close to a decade.  

From 2003 through the present, Officer Bassin has rolled up his beard closely to his face in a 

neat and tidy manner while performing his duties as a correctional officer.  

                                                                                                                                                                                   
motivations were not.  Id.  (Also note that the decision was written by U.S. Supreme Court Justice Samuel Alito 

when he served on the appellate court.) 
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As stated above, FERA requires that the state government have a compelling 

governmental interest and choose means narrowly tailored to meet that interest if it substantially 

burden’s an adherent’s free exercise of religion. This requirement exists even when the burden 

derives from a rule of general applicability.  See A.R.S. § 41-1493.01 (B-C). 

 

Here, the ASPC-Eyman again cites Department policy in support of its demand that 

Officer Bassin trim his beard.  See supra Letter from McManus to Kaur.  This policy
5
 requires 

male officers to trim beards to a half inch or less from the face. It, nevertheless, allows female 

officers to maintain unshorn hair on their heads, requiring that the hair be worn up, such as tied 

up or in a bun at the top or back of the head, if it touches the shoulder or below.
6
  

 

Under FERA, it is arguable that the Department policy in question is a rule of general 

applicability given that it allows women to maintain unshorn hair but disallows men from 

maintaining unshorn facial hair. There is no difference (other than location) between hair that is 

tied up under the chin, and hair that is tied up on the head. However, assuming arguendo that the 

relevant provision is a rule of general applicability, the Department policy still fails to utilize the 

means most “narrowly tailored” to meet any purported governmental interest.  If female officers 

can adequately perform their job duties while maintaining uncut hair that is tied up, it stands to 

reason that men who maintain neatly tied up unshorn facial hair can do the same – as Officer 

Bassin has for almost a decade.  If the Department has fashioned a rule that allows female 

officers to maintain uncut hair for secular reasons (comporting with Western style and gender 

norms), it can do the same for men who maintain unshorn facial hair for religious reasons.  

ASPC-Eyman’s current mandate that Officer Bassin trim his beard is not narrowly-tailored to 

meet a compelling governmental interest, and thus violates FERA.  

 

Similarly, under Title VII and ACRA, there is no possibility that ASPC-Eyman would 

endure an “undue hardship” by allowing Officer Bassin to maintain the status quo by keeping his 

beard unshorn but rolled up to less than half an inch from his face. For almost a decade, ASPC-

Eyman has constructively accommodated Officer Bassin’s unshorn, neatly tied facial hair. There 

is absolutely no evidence that Officer Bassin’s unshorn beard has negatively impacted his ability 

to perform his job. Indeed, any justifications that ASPC-Eyman were to offer at this point would 

be purely speculative (as previously discussed regarding the kara).  Accordingly, ASPC-

Eyman’s refusal to accommodate Officer Bassin’s religiously-mandated beard clearly violates 

the protections of Title VII and ACRA.   

 

 

 

********************** 

Finally, note that ASPC-Eyman’s offer to transfer Officer Bassin to a non-uniformed 

position is not an appropriate accommodation given that (1) ASPC-Eyman can in fact 

accommodate his religious practices in his current job as a correctional officer as it has for 

almost a decade, and (2) such an action denies Officer Bassin equal employment opportunity by 

forfeiting him the right to pursue and advance in his chosen career.  See, e.g., Draper v. U.S. 

                                                        
5
 See supra Department Order Manual at 503 § 1.1.3.4. 

6
 See id. at 503 § 1.1.4.1.1. 
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Pipe & Foundry Co., 527 F.2d 515 (6th Cir. 1975) (resorting to transfer where accommodation 

was possible in employee’s current position is actionable as denial of reasonable 

accommodation).   

 

The fact is that Officer Bassin has done his job competently and professionally for almost 

a decade and there is no reason why ASPC-Eyman cannot continue providing him a religious 

accommodation for his kara and unshorn beard.  Any directive that would require Officer. 

Bassin to remove his kara or cut his unshorn beard while employed as a correctional officer, or 

be terminated or reassigned would violate the law.   

 

We are hopeful that the Department of Corrections will review this matter immediately 

and provide Officer Bassin with a religious accommodation accordingly.  Since time is of the 

essence, we request an immediate response to this letter.  We welcome the opportunity to 

work with the Department to create policies for Sikh correctional officers that comport with the 

requirements of the law.   

 

Sincerely, 

 

/s/ Gurjot Kaur       /s/ Harsimran Kaur  

 

Gurjot Kaur        Harsimran Kaur  

Staff Attorney       Legal Director  

The Sikh Coalition       The Sikh Coalition  

Telephone: (212) 655-3095 ext. 85     Telephone: (510) 659-0900 ext. 92  

Email: gurjot@sikhcoalition.org     Email: harsimran@sikhcoalition.org   

 

cc. Correctional Officer Ikhbinder Bassin; Governor Jan Brewer’s Office (via email at 

azgov@az.gov); Director Charles L. Ryan, Arizona Department of Corrections (via email at 

directoroffice@azcorrections.gov), Greg Lauchner, Inspector General’s Bureau (via email at 

glauchner@azcorrections.gov); Warden Ron Credio, Arizona State Prison Complex-Eyman (via 

email at rcredio@azcorrections.gov)  

 

 

mailto:gurjot@sikhcoalition.org
mailto:harsimran@sikhcoalition.org
mailto:azgov@az.gov
mailto:directoroffice@azcorrections.gov
mailto:glauchner@azcorrections.gov


 

 
 

January 25, 2013 

 

Via email at dnorthup@azcorrections.gov 

Att: Ms. Dawn Northup, Esq. 

Legal Services 

Arizona Department of Corrections, Central Office 

1601 W. Jefferson 

Phoenix, AZ 85007 

 

RE: DEMAND LETTER FOR CORRECTIVE ACTION – SIKH CORRECTIONAL 

OFFICER DENIED RELIGIOUS ACCOMMODATION BY ASPC-EYMAN, FACES 

TERMINATION ON JANUARY 31, 2013 

 

Dear Ms. Northup:  

 

We are attorneys with the Sikh Coalition, a national civil rights organization based in New York 

City.  We write with urgency regarding the Arizona State Prison Complex-Eyman’s (ASPC-

Eyman) egregious violations of the civil rights of our Sikh client, Correctional Officer Ikhbinder 

Bassin (Officer Bassin), who is presently employed at the facility.  We call on you to take 

immediate corrective action to stop the violation of Officer Bassin’s rights as outlined 

below and stay any pending disciplinary action against Officer Bassin until an appropriate 

resolution is reached. 

 

In late December 2012, despite allowing Officer Bassin to maintain his religiously-mandated 

beard and kara (a Sikh article of faith that is a bracelet) for 10 years, ASPC-Eyman reversed 

course and ordered him to trim his religiously-mandated beard and remove his religiously-

mandated kara, both Sikh articles of faith.  (See Exhibit C).  On December 31, 2012, the Sikh 

Coalition intervened and requested a reasonable religious accommodation on Officer Bassin’s 

behalf.  (See attached Exhibit A).   On January 24, 2013, ASPC-Eyman denied Officer 

Bassin’s request for a reasonable religious accommodation and unlawfully threatened him 

again with termination if he does not trim his religiously-mandated beard and remove his 

religiously-mandated kara (a Sikh article of faith that is a bracelet) by January 31, 2013.
1
 

(See attached Exhibit B).   

 

The nation’s over 500,000 Sikh Americans and the local Phoenix community (still recovering 

from the hate crime murder of Sikh resident, Balbir Singh Sodhi, the first victim of a 9/11 

backlash) are deeply concerned about the state’s violation of Officer Bassin’s religious rights.  

We are monitoring this matter extremely closely and write to demand the following immediate 

corrective action from your office: 

 

                                                        
1
 On January 24, 2013, ASPC-Eyman officials verbally threatened to terminate Officer Bassin if he did not trim his 

beard or remove his kara by January 31, 2013 after handing him the written denial to his request for a religious 

accommodation.  (See Exhibit B). 
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(1) A reasonable religious accommodation for Officer Bassin’s Sikh articles of faith by 

allowing him to maintain an unshorn beard and wear a kara (a Sikh article of faith 

that is a bracelet); and 

 

(2) Officer Bassin’s continued employment as a Correctional Officer II at ASPC-Eyman, 

SMU 1 Unit, with his Sikh articles of faith intact; and 

 

(3) Expungement of any disciplinary action related to this matter from Officer Bassin’s 

personnel file. 

 

Please be advised that ASPC-Eyman’s promise to terminate Officer Bassin for his religious 

beliefs violates the prison’s obligations under federal and state laws including, but not limited to, 

the Free Exercise Clause of the First Amendment of the U.S. Constitution, Title VII of the Civil 

Rights Act of 1964, as amended, 42 U.S.C. §2000e et seq, and the Arizona Religious Freedom 

Amendment, Ariz. Rev. Stat. § 41-1493.   

 

Specifically, under Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, an employer is required to provide 

a reasonable religious accommodation to an employee upon notification and absent undue 

hardship.  Officer Bassin, as a Sikh, has a sincere religious belief to maintain unshorn hair 

(including facial hair) and wear a kara.   He notified ASPC-Eyman of his religious beliefs and 

requested a religious accommodation from his employer after it was revoked. ASPC-Eyman 

faces no undue hardship accommodating Office Bassin’s Sikh religious beliefs, as it has already  

done so for the last ten years since his employment as a correctional officer began in 2003.  

Since then Officer Bassin has maintained his religious articles of faith and proudly performed his 

job duties, and ASPC-Eyman has incurred absolutely no undue hardship.  

 

We demand that your office take immediate action and ensure that ASPC-Eyman’s actions 

comport with federal and state law.  We are prepared to take all necessary legal action to 

vindicate Officer Bassin’s rights including, but not limited to, filing a lawsuit in a court of law. 

(Note that we have successfully litigated against a number of states entities, including e.g., the 

California Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation, for violating Sikhs’ civil and religious 

rights.)   

 

We look forward to your immediate response.  Please mail any written correspondence to our 

New York City office to the attention of Gurjot Kaur, Esq., The Sikh Coalition, 50 Broad Street, 

Suite 1537, New York, NY 10004.  Please forward any email correspondence to 

gurjot@sikhcoalition.org and legal@sikhcoalition.org.  Thank you. 

 

 

Respectfully, 

 

/s/ Gurjot Kaur       /s/ Harsimran Kaur  

 

Gurjot Kaur        Harsimran Kaur  

Staff Attorney       Legal Director  

The Sikh Coalition       The Sikh Coalition  

mailto:gurjot@sikhcoalition.org
mailto:legal@sikhcoalition.org
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Telephone: (212) 655-3095 ext. 85     Telephone: (510) 659-0900 ext. 92  

Facsimile: (212) 208-4611      Facsimile: (510) 952-3900  

Phone (Direct): (646) 845-0631     Phone (Direct): (510) 575-9466  

Email: gurjot@sikhcoalition.org     Email: harsimran@sikhcoalition.org  

 

cc. Correctional Officer Ikhbinder Bassin, Governor Jan Brewer’s Office (via email at 

azgov@az.gov); Director Charles L. Ryan, Arizona Department of Corrections (via email at 

directoroffice@azcorrections.gov), Greg Lauchner, Inspector General’s Bureau (via email at 

glauchner@azcorrections.gov); Warden Ron Credio, Arizona State Prison Complex-Eyman (via 

email at rcredio@arizonacorrections.gov) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

mailto:gurjot@sikhcoalition.org
mailto:azgov@az.gov
mailto:directoroffice@azcorrections.gov
mailto:glauchner@azcorrections.gov
mailto:rcredio@arizonacorrections.gov


 

 
 

December 31, 2012 
 

VIA email at rcredio@arizonacorrections.gov 
VIA facsimile at (520) 868-0276 
To: Warden Ron Credio 
Arizona State Prison Complex - Eyman 
4374 East Butte Avenue 
Florence, Arizona 85132 
 
Re: Urgent Request for Religious Accommodation on behalf of Correctional Officer 
Ikhbinder Bassin, Badge No. 3453 
 
Dear Warden Credio: 
 
We are attorneys with the Sikh Coalition, a national community-based civil rights 
organization. We write on behalf of Ikhbinder Bassin (“Mr. Bassin”), a Correctional Officer 
II with SMU 1 of the Arizona State Prison Complex – Eyman.  On Wednesday, December 
26, 2012, Deputy Wardens with the Arizona State Prison Complex - Eyman found Mr. 
Bassin out of compliance with Department Order 503 and ordered him to remove his 
hair, beard, and kara (steel bracelet) within ten (10) days or face discipline in the 
form of termination.  We hope that the information that we provide will help ensure that 
the employment policies of the Arizona State Prison Complex stay within the confines of 
federal and state anti-discrimination laws. Both federal and state employment 
discrimination laws mandate that employers provide reasonable accommodations to 
employees’ religious practices (when requested) absent undue hardship.   
 
Please be advised that Mr. Bassin is a Sikh and, consistent with Sikh religious mandates, is 
required to maintain unshorn hair (including facial hair) and wear a kara (steel bracelet) at 
all times.  Thus, we submit this formal request for a religious accommodation on 
behalf of Mr. Bassin. 
 
We respectfully request that: 
 
(1) the Arizona State Prison Complex provide Mr. Bassin with a religious accommodation to 
DO 503 and any other related grooming/dress/jewelry policies  
(2) allow Mr. Bassin to continue to serve as a Correctional Officer without shaving or 
trimming or cutting or removing his beard or hair in any way (uncut hair is a Sikh religious 
article of faith)  
 (3) allow Mr. Bassin to continue to serve as a Correctional Officer and wear a kara (steel 
bracelet, a Sikh religious article of faith)   
 
By way of background, the Sikh Coalition is a community-based organization that defends 
civil rights and civil liberties in the United States, educates the broader community about 
Sikhs and diversity, and fosters civic engagement amongst Sikh-Americans.  The Coalition 

mailto:rcredio@arizonacorrections.gov
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owes its existence in large part to the effort to combat uninformed discrimination against 
Sikh-Americans after the September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks.  Since our inception, we 
have worked with government agencies and private employers to 
achieve mutually acceptable solutions to the accommodation of Sikh religious practices in 
the workplace.  
 
Mr. Bassin has served as a Correctional Officer with the Arizona State Prison Complex since 
2003.  As you are aware, Mr. Bassin, as a cadet during the Correctional Officer Training 
Academy, received a religious-based waiver to grooming policies (including DO 503) from 
Commander John R. Hallahan on August 8, 2003.  See Exhibit A (attached).  He was also 
permitted by the Arizona State Prison Complex to serve as a Sikh with unshorn hair 
(including facial hair) after he joined the institution upon graduation. As you know, Mr. 
Bassin has served and continues to serve as a Sikh Correctional Officer without issue since 
2003.   Given the willingness of the Arizona Department of Corrections to accommodate Mr. 
Bassin’s religious beliefs in 2003 and his continued employment as a Sikh with unshorn 
hair over the years, we believe we can reach a mutually beneficial solution with respect to 
the present matter.   
 
Religious Significance of Uncut Hair and Kara (Steel Bracelet) in Sikhism 

 
Sikhs wear an external uniform to unify and bind them to the beliefs of the religion and to 
remind them of their commitment to Sikh teachings at all times. Unlike some other faiths 
where only the clergy are in uniform, all Sikhs are required to wear external articles of 
faith, such as unshorn hair (kesh) and a steel bracelet (kara). These articles of faith 
distinguish a Sikh and have deep spiritual significance. 
 
Maintaining uncut hair (including facial hair) is an especially important part of the Sikh 
way of life.  It is regarded as living in harmony with the will of God.  The Sikh Code of 
Conduct, called the Rehat Maryada, outlines the requirements for practicing the Sikh way of 
life.  All Sikhs must follow the guidelines set forth in this document.  The Rehat Maryada 
explicitly instructs that if you are a Sikh, you must “Have, on your person, all the time…the 
keshas (unshorn hair)”1.  In addition, this document prohibits the removal of hair from the 
body as one of four major taboos.  The other taboos on this list include adultery.  Thus, the 
fact that cutting one’s hair is a moral transgression as serious as committing adultery 
underscores the immense significance of uncut hair in Sikhism. 
 
Historically, uncut hair has been a central feature of the Sikh identity.  For example, in the 
18th century, Sikhs in South Asia were persecuted and forced to convert from their religion; 
the method of forcing conversions was cutting off a Sikh’s hair.2  Since then, forcibly cutting 
a Sikh’s hair has symbolized denying that person the right to belong to the Sikh faith.  As a 
result, forcible cutting of the hair is perceived as the most humiliating and hurtful physical 
injury that can be inflicted upon a Sikh, and amounts to a denial of the freedom of religion.   

                                                        
1The Panthic Rehat Maryada (Sikh Code of Conduct), Official English Translation maintained by the Shiromani 
Gurdwara Parbandhak Committee. 
2Patwant Singh, The Sikhs, Random House, New York, 1999. 
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Maintaining uncut hair is an essential part of the Sikh way of life; one cannot be a practicing 
Sikh without it.  Devout Sikhs cherish their uncut hair as a gift, and being denied this gift is 
humiliating and psychologically painful.  In a society that values the freedom of religion, all 
Sikhs—regardless of age or circumstance—must be allowed to freely maintain uncut hair 
as required by their faith.  Similarly, the kara (steel bracelet) is worn to remind a Sikh that 
he or she is a servant of God and should not take any action that may bring shame or 
disgrace. 
 
*********** 
As indicated earlier, Mr. Bassin’s sincere Sikh religious beliefs and practice require him to 
maintain unshorn hair (including facial hair) and wear a kara at all times.  Accordingly, we 
respectfully request that Mr. Bassin be provided a religious accommodation to DO 503 and 
any related grooming or dress or jewelry policy that prohibits him from maintaining 
unshorn hair (including facial hair) and wearing a kara.  Mr. Bassin wishes to continue to 
proudly serve as a Correctional Officer with the Arizona State Prison Complex while 
maintaining the tenets of his faith in accordance with federal and state anti-discrimination 
laws. 
 
We hope that we can resolve this matter amicably and in the spirit of tolerance and respect 
for our country’s civil rights laws.  Please do not hesitate to contact either one of us if you 
have any questions.   
 
Respectfully, 
 
/s/ Gurjot Kaur       /s/ Harsimran Kaur  
 
Gurjot Kaur        Harsimran Kaur  
Staff Attorney       Legal Director  
The Sikh Coalition       The Sikh Coalition  
Telephone: (212) 655-3095 ext. 85     Telephone: (510) 659-0900 ext. 92  
Facsimile: (212) 208-4611      Facsimile: (510) 952-3900  
Phone (Direct): (646) 845-0631     Phone (Direct): (510) 575-9466  
Email: gurjot@sikhcoalition.org     Email: harsimran@sikhcoalition.org  

              
cc:  Correctional Officer Ikhbinder Bassin 
cc. Deputy Warden Thompson 
cc. Lieutenant Montes 
cc. Human Resources Administrator 

mailto:gurjot@sikhcoalition.org
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