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Founded to promote Sikh American civic engagement, the Sikh Coalition is a community-based organization that 
works toward the realization of civil and human rights for all people.  The Sikh Coalition is the largest and most 
staffed Sikh American organization in the United States.

Equal OppOrtunity in thE u.S. armEd FOrcES – If a patriotic prospective soldier can 
comply with safety and fitness requirements, his or her religion should not be an obstacle to military service.  
Unfortunately, Sikh American soldiers are presumptively prohibited from serving in the U.S. Armed Forces. 

SaFE SchOOlS FOr all childrEn – All children deserve a safe and nurturing school environment.  
Unfortunately, weaknesses in federal law allow public schools to ignore the plight of children of faith who 
experience bullying and harassment.

Fair trEatmEnt FOr travElErS – Our national security is inextricably tied to the freedoms that we 
work to defend.  Unfortunately, federal law empowers airport screeners to subject travelers to mistreatment and 
discrimination at American airports. 

rEligiOuS FrEEdOm in thE WOrkplacE – All workers should enjoy equal employment 
opportunity, regardless of their religion.  Unfortunately, loopholes in federal law allow employers to segregate 
Sikhs from customers because of bigoted stereotypes.

BEttEr hatE crimE tracking and prEvEntiOn – The federal government must improve hate 
crime data collection and adopt better prevention strategies.  Unfortunately, hate crimes are vastly underreported, 
and the threat of domestic extremism is not being adequately addressed. 

SIKH COALITION POLICY PRIORITIES 
AND RECOMMENDATIONS

• The Sikh religion was founded over 500 years 
ago in South Asia

• There are over 25 million Sikhs worldwide 
and approximately 500,000 in the U.S.

• Sikhs believe that there is one God and that 
all human beings are created equal

• Sikhs are distinguished by visible religious 
articles, including turbans and uncut hair

• Sikh Americans experience discrimination 
and violence because of their religion

SIKH AMERICANS IN CONTEXT



Although Sikh soldiers serve with distinction in the armed forces of the United Kingdom, India, and Canada, Sikh 
Americans are not presumptively allowed to serve in the U.S. Armed Forces with their articles of faith intact.  
To its credit, the U.S. Army recently welcomed three Sikh Americans into its ranks on an individualized basis.  
Although these soldiers have complied with safety and fitness requirements and earned distinctions—including 
the Bronze Star Medal—they must repeatedly apply for exceptions to restrictive appearance regulations in order 
to serve.

Equal Opportunity in the U.S. Armed Forces

• Although military appearance regulations allow soldiers to wear neat and conservative religious apparel, 
Sikhs are not presumptively permitted to join the U.S. Armed Forces.

• Sikh soldiers have served with distinction as a part of the U.S. Army with their religious articles intact in 
both World Wars, Vietnam, and most recently in Afghanistan.

• In 2009, almost 50 bipartisan members of Congress urged the Department of Defense to permit Sikh 
Americans to serve in the U.S. Army.  The Sikh Coalition encourages Congress to expand its support 
of equal opportunity in the military.

According to Sikh Coalition surveys and a 2011 report by the U.S. Commission on Civil Rights, a majority of 
turbaned Sikh children experience bullying and harassment at school.

• A 2010 Sikh Coalition survey revealed that 74% of turbaned Sikh students in the San Francisco Bay Area 
experienced bias-based bullying. 

• A 2007 Sikh Coalition survey revealed that 62% of turbaned Sikh students in the Queens borough of New 
York City experienced bullying, and that 42% had been hit or involuntarily touched because of their turbans.

Safe Schools for All Children

The Sikh Coalition is a strong supporter of the Safe 
Schools Improvement Act, legislation that requires 
schools to collect data about bullying and harassment 
and adopt enumerated anti-bullying policies, which 
studies show increase reporting and recognition of 
bullying behavior.

“Kids called me names, and would ask me 
things like ‘Are you related to Osama bin Lad-
en?’  They called me a ‘terrorist.’ Once on the 
bus ride home, someone pulled my [turban] off 
my hair.” 

– Gurwinder Singh, New York
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In 2012, due to persistent reports of racial and religious 
profiling against Sikh travelers by the Transportation 
Security Administration (TSA), the Sikh Coalition launched 
FlyRights—a mobile phone application that allows travelers 
to file official complaints of mistreatment and discrimination 
with the TSA.  Given the high volume of complaints filed 
with FlyRights, it appears that the TSA has consistently 
understated the extent to which travelers experience 
violations of their civil rights and liberties and, in the process, 
undermined national security.

In 2012, at the Sikh Coalition’s request, 32 members of 
the U.S. House of Representatives requested that the TSA 
undertake an independent audit of its screening practices 
to determine whether travelers are being subjected to 
discrimination.  The Sikh Coalition is also a strong supporter 
of the End Racial Profiling Act.

Fair Treatment for Travelers

“A new mobile app that enables travelers to file reports of alleged racial profiling by the Transportation 
Security Administration from the airport lodged 28 complaints in its first 10 days, nearly three times the 
number filed with the agency during the first half of 2011.”

- Huffington Post

According to Sikh Coalition community surveys, nine percent of Sikhs in New York City and 12 percent of 
Sikhs in the San Francisco Bay Area believe they have experienced bias-based discrimination in the workplace.  
Perversely, some federal courts have held that Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 allows employers to 
segregate visibly religious employees from customers in the name of corporate image.

In 2012, the Sikh Coalition spearheaded passage of AB1964, the 
Workplace Religious Freedom Act, in California. The new legislation 
forbids workplace segregation and allows employers to deny 
religious accommodations only by proving that the accommodation 
would constitute a significant difficulty or expense.  We believe that 
Congress should pass similar legislation without delay to provide equal 
employment opportunity to all Americans, regardless of their faith.

Religious Freedom in the Workplace
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On August 5, 2012, a gunman with known ties to neo-Nazi 
groups attacked a Sikh Gurdwara (House of Worship) in Oak 
Creek, Wisconsin, killing six worshipers and injuring several 
others, including a law enforcement officer.  The attack was one 
of the worst bias-motivated mass murders in recent American 
history and among the most lethal attacks on an American place 
of worship since the 1963 bombing of the 16th Street Baptist 
Church.

Since the Oak Creek massacre, 135 members of Congress have 
asked the FBI to improve hate crime diagnostic and deterrence 
efforts by tracking hate crimes against Sikhs, the way it does for 
other communities.

According to Sikh Coalition surveys, approximately 10 percent 
of Sikhs in New York City and the San Francisco Bay Area have 
experienced physical violence or property damage because of 
their religion.

On September 19, 2012, a U.S. Senate subcommittee organized a hearing on hate crimes and the threat of 
domestic extremism.  Over 150 organizations, led by the Sikh Coalition, requested the hearing, which included 
testimony from families who lost loved ones in Oak Creek.  As detailed in the hearing record:

• The Sikh Coalition believes that the federal government should take a holistic approach to counterterrorism 
and invest in resources to combat all forms of extremism.

• The Sikh Coalition urges political leaders to refrain from rhetoric that exploits racist, xenophobic, sexist, 
or homophobic sentiments.  Such rhetoric is inconsistent with American values and can incite bigots to 
commit acts of violence.  

Better Hate Crime Tracking & Prevention

the Sikh coalition
New York, NY  |  Fremont, CA  |  Washington, DC  

www.sikhcoalition.org
212-655-3095  |  info@sikhcoalition.org

For more information about the work of the Sikh Coalition and the 
Sikh American community, please visit www.sikhcoalition.org.

“[O]n Sunday, August 5, 2012, a white supremacist fueled by hatred 
walked into our local Gurdwara with a loaded gun. He killed my 
mother, Paramjit Kaur, while she was sitting for morning prayers. 
He shot and killed five more men – all of them were fathers, all had 
turbans like me. 

... I want to tell the gunman who took her from me: You may have 
been full of hate, but my mother was full of love. She was an 
American. And this was not our American dream.”

- Harpreet Singh Saini, son of Paramjit Kaur
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