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PREFACE

My relationships with the subjects of this book—
immigrant, refugee, and receiving communities in Philadelphia since the
1970s—bear some explaining, since they are more intimate than research
often entails. To some extent I grew up around them, and I have spent most
of my career working with them.

I like to joke that my parents were the only people crazy enough to move
to Philadelphia in 1974, when I was one year old. The city lost over a quarter
of a million residents in the 1970s due to deindustrialization and white flight.
But my father’s job at Temple University drew us there, and my mother would
soon work for a large hospital. “Meds and eds” were among the only parts of
the city’s economy that were growing. Generally, though, people with choices
did not choose Philadelphia in those years.

When my parents split up a few years later, my mother began to rent out
the third floor of our house in the Mt. Airy neighborhood of Northwest Phil-
adelphia. Our first tenant was a man named Hap, who had recently arrived
from Vietnam. I was four years old and did not know what that meant. But I
knew he was an electrical engineer who took English classes at night, and he
seemed to have no family. The next tenant I remember was in the 1980s, an
American man named Robert who was very involved in St. Vincent de Paul
Catholic church in nearby Germantown. Every weekend he cooked a big pot
of soup or beans, packed them in glass jars, loaded them into a milk crate on
the back of his bicycle, and delivered them to the First United Methodist
Church of Germantown (FUMCOG), which was hosting a family from Gua-
temala. Our next tenant was a man named Onesmo, from Nigeria, where he
was apparently a prince. This made me wonder why he worked as a low-paid
security guard on the night shift.

My father lived mostly in South Philadelphia in the 1980s, where for several
years he organized a festival that brought together Italian, African American,
and Southeast Asian performing artists and neighbors. I only later came to un-
derstand which streets in the neighborhood were the color lines dividing these
groups. For a few years he lived in West Philadelphia, a block off Baltimore
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Avenue, where Southeast Asian and African merchants were reopening old
storefronts. My most regular interaction with people from these communities
was playing pickup basketball and soccer at neighborhood recreation centers,
where I witnessed a mix of intergroup tension and peace.

The summer after my first year in college, in 1992, my mother got me a job
with a landscaper whose crew mostly came from Guatemala. Some people had
come in the 1980s, smuggled and hosted by nearby congregations, including
FUMCOG, and by the 1990s had been granted asylum. But others, includ-
ing some of their cousins, had come more recently and lacked those protec-
tions. I spent some years thereafter visiting lawyers’ offices with my friend Omar,
interpreting and inquiring if there were ways to legalize his status, as he had fled
the military in Guatemala at age fifteen. They all told us he had come just a year
too late to qualify for asylum.

I worked several summers on the same crew and played for the Guatema-
lan team in the Hispanic Soccer League of Philadelphia. We wore jerseys em-
broidered with the national symbol of the Quetzal bird, as if we represented
the nation itself. At the time, the guys on the team did not know enough Gua-
temalans in the city to field a good squad, so they invited me, and I recruited
two men from West Africa and the Caribbean whom I met playing pickup in
West Philadelphia.

After graduate school, in 2005, immigrant communities in Philadelphia be-
came the center of my research and practice. At the same time, my colleagues
and mentors at the University of Pennsylvania (Penn for short), historians Mi-
chael Katz, Wendell Pritchett, and Mark Stern and anthropologist Kathleen
Hall, started the Philadelphia Migration Project. Mathew Creighton did most
of the number crunching and mapping through which we compared different
groups’ experiences. We collaborated with Audrey Singer and David Park
from the Brookings Institution on a report that helped reintroduce many Phil-
adelphians to our region as an immigrant destination. Mark and his partner,
Susan Seifert, also involved me in their Social Impact of the Arts Project,
studying African, Asian, and Latin American community organizations. I am
forever indebted to these colleagues for supporting what was the start of my
research for this book.

The other key vehicle at Penn through which I have engaged with immi-
grant communities is teaching in our Urban Studies and City Planning pro-
grams. Since 2005, thanks to Elaine Simon, I have taught a course called “The
Immigrant City.” It was the experience of sitting with my students that first
term at the Al-Agsa mosque, listening to our host, Marwan Kreidie, discuss
the city’s Palestinian community, that first gave me the idea that I could write
a book comparing the experiences of different immigrant communities. This
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seemed like a good way to make sense of how urban America was changing
and how my own city was recovering from a half-century of decline. Most of
my research assistants for the book came from this class over the years. My
colleague Eugénie Birch’s Penn Institute for Urban Research and her urban
humanities initiative supported by the Andrew Mellon Foundation funded
much of my research assistants” work.

The more direct ways I have been involved in newcomer communities
range from board service to collaboration on projects and research. In 2006 I
joined the board of Juntos, an organization started by my former student Pe-
ter Bloom, working with the Mexican community in South Philadelphia. My
students and I became involved in various parts of Juntos’s work. Among
other projects, we worked with Ruben Chico, Maximino “Charro” Sandoval,
Jaime Ventura, and other colleagues to develop an agricultural cooperative in
their hometown in Mexico. I am deeply thankful to these colleagues for en-
gaging me in all this, and to our other colleagues on Juntos’s board and staff,
including Rita Banegas, Rosemary Barbera, Gabriel Berrios, Gloria and Guada-
lupe Canchola, Leticia Cortes, Isabel Garcia, Mark Lyons, Leticia Roa Nixon,
Carlos Pascual Sanchez, Carlos Perez Vega, Christina Phillips-Ramos, Mario
Ramirez, Estela Reyes-Bugg, Alfonso Rocha, Eugenio Saenz, Zac Steele, and
Irma Zamora.

Other communities have been exceptionally welcoming to me, too. In 2007
I became a member of AFRICOM, the Coalition of African and Caribbean
Communities in Philadelphia. When Lansana Koroma, from Sierra Leone,
proposed that I join, I responded, perplexed, “Ok, my mother lives in Mo-
rocco,” where she had recently moved for work, “but I'm not of African de-
scent.” My father’s family came from Italy and Germany and my mother’s
people were Eastern European Jews, all of whom came to the United States
around the turn of the twentieth century. Lansana smiled and replied, “But
we all come from Africa,” referring to the migration of early humans from
the African continent many thousands of years ago. Lansana and other col-
leagues in AFRICOM, including Dr. Bernadine Ahonkhai, Megan Doherty;, Eric
Edi, Siddiq Hadi, Rev. John Jallah, Giordani Jean-Baptiste, Tiguida Kaba, Elh-
adji Ndiaye, Vincent N'gadi, Raphia Noumbissi, Alisa Ordufia-Sneed, Sam
Osirim, Samuel Quartey, Stanley Straughter, Vera Tolbert, Alou Traoré, Philip
Udo-Inyang, Lanfia Waritay, and many others, were invaluable in helping me
understand the diversity and complexity of Black Philadelphia. I consider
their invitations to help referee their annual soccer tournament and to chair
AFRICOM'’s bylaws revision committee, along with my service on the board
of the African Cultural Alliance of North America (ACANA) in the late 2000s,
among the greatest honors in my career.
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My position as a professor of urban studies and community development
has afforded me many opportunities to work on research, program develop-
ment, and advocacy with colleagues at immigrant-led organizations and other
institutions that serve newcomers. They include Josephine Blow, Rev. John
Gblah, Voffee Jabateh, and Musa Trawally at ACANA; Agatha Johnson of the
AfriCaribe Micro-Enterprise Network; Zeina Halabi and Marwan Kreidie at
the Arab American Development Corporation; Jenny Chen, Helen Gym, Ed
Nakawatase, and Ellen Somekawa at Asian Americans United; Lan Dinh and
Nancy Nguyen at Boat People SOS and VietLead; Manuel Portillo at Guate
en Philly; Judi Bernstein-Baker, Jessi Koch, and Sarah Peterson at HIAS-PA; Is-
rael Colon and Jennifer Rodriguez at the Mayor’s Office of Immigrant Af-
fairs; Mike Dunn and Juliane Ramic at Nationalities Service Center; Blanca
Pacheco, Peter Pedemonti, Jen Rock, Margaret Sawyer, and others at the New
Sanctuary Movement of Philadelphia; Javier Garcia Hernandez and Barbara
Rahke at PhilaPOSH; Matthew O’Brien at Puentes de Salud; and Amanda
Bergson-Shilcock, Peter Gonzalez, Fatima Muhammad, and Anne O’Callaghan
at the Welcoming Center for New Pennsylvanians. These collaborations all
enabled and enriched the research for this book.

Many of the people mentioned here generously assisted me in vetting and
editing the various chapters. So did Amnah Ahmad; Hajer Al-Faham; Luis Ar-
gueta; Chioma Azi; Jacob Bender; Angela and Phil Berryman; Michael Blum;
Marion Brown; Terry Clattenburg; Nelson Diaz; Ricardo Diaz Soto; Nora El-
marzouky; Bill Ewing; David Funkhouser; Elinor Hewitt; Aziz Jalil; Nelly
Jimenez-Arévalo; Portia Kamara; Mary Day Kent; Mia-lia Boua Kiernan; Eliz-
abeth Killough; Jean Marie Kouassi; Steve Larson; Sr. Margaret McKenna; Sr.
Dana Mohamed; Betsy and Ron Morgan; Dalia O’Gorman; Cristina Perez;
David Pifia; Edgar Ramirez; Oni Richards-Waritay; Carlos Rojas; Rosalva
Ruth-Bull; Marlena Santoyo; Nasr Saradar; Hazami Sayed; Sam Togba Slewion;
Ludy Soderman; Marcos and Alma Romero Tlacopilco; Cristobal Valencia;
Ted Walkenhorst; Debbie Wei; and Alexandra Wolkoff. René Luis Alvarez
and Clara Irazabal gave helpful and inspiring comments on early versions of
the introduction and chapter 1 at conferences of the Urban History Associa-
tion and the Association of Collegiate Schools of Planning. Michael Jones-
Correa and the readers for the press gave invaluable feedback on the entire
manuscript. So did Andrew Sandoval-Strausz, who has been my closest and
most supportive reader, on multiple drafts.

I owe my deepest thanks to the people who shared the personal stories that
introduce the five main chapters of this book: Joel Morales, Thoai Nguyen,
Sarorng “Rorng” Sorn, Rev. John Jallah, Mohammed (now Ethan) Al Juboori,
and Carmen Guerrero. I cannot thank them enough.



PREFACE xiii

The other people who deserve a great share of the credit for producing this
book, though of course none of the blame for its shortcomings, are my re-
search assistants. Arthur Acolin, Daniel Schwartz, Mena Shanab, and Rachel
Van Tosh played outsized roles in this research. Others who made large con-
tributions include Mengyuan Bai, Oscar Benitez, Benjamin Dubow, Natasha
Menon, Yareqzy Muifioz, Juliana Pineda, Leah Whiteside, and Hannah
Wizman-Cartier. Tyler Bradford, Alia Burton, Paola Abril Campos, Yuri
Castafo, Javier Garcia Hernandez, Haein Jung, Lea Makhloufi, Anjuli Maniam,
Sheila Quintana, Amanda Wagner, Laura Wasserson, and Ariana Zeno worked
on smaller parts of this project and adjacent research that informed it. Dani-
elle Dong designed and produced the maps in each chapter, and Danielle and
Arthur Acolin made the tables in the introduction.

Most of the research for this book consisted of over 150 interviews that my
research assistants and I conducted with staff and leaders of community and
civic organizations, including many of the people mentioned here. We asked
people to relate the histories of their communities and organizations, includ-
ing experiences of migration, settlement, work, housing, relations with neigh-
bors, and transnational activities. Early chapters also draw on my own
archival research in Swarthmore College’s Peace Collection, Philadelphia City
Council, and Temple University’s Urban Archives, whose staff I thank for their
assistance and excellent curation of these records.

The academic communities I inhabit have supported me in this project in
many ways beyond those already noted. I thank the many colleagues at Penn in
our Mellon-supported urban humanities initiative, the Department of City and
Regional Planning, Urban Studies Program, and Weitzman School of Design,
particularly Nadine Beauharnois, Tiara Campbell, Roslynne Carter, Chris
Cataldo, Alisa Chiles, Kate Daniel, Caroline Golab, Vicky Karkov, Brianna Reed,
Mary Rocco, Stephanie Whaley, and Christine Williams; in Penn’s Center for the
Study of Ethnicity, Race, and Immigration, including Amada Armenta, Fer-
nando Chang-Muy, Chenoa Flippen, Michael Jones-Correa, Anne Kalbach,
Sarah Paoletti, and Emilio Parrado; and at the Encyclopedia of Greater Philadel-
phia, especially Howard Gillette and Charlene Mires. I am particularly grateful to
Fritz Steiner, dean of the Weitzman School, for providing the funds that, along
with funding from our Mellon initiative, make this book open access.

At Cornell University Press, I thank my editor Michael McGandy and his
colleagues Martyn Beeny, Adriana Ferreira Barboza, Jonathan Hall, Clare Jones,
David Mitchell, Sarah Noell, Ange Romeo-Hall, and Brock Schnoke; and also
Nicole Balant and Kristen Bettcher for their gracious assistance with the many
steps in the process of publication. I am grateful to Terry Clattenburg and Sa-
brina Vourvoulias for providing photographs for chapters 1 and 5; and to the
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artists Pose II, Juice, Hera, Base, Prisco, Nom/Oliver, Zenith, Cern, Aware, and
Yours, who together painted the mural Liberty Forsaken, a portion of which
adorns the book’s cover.

Finally, I thank my family for their love and patience over the many years I
have worked on this book. My wife, Soumya, has supported me in every way
possible, not least indulging my years of serving on boards and other “after
five-o’clock jobs” with immigrant communities.

My greatest hope is that this book informs, and complicates, my own and
other people’s students’” understandings of American history, cities, and com-
munities. As I often tell my students, it is not only acceptable, but in many
ways it is entirely appropriate, to be confused and frustrated by immigration,
particularly the ways in which our governments and communities respond to
newcomers. I hope that people who read this book are alternately horrified
and heartened, enraged and inspired, by the things people do to and for one
another. For immigration and immigrant, refugee, and receiving communi-
ties are among the richest, most complex subjects through which to consider
the best and worst parts of our humanity and history.
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Introduction

Sanctuary and the Immigrant City

At different times and places, under varied circum-
stances, the significance of sanctuary has been
recovered and taken on new meanings.

Chicago Religious Task Force on Central America and
Tucson Ecumenical Council Central America Task
Force (1982)

“We do not need a policy that draws lines in our
community and still subjects part of our community to deportation,” testi-
fied Cristobal Valencia, who came to the United States from Puebla, Mexico.
Representing the organization Juntos, he outlined advocates” demand that Phil-
adelphia police and prisons stop holding people for detention by federal Im-
migration and Customs Enforcement (ICE)."! This hearing in the gilded
chambers of city council, on a rainy Wednesday in March 2014 before the
council’s Committee on Public Safety, would help yield one of the strongest
sanctuary city policies in the nation. But it remained disputed. In his ensuing
executive order, Mayor Michael Nutter made an exception for people being
released from prison after serving time for a violent first- or second-degree fel-
ony. To organizers in the Cambodian American 1Love Movement and other
advocates in the Philadelphia Family Unity Network, this continued “to draw
lines of who is deserving and who is not.”?

Americans’ fights over sanctuary and sanctuary cities are, at their heart,
about which newcomers deserve protection and support and of what kinds.
Despite activists” appeals for universal protections, the immigrants and refu-
gees at the hearing were already distinguished and divided in so many ways.
They had different relationships to the United States and its national govern-
ment, with different rights and limits in their different statuses. They had dif-
ferent experiences of migration, settlement, and relations with receiving
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communities in the city. Their distinct histories made sanctuary matter for di-
verse reasons.

People fleeing violence and poverty in Central America were among the
fastest-growing communities in the city at the time, and most lacked legal sta-
tus. “I live in constant fear that my mother who is undocumented could be at
the wrong place in the wrong time at any moment,” testified Tamara Jimenez,
from Honduras, a board member of the New Sanctuary Movement of Phila-
delphia. They did not report robberies at the store her mother owned, she ex-
plained, to avoid the risk of losing the business and being deported back to
one of the most violent places in the Americas. “Immigrant communities don’t
feel safe and protected.”

Philadelphia was a major center of African and Caribbean settlement and
had the second largest Muslim population in the nation. “Deportation is a big
part of our work” with African and Caribbean immigrants, declared Nigerian
American Chioma Azi, staft attorney from the African Cultural Alliance of
North America, an organization led by Liberians. One of several people at the
hearing who stressed how these issues mattered to Black immigrants, she cited
“legal and human rights abuses that I have been made aware of and . . . [been]
witnessing.”* The Jewish director of the local chapter of the Council on
American-Islamic Relations, Jacob Bender, added that police collaboration with
ICE “breeds resentment and distrust, especially among Muslim immigrants
who have been the principal targets of improper immigration practices in re-
cent years.”’

Some people testified to the ways their community’s vulnerability to de-
portation derived from its historical relationships with the United States and
with the city. Naroen Chhin, a community organizer with 1L.ove Movement,
explained why many Cambodian refugees like himself were convicted of felo-
nies, which later allowed those who had not acquired US citizenship to be
deported. “When my community was resettled here . . . we were living in ex-
tremely poor neighborhoods where day to day the only thing we saw was
drugs, gangs and racial conflict. Our parents were still . . . facing their own
trauma of having survived a genocide” unleashed after the United States
pulled out of Southeast Asia at the end of the Vietnam War. “"Gangs’ started
because kids wanted to protect themselves” in the absence of protection in
schools and on the streets. “This city,” he concluded, “was not prepared for
refugee resettlement.”®

Each community of immigrants and refugees represented at the hearing
could have told a parallel story of the ways in which US involvement in their
country and their history of migration and settlement in the city made sanctuary
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relevant for them. Whether from Central America, Southeast Asia, West Af-
rica, the Middle East, or Mexico, the United States played a significant role
in their people’s displacement. They had different statuses and experiences of
the city, its neighborhoods and receiving communities. But for all these groups,
debates over what protections and assistance they deserved at both the fed-
eral and local levels remained contested and in many ways unresolved, mak-
ing sanctuary important to so many communities.

This book tells five stories about these different groups” experiences of
migration and settlement in Philadelphia and how they and their allies in
receiving communities organized to address the problems they faced, to
seek their own forms of sanctuary. This is but a small part of the history of
sanctuary and sanctuary cities. Yet it reflects much of the experiences of im-
migrant communities and sanctuary in US cities at large in the late twentieth
and early twenty-first centuries. The diversity of those experiences illumi-
nates the consequences, ironies, and injustices of how and why US govern-
ments and communities treat different newcomers so differently from one
another. It helps us appreciate why our immigration debates and immigra-
tion system are such a mess and what is at stake for different communities in
that mess.

What Is a Sanctuary City?

To most Americans, a sanctuary city means a local government that refuses
to collaborate with federal authorities in detaining or deporting people who
are in the country illegally.” Sanctuary city declarations typically instruct, for
example, that “no agent or agency, including the Philadelphia Police Depart-
ment and its members, shall request information about or otherwise investi-
gate or assist in the investigation of the citizenship or residency status of any
person unless such inquiry or investigation is required by statute, ordinance,
federal regulation or court decision.”® Sanctuary policies in US cities also usu-
ally affirm something to the effect that “no agent or agency shall condition
the provision of City . . . benefits, opportunities or services on matters related
to citizenship or residency status.”® These clauses aim to guarantee people’s
access to public schools, libraries, health clinics, business licensing, and other
city services.

But sanctuary—providing refuge for vulnerable foreigners—entails much
more than government policies and services. It means both a contested set of
protections and various forms of support for newcomers, often provided by



4 INTRODUCTION

newcomers themselves. Other lines in the same declaration explained this sec-
ond aspect of sanctuary:

RESOLVED: That the City Council supports and commends the citi-
zens of Philadelphia who are providing humanitarian assistance to
those seeking refuge in our City; and be it further

RESOLVED: That the people of Philadelphia be encouraged to work
with the existing sanctuaries to provide the necessary housing, trans-
portation, food, medical aid, legal assistance and friendship that will be
needed."

These acts of sanctuary as help with critical human needs typically come from
family, friends, and neighbors, and from civil society—community and civic
organizations and social movements. Institutions ranging from congregations
to social service agencies, ethnic associations, and human rights groups mo-
bilize to address newcomers’ shelter, work, health, legal, and other necessi-
ties. In this broader perspective, sanctuary cities are the places, the safe spaces,
where immigrants, refugees, and their allies help one another rebuild their lives
and communities.

The clauses excerpted here come not from Philadelphia’s twenty-first-
century sanctuary declarations but rather from an earlier era of sanctuary
activism. Largely copied from San Francisco’s “City of Refuge” resolution, this
draft resolution for city council was prepared by people involved with the
Philadelphia-based Central America Organizing Project in the winter of 1986.
Their sanctuary city campaign was one of dozens of similar efforts launched
across the country at the time, as media publicized the Sanctuary Movement
during a federal trial of some of its leaders in Tucson, Arizona.

In the trial, the government accused the defendants of human smuggling,
reflecting the state’s view of sanctuary. In fact, the defendants, mostly religious
leaders, did operate a sort of underground railroad for people from El Salva-
dor and Guatemala who were fleeing torture, murder, and genocide carried
out by US-backed regimes. They helped people travel across Mexico and the
US border, to cities in the Southwest and to congregations hosting people in
sanctuary around the country, including in Philadelphia and surrounding sub-
urbs. People involved in the movement offered protection and support as
long as the administration of President Ronald Reagan refused to grant Cen-
tral Americans political asylum and persisted in labeling them “illegal economic
immigrants.” Sanctuary city campaigns were one of several lines of political
advocacy that people in the movement pursued, most of which targeted US
foreign and asylum policy.!!
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“In response to our national government’s policy of deporting Central
American refugees and harassing their supporters,” proclaimed one of the Phil-
adelphia campaign’s appeals for support, “a number of cities, including San
Francisco, Berkeley, Cambridge, Mass., Chicago, Seattle, and Ithaca have de-
clared themselves to be Cities of Refuge or Sanctuary Cities.”*? So had other
liberal cities and suburbs, including New York City; Burlington, Vermont; Ann
Arbor, Michigan; and Takoma Park, Maryland—none of which were home to
large numbers of Central Americans. Los Angeles, with some 300,000 Central
American residents, passed the first sanctuary policy in the country in 1979,
even before the Sanctuary Movement arose, and reaffirmed its status as a sanc-
tuary city in 1985. New Mexico and Wisconsin became sanctuary states the next
year."” These were leading centers of leftist activism, as was Philadelphia, which
was a major center of civil rights, interfaith, peace, and other movements.

In rejecting the national government’s assessment of which newcomers de-
served protection, sanctuary cities articulated their responsibilities toward
immigrants and refugees as a matter of larger geopolitics. Sympathetic politi-
cians and advocates labeled the Central America crisis “another Vietnam” and
cast Guatemalans, Salvadorans, and sometimes other immigrants as equally
deserving of refugee status as the Southeast Asians being resettled in Ameri-
can cities at the same time.' In another outreach letter, the campaign’s lead-
ers wrote, “We also need to think about what it means that this country is so
attractive: that we are an island of plenty in an impoverished world, and that
our government is supporting oppressive governments . . . in many countries
(Chile, the Philippines, South Africa, and many more). In the long run,” they
concluded, “we need to think about changing that situation rather than guard-
ing our borders against the influx which might result from it.”"

By 1987, some twenty-four cities in the United States had declared themselves
sanctuaries—or “declared sanctuary,” as activists often put it.'* However, Philadel-
phia would not have a sanctuary city policy until the twenty-first century. The
organizers of the sanctuary city campaign in 1986 dissolved the effort after a few
meetings. City council members, who were already sympathetic to the move-
ment and almost certain to pass the resolution, never saw their draft."”

These activists’ decision to abandon the campaign underscores the fact that
sanctuary city policies are often not the most important parts of the broader
practices of sanctuary. Even at the campaign’s outset in January 1986, the lead-
ers of the Central America Organizing Project acknowledged the limited
need for a sanctuary city policy. “There is a belief” among some activists, wrote
the group’s founder, Rev. David Funkhouser, that “city government could ap-
prove the sanctuary proposal within a few months. But, since Philadelphia has
very few refugees” from Central America, “there is no need to rush the proposal
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through.” The group saw this effort more “as an educational tool” to increase
support for the movement.'®

By the spring, the campaign’s organizers decided that they and their fellow
activists were busy with more critical work. Their ongoing community outreach
and education about Central America through congregations and other institu-
tions made the educational function of the campaign redundant.”” Moreover, as
sanctuary activist Anne Ewing noted, “We're facing mayoral and council elec-
tions this year, and we felt such a complex issue would get lost in the shuffle.”?
Most significantly, however, as she explained, “We’ve decided to spend our ener-
gies on direct work with refugees” from El Salvador and Guatemala.”!

Their decision to abandon the sanctuary city campaign signaled a larger am-
bivalence about sanctuary city policies among activists, including refugees
involved in the movement. Direct action—humanitarian assistance, protection
of refugees, and advocacy for peace in Central America—took priority among
most activists. Moreover, sanctuary city declarations had limited utility even
in places where many Central Americans lived. Sanctuary Movement co-
founder Jim Corbett, one of the defendants in Tucson, complained, “Even
where the local government declares sanctuary,” Salvadorans and Guatema-
lans “live in constant fear that someone will report them directly to the INS
[Immigration and Naturalization Service]. Anyone can exploit this fear.” This
vulnerability only increased with passage of the Immigration Reform and Con-
trol Act of 1986, which further criminalized illegal immigration and the em-
ployment of people who were in the country illegally.** Sanctuary city
governments could do nothing—at least nothing legal—to stop the federal of-
ficers operating inside their cities. The most they could do was withhold in-
formation and decline to participate in the work of federal agencies.

Only asylum, or temporary legal protection as long as the civil wars and
threats of violence lasted, could change the vulnerable status of Central Ameri-
can refugees in the United States. Moreover, only the federal government
could grant those protections. And only the federal governments and militar-
ies of the United States, El Salvador, and Guatemala could end the wars and
the disappearances—the state-sponsored abduction and murder of innocent
people. Cities could do none of these things. As a result, sanctuary city declara-
tions and policies in most places had limited value beyond publicity for the
movement and its causes; though they held greater practical significance in Los
Angeles and other parts of the West, where more Central Americans lived.*?

But sanctuary cities in the other sense, as places where people and institu-
tions mobilized to offer help, were necessary, most immediately for the safety
and well-being of refugees. Tucson was a sanctuary city, in the functional sense,
largely as a result of Corbett and his colleagues” network of churches and goat
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herders who helped people move from Mexico into the United States.** Phila-
delphia was a sanctuary city of a different, more common, sort, much like the
San Francisco Bay area, Seattle, Chicago, Boston, and New York: a major cen-
ter of sanctuary congregations, organizations, and activists, including Central
Americans, who were engaged in national and transnational work for peace
and justice. These places were not, however, major centers of Central Ameri-
can population until the twenty-first century.

In their work between these cities and Central America, refugees and their
allies gave further meanings to sanctuary and the sanctuary city. Sanctuary con-
gregations, cities, and the movement at large represented spaces in which not
only to find protection and restore people’s lives, but also from which to work
to end the wars and rebuild communities in Central America.”® Some sanctu-
ary cities established sister city relationships, like Burlington, Vermont, whose
Mayor Bernard Sanders traveled to Puerto Cabezas, Nicaragua, in the late
1980s to deliver medical and other supplies.?® Sanctuary activists sent aid to
displaced people in Mexico and Guatemala during the wars and accompanied
refugees home after the conflicts ended. Some founded institutions that con-
tinued to fight for human rights and fund grassroots community health, edu-
cation, and other work in Central America.

The geography of sanctuary thus transcended the confines of sanctuary
congregations and sanctuary cities. The Sanctuary Movement encompassed
national and transnational networks of people, institutions, and cities work-
ing for peace and community development. The places where they “built
sanctuary —meaning spaces, practices, and communities of protection and
support—extended from their churches and safe houses to workplaces, schools
and universities, cities and towns with sanctuary policies, temporary encamp-
ments in the Guatemalan jungle where displaced people took refuge, and Cen-
tral American villages, towns, and cities that people resettled and rebuilt after
the civil wars.

These diverse meanings, critiques, and practices of sanctuary are not par-
ticular to the Central American crisis and the Sanctuary Movement of the
1980s. Rather, they expose larger patterns in the relationships between migra-
tion and cities. Disputes about who deserves a place in the nation and its cities
and what sorts of support, if any, should be offered to newcomers have en-
flamed many episodes of American history, from colonial times to the twenty-
first century.”” Migrant and receiving communities have mobilized to confront
the social, economic, and legal challenges faced by different newcomer groups.
Their varied definitions, practices, and critiques of refuge, sanctuary, and sanc-
tuary cities expose the great diversity and central tensions of America’s immi-
grant and receiving communities. Their civil society organizations manifest
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what protection and assistance have meant for different individuals and com-
munities. Their migration and their transnational work and lives reveal the
ways in which US cities are linked to other parts of the world, especially places
where our government has fueled violence and displacement.

This book examines the history of sanctuary, defined broadly as protection
and assistance for vulnerable groups, in Philadelphia and the United States
since the 1970s. The five chapters that follow this introduction explore the his-
tories of Central American; Southeast Asian; Liberian; Iraqi, Syrian, and Pal-
estinian; and Mexican migration, community building, and civil society. These
groups have had different places in debates about immigration and US soci-
ety and about newcomers in the city. They have each been prominent and con-
troversial in some way. Together they illuminate most of the central lines of
America’s debates over immigration and many of the most important issues
facing cities in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries.

Migration, Sanctuary, and Cities

The multifaceted notion of sanctuary, this book contends, offers an important
way to understand the relationships between migration, migrants, and cities.
It affords a broad perspective across the arc of people’s migration, settlement,
and continued relationships with their homelands as well as receiving com-
munities’ relationships with newcomers over time. Considering sanctuary
helps us relate the politics and geopolitics of immigration to people’s every-
day experiences. It offers a lens through which to trace the disputed, evolving
positions of different newcomer groups in US society and in the city, its neigh-
borhoods and communities.

The concept of sanctuary demands that we consider not only municipal
policies and politics but also the relationships between the local, national, and
transnational contexts of different migrations. Why are particular groups here?
What sorts of protection do our governments and communities afford them,
and why? Protection from what? Answering these questions can help us make
sense of the United States” and its cities” relationships with different nations
and peoples of the world.

Attention to the contested nature of sanctuary, including refugees’ and im-
migrants’ critiques of the limits and ironies of their protection, underscores
global and local struggles over power and human rights. Scholars of critical
refugee studies have advocated a departure from predominant views of refu-
gees as helpless victims, objects of rescue, and crises or problems in themselves.
Rather, refugees’ experiences make visible the ongoing processes of imperial-
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ism, conflict, state violence, displacement, and the racialized and gendered
ways in which people are made subjects of the nations and cities that receive
them.?® In a broader sense, this applies to immigrants at large.

Parsing the variety of humanitarian assistance entailed in sanctuary illumi-
nates the everyday experiences of immigrant, refugee, and receiving com-
munities in housing, work, legal aid, safety, friendship, and other key dimensions
of communities” well-being. What sorts of problems do different groups face?
What help are they offered and by whom? How do the answers to these ques-
tions shape people’s experiences of settlement, relations between newcomer
and receiving communities, and people’s ability to transcend social, economic,
and other challenges over time? More simply, in the words of urban planner
Leonie Sandercock, “How can we . . . strangers live together without doing
each other too much violence?”? Exploring these questions forces us to re-
flect on what we owe one another as human beings, as neighbors and inhabit-
ants of a deeply interconnected world.

As an analytical framework, sanctuary elevates the interests and agency of
both newcomers and old-timers more explicitly than inquiries that mainly ask,
“What have immigrants done for cities?” This latter line of questioning com-
monly refers to economic outcomes, population growth, and other statistics
that matter but that fail to capture the most immediate, intense, and mean-
ingful impacts of immigrant and refugee settlement for most city residents,
new and old. Exploring sanctuary illuminates much about urban revitalization
and the economic costs and benefits of immigration for the United States, for
cities, and for migrant and receiving communities. But it also reveals some-
thing more human and more complex. Examining people’s everyday experi-
ences, their problems and how they address them, removes immigration and
its impacts from the realm of the abstract. Sanctuary as a set of practices, a
term activists use as both a noun and a verb, invites us to understand people,
especially newcomers, as the central actors in shaping the relationships be-
tween migration and cities, partly through the civil society institutions they
form and run.

Sanctuary has existed in tension with other ways in which Americans under-
stand the relationships between immigration (or immigrants) and cities,
whether popular concerns about the “invasion” of “aliens,” costs and benefits,
or more affirmative ideas about revitalization.”® The Philadelphia sanctuary
city campaign in 1986 addressed people who feared sanctuary cities would
“open up our country to hundreds of millions of refugees if we set this prece-
dent,” asserting in response that “it’s not clear that we would be harmed” by
the arrival of “more illegal immigrants.” They cited “economic studies in Cali-
fornia” showing that “these people pay considerably more into the government
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in taxes than they receive in social services, government benefits, public school
expenditures. . . . In other words, they subsidize our governments,” and as low-

wage workers, they “are benefitting the private sector as well.”*!

More recently,
sanctuary activists have celebrated immigrants’ contributions to urban revital-
ization while citing similar studies that demonstrate the positive impacts of im-
migration on America’s economy and public safety.**

However, such arguments have made many sanctuary activists uncomfort-
able given their reduction of immigrants and their merits to economic units
and their apparent celebration of inequality and low-wage, precarious work.
Still, this narrative of economic contributions as a justification for immigrants’
right to stay played well with politicians and other allies in the 1980s. It was
even more powerful in the 2000s and 2010s, when people witnessed immigrant-
led revitalization across the country. The commitment of some local politi-
cians to sanctuary city policies stemmed narrowly from a desire to perpetuate
that growth. Therefore, while they continued to employ the narratives of re-
vitalization and benefits (more than costs), activists in the late twentieth and
early twenty-first centuries also articulated more humanistic and more sacred
justifications for sanctuary and sanctuary cities. They stressed religious tradi-
tions, moral imperatives, and cities” historical commitments to offering pro-
tection and assistance to vulnerable people.

Scholars have less often conceived of cities as sanctuaries and have com-
monly viewed sanctuary policies and movements with skepticism. Some ar-
gue that the relationships between hosts and guests always limit the possibility
for people to accept one another unconditionally. The host country’s laws of
immigration, asylum, and refugee protection are only the most obvious lim-
its on the rights and acceptance of guests. They produce an ever-present im-
balance of power among people that neither city governments nor civil society
can overcome.”?

Social scientists have cast sanctuary city policies as a form of urban citizen-
ship and governance that allows cities to delimit the rights of migrants. Their
guarantee of access to services enables cities to manage undocumented pop-
ulations and their impacts on the city, including its health and safety and its
budget, in part by limiting who gets specific protections and support—once
again distinguishing between deserving and undeserving immigrants.** Some
critics charge that sanctuary policies do little more than sustain an unjust sta-
tus quo in which migrants who lack legal status continue to do precarious work
that enriches the city and its more privileged classes.*

Activists and scholars have also lamented the limits of social movements
and civil society to offer migrants fuller protections, which might enable people
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to transcend their social, economic, and legal insecurity. Congregations offer-
ing sanctuary help shield a small number of immigrants from detention but
do little to alter communities’ fundamental vulnerabilities.** Charity and com-
munity support, according to some critics, should never be expected to pro-
vide an enduring system to welcome and protect vulnerable newcomers.”” Yet
to varying degrees in different places and communities, such systems do exist
in US cities: witness the long-term work and larger impacts of sanctuary move-
ments and a broader set of civil society institutions.

Historically, sanctuary city protections have been episodic, but civil society
has a long record of assistance to migrants in the United States, with substan-
tial continuities. In the nineteenth century, middle-class reformers established
missions, settlement houses, and other organizations to aid newcomers in cit-
ies across the nation. Immigrants themselves started mutual aid associations
and other organizations. Some of these institutions survive today as social ser-
vice providers, community centers, and refugee resettlement agencies.

Civil society gives the humanitarian assistance aspects of sanctuary a bigger
history than just sanctuary city protections or even sanctuary movements. The
story of the Sanctuary Movement and some of the institutions it produced, as
recounted in this chapter and the next one, indicates this. Civil society also ex-
poses and helps to make up for the limits of protections and assistance from the
state, including the resettlement system, which is the most concerted support
the United States offers to vulnerable people from abroad. To be sure, some
parts of civil society, such as white supremacist movements and militias, pro-
mote violence and oppression. Moreover, civil society has never had the re-
sources to fully compensate for the failures of the state. Its powers and success
are limited, and tensions between different parts of civil society persist. None-
theless, from human rights organizations and health clinics to employment and
legal services and from soccer leagues to transnational hometown associations,
the spaces and supports that civil society offers people matter deeply to most
immigrant and receiving communities. In the words of political scientist Els de

2

Graauw, civil society is key to “making immigrant rights real” by helping
people seek, claim, and exercise rights, needs, and privileges.?®

This book explores sanctuary in large part through the work of civil soci-
ety, tracing the ways in which different communities have organized and ad-
dressed the challenges they faced. Injustice and violence fill many pages—both
physical violence and structural violence, meaning political and economic
structures or systems that produce oppression. Yet it presents a more optimis-
tic view of civil society, and of sanctuary, than some of the criticism noted

previously, even if it shares many of the same critiques of sanctuary city
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politics and policies. Local and transnational community revitalization are
important parts of this story. As suggested in this chapter, however, revitaliza-
tion does not fully describe the deeper, more challenging problems and pro-
cesses of building and repairing communities in US cities and the regions
around the world to which migration has increasingly tied us.

As indicated by the people who testified at the Philadelphia City Council
hearing in 2014, sanctuary has often meant different things for different im-
migrant, refugee, and receiving communities. The city is a sanctuary from
something different for each community—sometimes for each individual or
family—and communities” and individuals” experiences of sanctuary in the city
vary widely. The United States’ relationships with nations and peoples around
the world condition the position of all immigrants in the country. The state
divides newcomers into categories that grant distinct rights and privileges to
different people.

The further protections and support that newcomer and receiving commu-
nities seek and build illuminate their diverse processes of community forma-
tion and development over time. Their civil society organizations have evolved
in ways that are sometimes similar but often different, befitting communities’
specific legal, work, and housing problems; religious institutions; cultural prac-
tices; and transnational ties. They have also experienced diverse trajectories
of wealth and mobility, community relations, and places in local, national, and
international debates about migration. Their experiences, geographies, visions,
and critiques of sanctuary (and its closest synonym, refuge) thus help us grasp
some of the tremendous diversity of America’s immigrants and refugees and
of our cities and receiving communities.

Ultimately, all, or almost all, the groups featured in this book have become
part of the fabric of the city and region. They have all built protections and
support systems, with varying levels of help, resistance, and collaboration with
receiving communities. Their experiences in the late twentieth and early
twenty-first centuries are particular to their time, though they echo broader
patterns in the history of migration, cities, and sanctuary.

Sanctuary and Cities in History

The protections and assistance that migrants find in sanctuary cities have var-
ied over time, as have the reasons why cities and communities offer sanctuary.
Another clause in the draft resolution of the 1986 Philadelphia campaign un-
derscored that sanctuary was a core function of the city and the nation since
their founding:
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WHEREAS: Both the United States and the City of Philadelphia have
for centuries served as a haven for refugees of religious and political per-
secution from all parts of the world, and much of the historical and
moral tradition of our nation is rooted in the provision of sanctuary to
persecuted peoples.*’

Philadelphia was “the city to which religious dissidents of all kinds could come
during the colonial era,” and later “a major link in the Underground Railroad,”
the campaign’s organizers emphasized in another outreach letter. They likened
declaring sanctuary city status to the refusal of certain cities and states to co-
operate with the Fugitive Slave Act, which required the return of escaped slaves
to their owners in the South before the Civil War.** People at the 2014 city
council hearing cited each of these historical reference points, among others.

Cities have functioned as places of sanctuary for millennia, while empires
and nations have fluctuated in their willingness to offer legal and physical pro-
tections. Religious and state authorities selected certain cities and towns as
sanctuaries in ancient Hebrew, Indian, Hawaiian, later-medieval European, and
colonial-era Native American societies. “Tell the Israelites to designate the cit-
ies of refuge,” states the Bible (Josh. 20:2), while Moses proclaimed that areas
in the Promised Land “shall be a refuge, for the children of Israel, and for the
stranger” (Num. 35:15). As the Bible also explains (Exod. 21:12-14), ancient
sanctuary cities commonly shielded people from retribution for involuntary
manslaughter, to prevent blood feuds, or after defeat in battle. Local authori-
ties typically vetted people seeking refuge to confirm they deserved protec-
tion and assistance. The Greeks, Romans, and early Christians shared this
tradition, though their sanctuaries were usually temples and churches, not en-
tire cities."!

In Judeo-Christian tradition, the term sanctuary came to mean both the sa-
cred space where a community of faith worshipped and a place of refuge.
People supporting and offering sanctuary have commonly seen these two
meanings, and by extension the love of God and love of one’s neighbor, as
inseparable.* Advocates emphasize the biblical values of compassion, forgive-
ness, and mercy—of “welcoming the stranger” and “loving him as thyself”—
which are also found in Muslim, Buddhist, Hindu, Native American, and other
traditions.*

In modern history, African American towns from Texas to New Jersey, as
well as some white towns and congregations, protected Blacks who were flee-
ing slavery and later racial violence. They provided shelter, food, and employ-
ment. People who stayed often gained broader rights of membership, including
property. In France, Italy, and other European countries, sanctuary villages and
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towns, which were usually organized by Catholic congregations, harbored Jew-
ish refugees during the Spanish Civil War and World War II.#

Sanctuary cities in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries evoked
these histories but were centrally focused on immigrants and refugees. The
sanctuary policies of US cities in the 2000s used much the same language as
those of the 1980s and the sanctuary movements of these decades shared many
similarities. But the immigrants and refugees for whom they mattered, as well
as the ways in which they mattered, were different. While the 1980s move-
ment focused on Central America, the newest wave of American sanctuary
cities grew out of a more general opposition to federal immigration and de-
portation policies and a growing anti-immigrant movement. Some cities” poli-
cies predated the eruption of immigration debates in late 2001, 2005, and
2016. The events of these years, however, helped give sanctuary and sanctu-
ary cities their specific meanings in this period, just as debates over what the
nation owed—and what it did—to Central American and Southeast Asian ref-
ugees helped give sanctuary and refuge their meanings in the 1980s.

Philadelphia’s twenty-first-century sanctuary policy was prompted by fed-
eral efforts to involve local police in enforcing immigration. The Illegal Im-
migration Reform and Immigrant Responsibility Act of 1996 allowed the INS
to partner with local jurisdictions and deputize officers as immigration agents.
Shortly after Nelson Diaz became city solicitor in early 2001, INS agents ap-
proached the city’s police department about entering into a 287g agreement
(named for a clause in that act). A former judge and general counsel at the US
Department of Housing and Urban Development, Diaz had experience in qui-
etly heading off attempts to exclude Latinos and undocumented immigrants
from public housing. “Generally, Puerto Ricans,” like himself, “have always
been very pro-immigration,” he explained.®

With a formal opinion issued in May 2001, “T instructed all officials in the
entire city that they had no obligation with regard to enforcing any immigra-
tion issues, and that if anyone had any issues of health care or police issues,
they were to get services, irrespective of their status.”*® Under the US Consti-
tution, state and local governments are not required to do the work of the fed-
eral government, and regulating immigration is a federal matter. Diaz and his
boss, Mayor John Street, an African American, asked Police Commissioner
John Timoney, an immigrant from Ireland, to issue a separate memo estab-
lishing a formal policy for the police department. It read:

A. While the City has various services available to immigrants, few take
advantage of these services because they fear that any contact with
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these agencies may bring their immigration status to the attention of
the federal authorities.

B. All immigrants should be encouraged to utilize these City services
without fear of any reprisals because the city has no obligation to re-
port any illegal immigrants to the federal government as long as they
are law abiding. The Police Department will preserve the confidential-
ity of all information regarding law abiding immigrants to the maxi-
mum extent permitted by law.*’

However, this police policy stipulated that when immigrants were “suspected
of engaging in criminal activity,” the department would “continue to cooper-
ate with federal authorities in investigating and apprehending” them.*®

“I very quietly didn’t say anything to anybody” in the media or outside of
city agencies, Diaz stressed. “Then I got a call” from Allegheny County sev-
eral months later. In response, he helped Pittsburgh and neighboring local gov-
ernments in the county to replicate the policy.*” In Philadelphia, though,
authorities were so quiet about the policy that people in immigrant commu-
nities and later administrations in city hall rarely knew about it, including most
of the activists who launched sanctuary city campaigns in the next decade.

That September, sanctuary almost became a far less important issue, if not
entirely irrelevant. On Tuesday evening, September 4, 2001, President Vicente
Fox of Mexico arrived in Washington, DC. Over the next three days, he would
address a joint session of Congress and help President George W. Bush initi-
ate immigration reform that would offer most of the roughly thirteen mil-
lion people who were in the United States illegally a path to citizenship.
However, the following Tuesday morning, Al-Qaeda terrorists hijacked com-
mercial airplanes and slammed them into the World Trade Center towers in
New York and the Pentagon outside the capitol. National security concerns
immediately took over immigration debates. The Patriot Act increased gov-
ernment surveillance powers and restricted civil liberties. The Department of
Justice expanded collaboration with local law enforcement in detaining and
deporting people who were in the country illegally.”® A new era in America’s
immigration history began, one in which sanctuary became increasingly
relevant.

The act that intensified America’s fight over immigration and its relation-
ship to cities, even more than the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, came
in December 2005. The US House of Representatives passed a bill that month
making it a felony, no longer just a civil offense, to be in the country illegally
or to provide any type of assistance to people who were in the country illegally.*
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Starting in Philadelphia on Valentine’s Day 2006, a series of “Day Without an
Immigrant” marches ensued in cities across the country. After the US Senate
rejected the House bill later that spring, local and state governments at-
tempted to take immigration control into their own hands. In July, the small
city of Hazleton, Pennsylvania, passed the nation’s first Illegal Immigration
Relief Act, claiming local action was necessary if politicians in Washington
would not pass immigration reform. This was the opposite of a sanctuary city
policy. It threatened to fine and revoke licenses of landlords and employers of
people who were in the country illegally, and also declared that Hazleton’s of-
ficial language was English, opposing federal directives to translate public
documents for speakers of other languages.*

A polarized landscape of sanctuary and anti-immigrant cities and states
took form across the United States.”® Other local governments immediately
copied Hazleton’s act, especially old mining and manufacturing centers in east-
ern Pennsylvania. By mid-October, the state was home to twenty-seven of
the forty-nine such bills that had been introduced across the country. In the
Philadelphia suburbs, the old factory towns of Riverside, New Jersey, and
Bridgeport, Pennsylvania, passed acts that were copied word-for-word from
Hazleton. Riverside later repealed its act as residents and local politicians re-
gretted that it had sparked an exodus of Brazilian immigrants who had buoyed
the town’s housing market and economy. They were also embarrassed by na-
tional media attention. This reversal made Riverside what urban planner Te-
resa Vazquez-Castillo called a “repentant city.”**

Other cities affirmed or reaffirmed their commitments to sanctuary. By
April 2008, more than seventy municipalities and four states had established
sanctuary policies.” Between 2009 and 2014, in response to pressure from ad-
vocates and following cities such as New Haven, Connecticut, and Chicago,
Philadelphia incrementally phased out most of its collaboration in federal im-
migration enforcement.’® In December 2015, however, outgoing Mayor Mi-
chael Nutter rescinded most of the sanctuary policy, only promising that the
police would withhold the identities of victims and witnesses of crime. He
apparently sought to curry favor with the administration of President Barack
Obama, which had been pressuring the city to abandon its sanctuary policy.
But new Mayor Jim Kenney signed the fuller protections back into effect on
his first day in office in January 2016.”

The election of Donald Trump to the presidency later that year threatened
immigrants and sanctuary cities. Straight away, Philadelphia and other cities
began preparing to defend their sanctuary policies in court and mobilizing to
support immigrant communities. In California, legislators passed a sanctuary
state law. In his first week in office, President Trump signed executive orders
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to strip federal funding from sanctuary cities, build a wall on the border with
Mexico, suspend the United States’ refugee resettlement program, temporar-
ily ban migration and travel from majority-Muslim nations, and permanently
end the resettlement of Syrian refugees.’® In summer 2018, Philadelphia, Chi-
cago, and the state of California all defeated federal legal challenges to their
sanctuary policies, while the Supreme Court upheld the third version of
Trump’s “Muslim ban.”

With Trump’s election, hundreds of congregations and thousands of people
joined the New Sanctuary Movement, which had been established in Wash-
ington, DC; Chicago; New York; Philadelphia; and other cities starting in 2006.
Under the Trump administration, member congregations in Philadelphia and
other cities began to host more people in sanctuary who were claiming asy-
lum but threatened with deportation. The city was again a major hub of sanc-
tuary activism, partly since it had become something it was not in the 1980s,
an important center of immigration.

The sanctuary movements of the late twentieth and early twenty-first cen-
turies took place in distinct yet similar eras of US political history but very dif-
ferent periods of American urban and immigration history. The United States
remained a global power throughout these decades, though the end of the
Cold War shifted the nation’s priorities concerning whom should be offered
refuge.” Refugees in the 1970s and 1980s experienced a resettlement system
that was just beginning to formalize. People arriving in Philadelphia and most
of the country in these decades settled in cities and towns whose histories of
immigration lay generations in the past and whose neighborhoods and public
services were suffering from disinvestment. In contrast, people arriving in the
twenty-first century largely experienced places that were growing again, thanks
mainly to increased immigration.

Migration to Philadelphia

The immigrant and refugee groups featured in this book represent much but
not all of the recent history of immigration in Philadelphia and other urban
regions of the United States. The Philadelphia region is a particular sort of
immigrant destination, what sociologist Audrey Singer has termed a “re-
emerging gateway.”® It does not share the continuous history of large-scale
immigration that New York, Chicago, and the Southwest experienced across
the twentieth century. But Philadelphia does manifest the predominant pat-
terns and trends in late twentieth- and early twenty-first-century immigration
and cities that are shared by most of the rest of the country.
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Internal migrations influenced the city and region’s population and neigh-
borhoods most profoundly from the 1940s to the end of the twentieth century.
The arrival of African Americans and Puerto Ricans and the departure of
whites and many manufacturers that employed them to the suburbs and the
Sun Belt transformed the racial and economic geography of the city and re-
gion. Even after the 1965 immigration act reopened US borders following an
era of immigration restriction that began in the 1920s, in the Philadelphia re-
gion, applications for citizenship declined. “The reason,” reported the Phila-
delphia Evening Bulletin, “seems to be a drop in the number of older immigrants
coming to the United States, and an increase in the number of younger arriv-
als.” This mattered for the region, since “older immigrants tended to remain
here, while the younger ones are moving to other parts of the country to seek
jobs,” following “big companies and corporations . . . moving southward.”s"
Philadelphia’s deindustrialization in this era made it a less attractive destina-
tion for immigrants of working age, even as internal migrants were recruited
to fill some of the factory jobs that remained.®* Big and small cities across the
Rust Belt had much the same experience.

The population of the city and region remained predominantly native-born
whites, Blacks, and Puerto Ricans, but at the end of the twentieth century the
foreign-born population grew and diversified. The city became a major site
of refugee resettlement in the late 1970s and 1980s, before it revived as a sig-
nificant destination for other immigrants in the 1990s. Most of the European
immigrants who made up the great majority of the region’s foreign-born pop-
ulation in 1970 and 1980 were older people who had come during the first
half of the century. Italians and Germans were the largest foreign-born groups
in the region as late as 1990. But that year, people from Korea, India, Vietnam,
and the Philippines were also among the region’s top ten immigrant groups.
Tables I.1 and 1.2 document the ten largest foreign-born groups, as well as
native-born groups, in the city of Philadelphia and the metropolitan area in
1970, 1990, and 2010.

By 2010, Indians and Mexicans were the largest immigrant groups in the
region, followed by people from China, Vietnam, Korea, Germany, and the
Dominican Republic. Inside the city, Haitians, Jamaicans, Cambodians, and Li-
berians were also in the top ten. Smaller communities hailed from around the
world: refugees from East and West Africa, the Middle East, and South and
Southeast Asia and immigrants from everywhere arriving on family, work, and
diversity visas or crossing the border illegally, especially from Mexico and Cen-
tral America. Philadelphia was still not as diverse as global cities such as Los
Angeles, Miami, or New York, which all had much higher proportions of im-
migrants. But foreign-born Philadelphians generally embodied the diversity
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of immigrants in the twenty-first-century United States at large, in terms of
ethnic and national origins as well as educational backgrounds, wealth, occu-
pations, and legal status.

The city and suburbs shared with most of the rest of the nation the take-
off in immigration in the 1990s and the spread of immigrant settlement to
new and re-emerging gateways in the Rust Belt, the South, and the Mountain
West. In 2008, the US Census Bureau announced that after losing close to one-
third of its population since 1952 (from 2.2 million to less than 1.5), the city
was growing again, thanks to immigration.®> This was another trend that it
shared with most cities, as immigrants played a central role in reversing
decades-long declines. Indeed, without immigration every metropolitan area
in the US would have lost population in the early twenty-first century.® Since
more than one-quarter of all immigrants in the country lacked legal status in
this era, even without illegal immigration alone, many cities and suburbs
would have shrunk.®

Philadelphia also became a prominent center of activism for both sanctu-
ary and immigration restriction in the early twenty-first century, in part because
it became home to many people who were in the country illegally. They ranged
from Mexicans who came after the agricultural economies of small towns
crashed in the 1990s to their neighbors in South Philadelphia from Indonesia,
who were Christians whose asylum claims were often denied. They included
people from China, Haiti, Ireland, and all over the globe who had stayed past
the expiration date of their tourist, work, or student visas. They also included
some people who came as refugees, particularly from Southeast Asia, who
were eligible for citizenship but then targeted for deportation following changes
in federal law and international agreements. In the 2010s, many people arrived
from Central America, fleeing violence and often claiming asylum, yet again
federal authorities were reluctant to grant it.

As the following map shows, new immigrants settled across the city and
region. In the city, they concentrated especially in row house neighborhoods
and sometimes in apartments in Northeast, South, West, and Southwest Phil-
adelphia. Many also settled in working-class suburbs such as Upper Darby,
Bensalem, and Norristown and across the river in the city of Camden and
adjacent towns in New Jersey. Wealthier immigrants tended to settle in more
dispersed patterns around the region, from condominiums downtown to large
single homes in the far suburbs.

The groups profiled in this book are predominantly refugees and working-
class immigrants with tenuous legal status, whether illegal, temporary, or
otherwise contested. The chapters focus mostly on first-generation migrants
and relate the experiences of later generations more concisely. Many of the
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refugees in this book came from middle-class backgrounds. But middle-class
immigrant groups, especially those working in the region’s robust medical,
pharmaceutical, and higher education industries and living in more affluent
suburbs, are under-represented in this study. They are arguably the people for
whom sanctuary matters least, though this varies and can change quickly.

Central Americans, Southeast Asians, Liberians, Arabs, and Mexicans pre-
sent a set of communities that are especially well suited to excavating the vari-
ous meanings and manifestations of sanctuary in recent US history. Chapter 1
explores the Sanctuary Movement of the 1980s and the solidarity movements
that gave sanctuary in that era much of its meanings. It also traces Guatema-
lans” and Salvadorans’ later experiences of settlement and sanctuary in the
twenty-first-century city. The next chapter relates the experiences of refugees
from Vietnam, Cambodia, and Laos and the evolution of the resettlement sys-
tem that grew up in response to their displacement. This and the following
two chapters reflect on changes and continuities in resettlement and on dif-
ferent refugees’ experiences of the city in the period between the depths of
its decline in the 1970s and 1980s and its revitalization since the 1990s.

On the surface, sanctuary may not seem like the right term to describe the
experiences of people with formal refugee status. Refuge is the more obvious
word. But Southeast Asians, Liberians, Arabs, and other refugees have been
contested, politically and popularly, their acceptance into American society and
our cities and neighborhoods disputed in ways that made protections and sup-
port beyond their refugee status and resettlement services necessary. Struc-
tural and physical violence shaped not just their displacement but also their
lives in America. Thus, they still faced challenges of safety and survival as in-
dividuals, families, and communities. Moreover, their legal status in the United
States has been neither monolithic nor static and has sometimes changed in
traumatic ways.

The Temporary Protected Status and Deferred Enforced Departure status
of many Liberians offers one illustration of this, which is detailed in chapter 3.
Since the 1990s, when Liberians migrated and were resettled during and after
their country’s civil war, the United States increasingly granted certain groups
more limited protections than permanent refuge or asylum. The transatlan-
tic and local history of Liberian Philadelphia also illuminates multiple diaspo-
ras of people of African descent. Like other chapters but to an even greater
degree, this chapter explores the complex relationships among immigrants and
the city’s largely African American receiving communities.

The next two chapters discuss what many Americans consider to be the fo-
cal points of twenty-first-century immigration debates. Chapter 4 examines
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refugee and immigrant groups from the Middle East, mainly Palestinians,
Iragis, and Syrians, in the years before and after 2001 and the subsequent US
invasion of Iraq. It grapples with some of the myths and realities of Arabs’
position in American society and in the city, including the ways in which Mus-
lims and their allies confront the words and actions of people who believe they
do not belong in the United States at all.®® Chapter 5 explores recent Mexican
migration and the pro- and anti-immigrant movements of the twenty-first
century, including the New Sanctuary Movement, parsing the new and old
meanings it gave to sanctuary and the sanctuary city.

Each chapter begins with the story of one individual or family’s reasons
for and experience of migration to Philadelphia and introduces their home-
land’s historical relationship with the United States. The second section of each
chapter reflects on what protections and support the United States owed people
from their country. The subsequent sections then detail each group’s experi-
ences of settlement in the city, including employment, housing, neighbor-
hoods, and relationships with neighbors, and then examine how civil society
evolved to address these and other challenges, both locally and transnation-
ally. Each chapter concludes by carrying forward the story to the start of the
2020s, considering how sanctuary remained or became newly relevant.

While it charts several decades of recent history, this is also a book that en-
gages ongoing realities: what we still owe one another and what we do to and
for and with one another in the present. It is about receiving communities as
well as immigrants. It is not just a history we can leave in the past, nor one we
can see as simply other people’s problem.



CHAPTER 1

Sanctuary in Solidarity

Central Americans and the Sanctuary Movement

“Being forced to leave your country causes a
pain that stays with you for the rest of your life. It is not the same as choosing
to come here,” observed Joel Morelos (a pseudonym).! “I was born and raised
in a very bad situation,” in the small city of Escuintla in southern Guatemala,
on one of the country’s largest plantations, a few years before civil war broke
out in 1960. The war would last for thirty-six years, as the US-backed military
abducted and murdered activists, bombed indigenous communities, and bat-
tled leftist rebels.” “When you are born in that kind of situation, you start say-
ing ‘what’s going on?’ I mean, you see all kinds of things and you start asking
questions.”?

His father was a union organizer, and from an early age Joel had a well-
developed sense of the injustices of their government and military. At eight or
nine years old he broke their curfew to get medicine for his sick mother, but
soldiers cornered him on his way back, threatening to beat and kill him. A
couple of years after primary school, he went to work as a carpenter in the
maintenance shop of a sugar cane plantation and also picked coffee to help feed
the family. He joined a group of youth who petitioned the government for high
school classes at night, as young people were doing in other parts of the country,
so those who worked could continue their education. This movement angered
authorities with its demonstrations in Guatemala City and the countryside,
though after two years of advocacy, Escuintla did start a night school.*

25
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As a teen, Joel joined a group of peasants demanding greater rights and
representation in local government. As a mestizo of mixed European and in-
digenous descent, he was treated better than most of the peasants, who were
Maya and lacked access to schooling or political power and experienced greater
poverty. “I had good luck because I had food,” Joel explained. “A lot of people
didn’t have that. Seeing that situation pushed me to be active, to tell my opin-
ions.” But this along with his involvement in student organizing and the sugar
industry workers’ union all put him in bad standing with government leaders.

In 1977, following a student march, armed men in plain clothes whom Joel,
then age twenty, did not recognize grabbed him, pushed him into a car, blind-
folded him, and drove to an empty cinderblock house. They spent two hours
torturing him, kicking him in the head, stabbing him in the shoulder, extin-
guishing cigarettes on his skin, and interrogating him about student groups
in which he had been active. They accused him of teaching revolutionary Com-
munist theories, though he had barely heard of Communism and did not
know any Communists.”

Unlike most of the roughly 45,000 Guatemalans who were “disappeared”
by military death squads between the mid-1970s and mid-1980s, Joel survived.®
This was unintentional, as his captors left him in a garbage heap by the road,
assuming he would die. Instead, he was able to crawl home and get treatment
for his wounds, though he would forever be deaf in one ear and bear scars on
his hands and arms. The only reason the squads did not come after him again,
he believed, was that he had come upon the son of the local police chief after
a motorcycle accident and took him to the hospital.’

But in May 1980, three days after Joel married his girlfriend, Gabriela, his
name appeared on a “death list” circulated at the plantation where he worked
by a group that called itself Squadron of Death. For the next two years the
couple hid with friends, taking different routes to work each day. A gunman
shot at Joel in the marketplace one day but missed, and Gabriela narrowly
avoided abduction. Her brother, also a union member, was disappeared, and
most of Joel’s colleagues in the leadership of the union and student groups
were killed or fled the country. In 1983, the couple decided to leave too, after
Joel's name appeared on another death list put out by a squad calling itself
the Secret Anticommunist Army.*

Joel and Gabriela joined the over 400,000 Guatemalans, including many ac-
tivists, who fled their country’s repressive military dictatorships during the
civil war, especially at the height of violence in the 1980s."" This was on top
of more than one million people who were displaced internally within the
country by 1982."* Carrying their infant daughter, Lucy, Joel and Gabriela
walked through the mountains and took back-road buses two hundred miles
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to the Mexican border, where they met friends who had left before them. After
crossing into Mexico, they avoided the camps where Mexican authorities were
herding people to deport them back to Guatemala. Instead, they tried to pass
for Mexicans. Joel found a job selling photo albums door to door and they
rented a small room. He went to talk with a lawyer at the local United Na-
tions office but the lawyer told him that Mexico was not granting asylum."?

Getting asylum in the United States was virtually impossible thanks to its
long-standing allegiances in Central America. As far back as 1954 the US Cen-
tral Intelligence Agency (CIA) had helped overthrow a civilian government in
Guatemala and install a military government. It did this after the democratically
elected president, Colonel Jacobo Arbenz, began taking land from some of the
2 percent of landowners in the country who owned 70 percent of its arable
land and redistributing it among landless peasants. The administration of Pres-
ident Dwight Eisenhower intervened covertly at the urging of the New
Orleans-based United Fruit Company, the largest landowner in Guatemala
since the 1930s. CIA director Allen Dulles had served on the company’s board
and had done legal work for it with his brother, Eisenhower’s secretary of state,
John Foster Dulles. In addition to more than 40 percent of the nation’s land,
which was acquired largely in a deal negotiated by John Foster Dulles, United
Fruit owned Guatemala’s telephone and telegraph systems and almost all its
railroad infrastructure. This mix of corporate, political, and military influence
made Central American countries what Americans since the start of the twen-
tieth century called “banana republics.” And even though less than 0.1 percent
of Guatemalans were Communists, Arbenz’s decision to allow them to par-
ticipate in politics amidst the Cold War alarmed US officials."

By the 1980s, military dictatorships and death squads that were armed and
trained by the United States made Guatemala and El Salvador the most vio-
lent and oppressive places in the Americas. These regimes abducted, tortured,
and murdered indigenous people and union and student organizers at least as
much as they did leftist guerrillas, leaving people’s bodies in the streets, often
decapitated or with their ears, nose, or genitals cut off. They bombed indige-
nous villages to deter support for the rebels. Still, the Reagan administration
argued that the people fleeing this violence, which human rights advocates and
the United Nations considered genocide, were economic migrants rather than
political refugees. It granted asylum to less than 1 percent of Guatemalan asy-
lum claimants and not many more Salvadorans, since they were fleeing anti-
Communist regimes supported by the US government.'” This inspired the
Sanctuary Movement.

After the Morelos family had lived in southern Mexico for a year and a half,
a man from a local church knocked on their door. He said he had heard they
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were seeking help and that congregations in the United States would pay for
their journey and their legal and medical expenses when they arrived if they
would speak in public along with their hosts about the reasons why they had
fled.’¢ Joel was looking, as he put it, to tell his story and that of Guatemala.'”
According to Anne Ewing, cochair of the Sanctuary Committee at First United
Methodist Church of Germantown (FUMCOG) in Philadelphia, the move-
ment was “looking for articulate people” with a personal story that illuminated
the larger political dimensions of the struggle. “So, after the decision-making
process,” sanctuary workers “decided to take care of them if they could get
across the border.”'® The Morelos family would be among the small minority,
less than 1 percent, of Central Americans formally sponsored by sanctuary con-
gregations in the United States. FUMCOG would be their host.

Notwithstanding the exceptional nature of Joel, Gabriela, and Lucy’s for-
mal sanctuary, in their voyage to Philadelphia they were fairly typical of the
thousands of people whose migration sanctuary workers assisted in the 1980s.
Mexicans and Central Americans in the movement helped them travel to Mex-
ico City, then by airplane to Hermosillo, and on to Nogales, Mexico, where
they arrived in late June 1984. There they stayed at the home of Catholic lay
worker Maria Aguilar, where they met Quaker goat rancher Jim Corbett from
across the border in Tucson. Aguilar and Corbett’s colleague Father Dagoberto
Quifiones showed them a hole in the border fence and the steeples of Sacred
Heart Church just beyond it in Nogales, Arizona. This crossing in the Sonora
Desert was the Sanctuary Movement’s main gateway into the United States
at the time. Traveling separately from Joel on the night of June 26, Gabriela
and Lucy were immediately caught and returned to Mexico. The US Border
Patrol arrested Joel, who feigned a Mexican accent to avoid being sent back to
Guatemala. They bussed him across the border six days later."”

The family made it across on their next attempts, reuniting at Sacred Heart
on July 6. From there, Jesus Cruz drove them to Rev. John Fife’s Southside Pres-
byterian Church in Tucson, where a big sign reading “This Is The Sanctuary
For The Oppressed of Central America” hung outside on the light blue stucco
walls. This was the first congregation in the country to declare sanctuary. Cruz
then drove them to Sister Darlene Nicgorski’s apartment in Phoenix. She ar-
ranged with colleagues in Chicago to send them east to Philadelphia.?® Later
that month they embarked on a string of car rides across the country.*!

“We never knew where we were going” along the way, Joel recalled, even
as they knew very well the personal and political reasons for their journey.
“This is a very secret way to travel—house by house, city by city, church by
church,” and “synagogues, meetings.”? This secrecy was a necessary irony of
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what may people in the 1980s called the Public Sanctuary Movement, which
was highly protective of migrants yet very public in its diverse lines of activ-
ism and direct action.

Saving Our Lives

“Some of us think the Sanctuary Movement saved our lives,” said Manuel Por-
tillo, who helped fellow Central Americans travel from the Guatemalan bor-
der to Mexico City and later organized Guatemalans in sanctuary around the
United States. Not just the lives of people in sanctuary, he stressed. Sanctuary
served as a therapeutic space for refugees to cope with their trauma and from
which to work for peace in Central America, “saving our lives” in a larger
sense.”

These were the core meanings of sanctuary from the perspective of Cen-
tral American refugees, especially those who accepted the burdens of living
in isolation in host congregations. Their commitment to public speaking and
advocacy grew out of their struggles in labor, student, church, and human
rights activism in their own countries. This work had made them targets for
disappearances, torture, and murder by armies and death squads, which in turn
caused their flight. It also made the Sanctuary Movement very much their own
movement, especially once they dismantled the initial paternalism of many
of their hosts, which was sometimes tinged with racism and classism, even if
North Americans often continued to present it as their movement.*

For receiving communities in the United States, sanctuary meant something
similar but with different emphasis. “Sanctuary is in essence a public welcom-
ing of undocumented Central American refugees into the protection and care
of the church,” explained the main instructional manual of the Sanctuary
Movement, first issued in 1982. More than this, it entailed a broad commitment
to “supporting and assisting the refugees in their struggle . . . assuming their
burdens as our own,” and “communicat[ing] visibly and dramatically to the
North American people a call to national responsibility.” To congregations con-
sidering sanctuary, the manual declared, “The bottom line of sponsorship is not
money. The real bottom line is the opportunity for expressing love/justice; of
helping; of caring; the offering of time, talent, patience, and eventual ending of
violence and terror in Central America so that the refugees may return to their
homelands.”? Sanctuary congregations approached these commitments in dif-
ferent ways, but most practiced sanctuary as “an act of hospitality” in a most
expansive sense.” It involved material support and protection for individuals
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and families, legal petition for their asylum, spiritual fellowship, political advo-
cacy, community organizing, public speaking with the refugees, and help re-
building people’s lives and communities.

The vetting process the Morelos family underwent weighed serious practical
and personal as well as political questions. Angela Berryman of the Philadelphia-
based American Friends Service Committee (AFSC), another key coordinator of
the movement, emphasized that sanctuary in a congregation demanded people
who could handle the stress of putting themselves “out there publicly,” deal with
the media, and “take a little bit of isolation, too.” They also needed to be willing
to take the risk of putting their family in Central America in danger if the wrong
people discovered their involvement in the movement.”’

This vetting process also revealed one of the movement’s core tensions, con-
cerning which Central Americans should be assisted, with what sorts of help,
and what in turn should be asked of them. In other words, what should be
the Sanctuary Movement’s relationship with migrants? Some activists, espe-
cially in Chicago, argued for supporting just the few refugees who would speak
out publicly with their hosts. Many Central Americans in sanctuary also ar-
gued against hosting just anyone in congregations. Rather, only people who
were already politically engaged should receive this level of support, since sanc-
tuary was an outgrowth of their own movements. They also warned against
aiding those who had served in the army or government of Guatemala or El
Salvador.?® Past experience gave good reason to doubt claims of desertion and
to fear espionage, which endangered their families back home.

However, for people along the US-Mexico border who were helping Central
Americans get to safety, discriminating between people who were all in need,
all fleeing violence and injustice, was unfair and impossible. This was the view
of the movement’s cofounders in the Southwest, Jim Corbett and Reverend
Fife in Tucson and Father Quifiones across the border in Nogales, Mexico. For
them and their colleagues, it mattered little whether people were headed for a
sanctuary congregation, a neighborhood in Los Angeles, or a better shot at asy-
lum in Canada. As Corbett wrote in 1988, “everywhere along the border sanc-
tuary services are provided by religious rather than political groups, and the
religious groups respond according to refugees’ needs rather than their politi-
cal alignments or usefulness.”* Sanctuary workers, especially in the Southwest,
still helped people who did not “pass™ the vetting process. They transported
and connected them to decent places to settle and to landlords, employers, legal
aid, and community organizations, especially the Catholic Church in Los Ange-
les, Santa Fe, and other cities.** Many Central Americans who were not hosted
by a sanctuary congregation, including a small number already settled in Phila-
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delphia, also participated in the movement’s public education and advocacy
campaigns.

Unlike other immigrant rights movements in US history, the Sanctuary
Movement of the 1980s and early 1990s was fundamentally an antiwar move-
ment. People held protest vigils, marches, and letter-writing and phone cam-
paigns pressing Congress and the White House to change foreign policy and
stop US aid to repressive governments, militaries, and death squads in Central
America. They urged authorities in Guatemala and El Salvador to end the dis-
appearances, torture, and bombing of indigenous communities.

Sanctuary activists also demanded changes in US asylum policy. They ar-
gued that by not granting asylum to people fleeing death and persecution in
these countries, the United States was violating its own Refugee Act of 1980
as well as the United Nations agreements on refugees that the US had signed.
These included the 1949 Geneva Conventions on War and War Victims and
the 1967 UN Protocol Relating to the Status of Refugees. The Reagan admin-
istration’s policies therefore lacked legitimacy, activists in the movement
claimed, and sanctuary constituted an effort to comply with these just laws.*!

Activists from Central and North America also often cited a “higher law.”
As Marlena Santoyo, a member of Germantown Friends (Quaker) Meeting in
Philadelphia, explained her congregation’s declaration of sanctuary, “the meet-
ing decided to follow God’s law above the government’s.”** Or as Sister Mar-
garet McKenna, another Philadelphia activist, said, “We all believed that our
faith was calling us to do this, to help the Salvadorans, more than we believed
it was illegal and therefore wrong.”*?

Far from the border and without a large Central American population, Phil-
adelphia in some ways stood on the sidelines of the debate over which refu-
gees to help. Its history of congregations mobilizing to host refugees resembled
that of other centers of the movement around the country, which coordinated
with, but took the lead from, Chicago and Tucson. Yet its activists and the
organizations they built played a particularly large role in certain forms of na-
tional organizing and in transnational solidarity work.

Similar to the refugees, for some of the leading sanctuary activists from the
United States, the movement grew out of their work in solidarity movements
in Latin America before the height of the Central American civil wars and refu-
gee crisis in the 1980s.>* This was particularly important for establishing Phila-
delphia as a center of the Sanctuary Movement, as it was in San Francisco, Los
Angeles, New York, and Washington, DC.** In partnership with their Central
American colleagues, these activists continued to operate transnationally dur-
ing the wars. They organized delegations for US politicians and journalists to
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witness conditions in Central America, sent emergency aid to displaced people,
and supported refugees’ organizing and planning to return after the wars.

The Sanctuary and solidarity movements and Central American human
rights movements were inextricably linked, led and supported by many of the
same people. In a broad sense, they may be understood as different parts of
the same work, operating at different scales. The Sanctuary Movement was a
movement and not an organization. But it produced new institutions and
shaped the work of others in ways that generated formal political action and
community development. These institutions enabled not just the temporary
protection of asylum seekers and other displaced people. They also supported
the formation of immigrant communities in the United States and reconstruc-
tion of communities in Central America.

Sanctuary activists called themselves “workers” and developed a well-
organized system for supporting the people they called “refugees,” a political
statement that highlighted the injustice of the US government’s refusal to
grant them that status. The authors of the sanctuary manual, the Chicago Re-
ligious Task Force on Central America and the Tucson Ecumenical Council
Central America Task Force, coordinated the movement’s “underground rail-
road” network in the United States. The Tucson group’s members helped
mostly Salvadorans and Guatemalans, as well as some Nicaraguans, get into
the country. They worked with the Chicago group to match Central Ameri-
cans with churches, synagogues, and Quaker meetings around the country and
arrange their transit to these destinations. Once people were in the protection
of a sanctuary congregation, their manual instructed, “offering sanctuary must
usually include . . . the commitment to provide for their basic human needs
and to assist them in becoming independent and self sufficient.”*¢

Congregants formed networks of hosts, cooks, drivers, employers, attor-
neys, and other allies who made their churches, homes, cars, and workplaces
safe spaces. Sanctuary workers mobilized “supporting congregations” to as-
sist in this. Together they helped Central Americans find decent employment
and gain levels of economic security not enjoyed by most refugees who were
recognized by the government and resettled in US cities in the same era. In-
deed, sanctuary and supporting congregations’ mostly middle-class social net-
works and neighborhoods explain much of Central American refugees’
comparatively good experiences of housing and work.

To the question of “how long must we be responsible” for the people
they hosted, the Chicago and Tucson groups” manual told congregations
that refugees become self-sufficient at varying paces, but underscored, “WE
HOPE THAT THERE WOULD BE A FRIENDSHIP DEVELOPED BETWEEN
THE SPONSOR AND THE REFUGEE(S) THAT WOULD CONTINUE
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FOREVER.”? After the civil wars in El Salvador and Guatemala ended in the
1990s, sanctuary and solidarity activists helped rebuild people’s hometowns and
livelihoods, and sometimes accompanied them on their journeys home. Some
solidarity groups invested in small enterprises, training, schools, and other
community projects. Others supported democratic elections, human rights ac-
tivism, and reconciliation after the wars. Some of this work continues today.

Looking beyond the Sanctuary Movement’s “underground railroad” and
political advocacy in Washington, DC, is crucial for grasping its impacts and
meanings for cities, towns, and communities in the United States and in Cen-
tral America. Sanctuary and solidarity work ultimately took the form of com-
munity organizing and development, direct actions through which people
from Philadelphia and other US cities supported the rights and well-being of
their relatives and neighbors both locally and transnationally. This yields a por-
trait of sanctuary as something that transcends the confines of an individual
sanctuary congregation or sanctuary city, occupying a longer chronology and
more diverse set of spaces. Again, for Central Americans this grew out of their
own longer struggles at home.

This chapter relates the origins and evolution of the Sanctuary Movement
in Philadelphia. But it also carries forward the story beyond the 1980s and early
1990s, revealing a more complicated history of Central American migration
to Philadelphia and the United States, at the end of the chapter. Just as the
Sanctuary Movement did not abruptly cease with the formal end of the Cen-
tral American civil wars, migration did not stop but rather grew and diversi-
fied thereafter, thanks to continued violence and US complicity in displacement.
Yet the experiences of Central Americans differed greatly between those who
came to Philadelphia in the 1980s and later, as did the meanings they helped
give to sanctuary and the sanctuary city.

Sanctuary in Philadelphia

When the Morelos family arrived in 1984, Philadelphia was an increasingly
important center of the Sanctuary Movement, and a logical one. It had a long
history as a destination for persecuted peoples and a home to active congre-
gations, social movements, and international institutions on the left. Some of
the relationships that had been fostered in interfaith movements since World
War II helped grow the Sanctuary Movement in the 1980s, as liberal Method-
ists, Baptists, Quakers, Jews, Catholics, Presbyterians, and other sects influ-
enced one another. Moreover, the presence of peace and justice institutions
that were already engaged in Latin America, especially AFSC, played a key role
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in making Philadelphia a major node in national and transnational sanctuary
work.

As in other regions, for many of the leading sanctuary activists from Phila-
delphia, the work of sanctuary grew out of involvement in earlier Latin Amer-
ican solidarity movements.”® Mary Day Kent, a Quaker, spent most of the
1970s first working for AFSC’s program on Latin America and the Caribbean
and then staffing the US Committee for Panamanian Sovereignty. In the 1980s,
she worked for the Philadelphia Yearly Meeting’s Peace Committee, support-
ing the Sanctuary Movement. She and a colleague broadcast a weekly Central
America Report for fifteen minutes of the Third World News Hour on WXPN,
the University of Pennsylvania’s student radio station, in the early 1980s.”

David Funkhouser volunteered in the Peace Corps in Colombia after col-
lege and was later ordained as an Episcopal priest. In 1979, he became the first
national coordinator of the Nicaraguan Solidarity Network, which was mod-
eled after a solidarity group that was involved in Chile. Around the same time,
he began volunteering in AFSC’s Latin America and Caribbean division. In the
early 1980s he started the Central America Organizing Project to do “political
education work™ and build relations between communities in Philadelphia and
Central America.*

Angela Berryman’s career likewise reflects the longer arc of the history of
the solidarity and Sanctuary Movements in Central America, Philadelphia, and
the United States. In 1976, she and her husband, Phil, moved to Guatemala to
serve as AFSC’s Central America representatives. Both had previously worked
with the Catholic Church in Latin America. They arrived in Guatemala a few
months after a devastating earthquake, so they became involved in rural re-
construction projects. They also monitored conditions in Guatemala and
nearby countries, supporting social movements and reporting to AFSC, Am-
nesty International, and other groups on the growing violence in Central
America. As Angela related, in 1980 they left “under duress . . . even followed
at the airport.”#

Settling in Philadelphia, the Berrymans worked for AFSC and with others
“trying to build a movement here” to counter the violence in Central Amer-
ica and the US government’s involvement in it.*> Angela spent years at AFSC,
supporting the sanctuary work of Quaker meetings nationwide. After leaving
AFSC, Phil taught at Philadelphia-area universities and wrote multiple books
about Central America, including a seminal volume on liberation theology, a
tradition that originated in Latin America in the 1960s and prioritized solidar-
ity with oppressed and impoverished people above all other spiritual goals.*

The Berrymans and fellow Philadelphia-area activists launched a variety of
national and local solidarity organizations. They helped establish the Commit-
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tee in Solidarity with the People of El Salvador (CISPES) in 1980 and the
Network in Solidarity with the People of Guatemala (NISGUA) in 1981. These
groups became the main coordinators of public outreach, education, and ad-
vocacy at the national and transnational levels. The Berrymans were also in-
volved with the Pledge of Resistance and Witness for Peace, two groups that
did similar work focused on Nicaragua.**

Beyond these larger groups, as Mary Day Kent described it, a core of activ-
ists would regularly meet “in Angie and Phil’s living room” to start and do the
business of other independent projects. These groups could operate more nim-
bly than bigger ones, especially Quaker institutions, which made decisions
via consensus. The process of consensus was too slow for some of the more
time-sensitive needs of refugees and people who had been abducted.*

Personal encounters with Central Americans who had experienced torture,
bombings, threats, and assassination were another crucial factor in birthing
the Sanctuary Movement in Philadelphia and other places far from the bor-
der. In July 1980, the US National Council of Churches sponsored a tour of
four Salvadoran academics who had served as ministers for the Frente Demo-
cratico Revolucionario, the opposition party that was critical of the current
regime, who visited Quakers and other activists in the city. On their return to
El Salvador a few months later, three of the four men were killed.*® Around
the same time, FUMCOG hosted a group of Guatemalan refugees who were
on the run with several Catholic priests, who likewise spoke about the situa-
tion in Central America and the need for help. Then, in 1982, a former nun
and a Salvadoran refugee gave a presentation at a church potluck. As FUM-
COG Sanctuary Committee cochair Dick Cox observed, this all “pricked our
consciences and emotions.” Echoing many colleagues, Anne Ewing stated,
“There’s nothing as powerful as the incarnation of the oppressed in front of
your face.”*’

After the Philadelphia Yearly Meeting hosted Jim Corbett for a conference
with activists from various faiths in 1983, six congregations declared sanctu-
ary within the next several years. Tabernacle United Presbyterian Church in
West Philadelphia was the first, hosting Linda and Ernesto (pseudonyms), a
young couple from El Salvador whose names ended up on death lists due to
their respective occupations as a trade unionist and relief worker helping peas-
ants from villages destroyed by the government. They soon moved to New
York to study at Union Theological Seminary, which was a sanctuary campus.
Tabernacle also became home to the local chapters of CISPES and NISGUA,
as well as other sanctuary and solidarity groups.*®

By the end of the 1980s, ten sanctuary congregations and an eleventh organ-
ization in the region hosted Central American refugees: Tabernacle and Beth
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David synagogue in West Philadelphia; FUMCOG, Chestnut Hill Friends, Ger-
mantown Friends, and Mishkan Shalom synagogue in Northwest Philadel-
phia; Central Baptist Church, Media Friends, Southampton Friends, and
Concord Friends in the near and far suburbs; and the Catholic Coalition for
Sanctuary. Another thirty-seven congregations and organizations in the region
made formal declarations of support for sanctuary, coordinating with these
host congregations. Their members provided refugees with meals, rides, legal
aid, friendship, links to employment, and more.*

This work in Philadelphia reflected national patterns. Sanctuary workers
estimated that some 42,000 people nationwide were involved in this work in
the mid-1980s. They represented almost 350 sanctuary congregations, 15 uni-
versities, and 4 other groups that declared sanctuary by 1987, and roughly two
thousand supporting congregations by the early 1990s.*°

In Philadelphia and around the country, these congregations and their mem-
bers generally resided in white middle-class neighborhoods and had been in-
fluenced by liberation theology. As FUMCOG Sanctuary Committee member
Marion Brown explained, “Liberation theology gave the Sanctuary Movement
a standard text.” Opposition to the United States” war in Vietnam had given
her, like many other Americans, reasons to question the government she had
grown up trusting. “Once you tune into one particular global aggression situ-
ation, it makes you more aware and tuned into others. You have a framework”
in which “the aggression of our government becomes real and believable, even
if you don’t want to believe it.”*!

FUMCOG was part of a long tradition of radical religious activism in Ger-
mantown. Just down the road, Quakers had launched the first public petition
against slavery 300 years earlier. Anne Ewing and others in the FUMCOG Sanc-
tuary Committee had backgrounds in community organizing for racial inte-
gration. They reached out to the Chicago Religious Task Force for guidance
in organizing the congregation for sanctuary.’* Their committee worked for
over a year educating fellow members about the Central American refugee
crisis and the historical and spiritual roots of the Sanctuary Movement, through
meetings and the church’s newsletter.”?

FUMCOG’s members voted to declare “public sanctuary” a few months be-
fore the Morelos family reached Philadelphia. Immediately after the vote,
congregants quickly set up committees to support their housing and health
care—funding and lining up rides to doctor, dentist, and emergency room
visits—and a jail bond committee. “The choir begrudgingly agreed to let us
have” the room they used for putting on their robes, remembered Dick Cox.
With few bilingual members, the church initially hired translators from two
nearby congregations, St. Vincent de Paul and Germantown Friends. When
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they felt ready, the committee contacted people at the Tucson Ecumenical
Council who would arrange for refugees to travel to Philadelphia.’*

When Joel, Gabriela, and Lucy arrived, along with another Guatemalan
couple and their infant son who were on their way to sanctuary at Riverside
Church in Manhattan, a member of the Sanctuary Committee hosted a wel-
come picnic. Colored lanterns hung around the backyard to light the late sum-
mer evening. Pastor Ted Loder and committee members prepared a
welcoming service for church on Sunday to formally introduce the Morelos
family to the congregation. Some eight hundred people attended. Joel and Ga-
briela danced an indigenous Maya dance to a cassette tape of Guatemalan
music provided by a FUMCOG member. Local Congressman Bill Gray, a Black
Baptist minister, gave one of the sermons. As Loder recounted, Gray “stressed
the racism implicit in the policies of the Justice Department and the Immi-
gration and Naturalization Service which keep the Statue of Liberty pointed
toward Western Europe, but not toward Central America, or Haiti, or South
Africa.””

The Morelos family initially stayed at the church, where members of FUM-
COG, St. Vincent’s, Germantown Friends, and other congregations visited
them, bringing their kids and sleeping bags to spend the night together.’ The
Chicago and Tucson groups’ manual recommended that refugees “stay in the
church building for one to two weeks,” with “24-hour monitors . . . maintained
on the church premises,” to enable “an assessment of how INS will react and
[give] refugees an opportunity to feel secure.”” The family soon moved to an
apartment above a child care center owned and operated by Marion Brown in
the adjacent neighborhood of Mt. Airy. Brown characterized “this particular
living situation” as another “protected environment . . . on a diverse block in
an intentionally integrated neighborhood, on my property, set back from the
road.” Plus, a different member of the congregation still came to stay with
them every night.*®

In addition to shelter, food, and other material support, congregation mem-
bers connected Joel and Gabriela with safe, decent employment. Joel worked
with construction contractors, mainly doing carpentry and home repair. As
at other sanctuary congregations, FUMCOG members made sure that employ-
ers paid him fair wages and posed no threat of deportation.” In this way, the
church also helped ensure a “protected work environment,” as Marion Brown
put it.°

Joel, Gabriela, and Lucy appeared publicly and spoke to the press even be-
fore they reached Philadelphia. When they reached Phoenix, Sister Nicgorski
arranged an interview with local newspaper and TV reporters. In Philadelphia,
like others in sanctuary, they regularly visited churches and colleges around
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the region to share their story and educate Americans about human rights
abuses in Guatemala.® On the wall of their apartment, they hung a poster with
the Central American refugee slogan, “If you knew the truth, then surely you
would help us.”®? They also testified at a briefing in Congress and traveled to
meetings of Guatemalans in sanctuary at Riverside Church in New York and
elsewhere.*

When speaking in public, the Morelos family wore bandanas covering their
faces and hats pulled down over their foreheads (see figure 1.1). They knew
the US government was spying on church audiences. They especially sought
to avoid detection by the Guatemalan authorities, who would kill their rela-
tives in retribution for their continued activism.* Sanctuary workers found it
comical that the Federal Bureau of Intelligence (FBI) sent agents to their meet-
ings disguised in loose shirts and pants, colorful bandanas, and Birkenstock
sandals because they mistook activists, especially the Quakers, for hippies. But
threats to Central Americans’ safety were a real and delicate matter.”® As one
Guatemalan refugee remembered, “It was terrifying when we heard someone

speaking Spanish . . . because we thought that somebody was a spy.”% Echo-

ing others, Linda at Tabernacle United Church told a journalist in 1985, “We
»67

come from terror” in El Salvador, “and we are not free from terror here.

FIGURE 1.1. Photo of the “Morelos” family at the First United Methodist Church of Germantown in
1984. (Photo courtesy of Joel Morales.)
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The experiences of the Morelos family and their hosts at FUMCOG were
fairly typical of Central Americans in sanctuary congregations in Philadelphia
and other US cities. The welcoming ceremonies; the assistance with housing,
employment, legal and other aid that congregations offered; and refugees’ in-
volvement in the movement were all pretty standard. Still, each congregation
took its own approach to organizing and practicing sanctuary, as did individ-
ual refugees and sanctuary committee members.

Chestnut Hill Friends Meeting, where Mary Day Kent was a member and
other congregants had assisted refugees in Germany after World War I, read-
ily endorsed sanctuary. Their dozen-member Sanctuary Committee held fund-
raisers with Latin American food, music, and decorations, raising money and
supplies as well as interest among neighbors in the city’s most affluent neigh-
borhood.®® In declaring sanctuary on February 10, 1985, they noted, “We make
this declaration with the hope of support from the wider community.”®

The meeting expressed a geography of sanctuary focused on congregants’
homes, the main space most refugees inhabited in sanctuary congregations.
“Just as Friends [Quakers] believe that ‘there is that of God in everyone,” so
do we believe that God is everywhere—no more in our meeting House than
in our homes,” they explained in their declaration of sanctuary. “We offer, then,
a Community of Refuge rather than a sacred building. We offer our Meeting
House and our Family Houses as asylum.””

At a Meeting for Worship and Celebration attended by over two hundred
people, including the Morelos family and Ernesto and Linda from Taberna-
cle, in September 1985, Chestnut Hill Friends welcomed eighteen-year-old Paz
(a pseudonym meaning “peace”) from El Salvador “into Public Sanctuary.” Her
brother had disappeared a year earlier, she told them through an interpreter.
Bombings and napalm spraying had “caused hundreds of thousands of Salva-
dorans to leave our country. People have this question on their minds: are we
going to be alive this afternoon?” Sanctuary, she said, “provides us with both
ameans of satisfying our needs and to educate the people here on what is hap-
pening in El Salvador. Sanctuary is a commitment to our struggle.””!

In Paz’s first ten weeks in Chestnut Hill, the meeting mobilized a character-
istically intense web of support, the details of which its Sanctuary Committee
recorded in a report. Fifty volunteers provided “round-the-clock companion-
ship ... 26 of them members/attenders of the Chestnut Hill Mtg., 6 from
other Friends Meetings, 18 from 8 different religious denominations and no re-
ligious denomination.” Twenty-seven people offered to translate, including
Mary Day Kent, though “not all have been called upon. Paz now does her pub-
lic speaking in English.” Two doctors, three dentists, and multiple lawyers, in-
cluding attorneys from other sanctuary congregations, were working with Paz
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or available on-call. “Friends and friends have provided clothing (Paz prefers
books to clothing but has discovered new needs such as mittens and thermal
underwear), food (Russian tea, fruit and peanut butter are favorites)”; and
“Showers, laundry facilities, sewing machine use are being provided in various
households.””*

“Friends and friends” worked to connect Paz to her host community and to a
growing network of people in sanctuary locally and across the Northeast. Many
offered orientation to Philadelphia through “dinner invitations, concerts, . . .
political events, shopping trips, English lessons, newspapers, books, museum
visits.” The father of one meeting member “provided material and instruction
for an evening of silk-screening in the Meeting House—5 Central American
refugees produced 66 posters (graphics by Paz) now being sold for donations to
Sanctuary.” Congregants drove Paz to Ithaca, New York, to spend Thanksgiving
“with Esperanza who is in Sanctuary with Ithaca Friends Mtg.,” and two weeks
later, the report noted, “she will attend the N.E. Regional Sanctuary Mtg. at
Riverside Church in NYC.””? When Paz’s mother, “Libertad”; sister, “Victo-
ria”; and brother-in-law, “Luis,” reached the United States, they took sanctu-
ary at Germantown Friends Meeting, three miles down Germantown Avenue
from Chestnut Hill Friends and less than a mile from FUMCOG.”

Central Baptist Church, in the wealthy suburb of Wayne, played a some-
what different role in the movement, after declaring sanctuary in 1984. Con-
gregant Betsy Morgan stressed it “wasn’t always a political sanctuary space.”
Beginning in 1985, the two-hundred-member church hosted a Salvadoran busi-
nessman named Mauricio (another pseudonym), who fled because death
squads mistook him for his politically active cousin.” “Mauricio’s life in El Sal-
vador was very much like ours here” in the region’s affluent suburbs, said
another congregant, “and the fact that this kind of abuse can be exercised
against somebody like him shows how bad the situation in El Salvador really
is.” Soldiers stopped a bus he was riding and detained him, hung him by his
thumbs from a tree all night, then imprisoned him for a week and told him to
leave the country upon his release. When he did not depart, men with ma-
chine guns came to his house three times, beating his mother on the last oc-
casion and forcing him to flee out the back door; he escaped with only a single
change of clothes and without his wife and children.”®

Though in need of protection, Mauricio was not politically engaged. But
then Central Baptist began hosting refugees traveling to other destinations, in
collaboration with CISPES and the Salvadoran Humanitarian Aid, Research
and Education (SHARE) Foundation, another nonprofit supporting displaced
Salvadorans in Central America and the United States. “So, when these people
were passing through, that gave Mauricio a connection to the movement. We
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had him go to a variety of places and ... civic organizations and other
churches,” Morgan explained. In the process, he became radicalized in the
United States instead of in El Salvador. Central Baptist “had people coming
through the early 90s,” including the orphan son of a Baptist woman killed
in El Salvador, who also did not quite fit the typical profile of “political refu-
gees” in sanctuary who spoke for the movement.””

Some sanctuary activists formed new institutions in response to opposition
from within their religious organizations. Mishkan Shalom (“sanctuary of
peace”), which hosted a family from Guatemala, was founded in 1988 by a
rabbi who had been voted out of his suburban synagogue over his criticism of
Israel and his insistence on offering sanctuary for Central Americans.”® The
Catholic Church in Mexico and much of the United States played a central role
in the Sanctuary Movement, but Cardinal John Krol and his successor, Anthony
Bevilaqua, forbade congregations in the Archdiocese of Philadelphia from
sponsoring Central Americans. Sister Margaret McKenna, a member of the
Medical Mission Sisters, helped found American Christians Against Torture
after visiting El Salvador in the early 1980s, and tried unsuccessfully to convince
her sisters to declare public sanctuary. Though progressive in their politics, they
were “prudent people” and “feared meeting the service requirements and pull-
ing it off,” she recalled.” So, in 1987, she organized some twenty-five Catholics
to form the Catholic Coalition for Sanctuary, a group not affiliated with any
congregation. She had also started an organization called Peacemakers Reflec-
tion Center, which had space on the grounds of the Medical Mission where its
members sold Latin American art and promoted sanctuary and solidarity with
Latin Americans. They hosted a Salvadoran man there.*

The Medical Mission’s property in Northeast Philadelphia, named Peace
Hermitage, was another sort of sanctuary space, an old estate secluded in
wooded grounds. Religious campuses like this have long sheltered refugees
and asylum seekers, and the stresses of sanctuary made such spaces of quiet
retreat and therapeutic reflection all the more valuable.®! Peace Hermitage also
gave over a large expanse of lawn for a community garden planted by Hmong
refugees from Laos, who had fought alongside the United States in the Viet-
nam War.*?

For all the protections that sanctuary congregations offered, they were not
impenetrable to federal authorities. In October 1984, someone broke into the
Morelos family’s apartment, apparently as part of the INS undercover investi-
gation targeting sanctuary workers and the people they hosted. The intruder
stole Joel’s wallet, which contained names and addresses of the people who
had helped the family get from Arizona to Philadelphia, along with books,
tapes, and envelopes with the address of Gabriela’s family in Guatemala.®
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Three months later, on the morning of Monday, January 14, 1985, Marion
Brown looked out of her window around 7:30, just after the church member
who stayed with the family that night had left and as the staff and families at
the childcare center were arriving. “About two inches of light snow covered
the parking lot of the childcare center,” she remembered, “so I could see from
the footprints in the snow that someone had gone upstairs to the apartment.”
She found Gabriela and Lucy, who had just turned four, there with three INS
agents. They “were eating pieces of Lucy’s leftover birthday cake that Gabri-
ela had served them, thinking that they were old friends and now guests in
their home.” The agents had knocked on the door, presenting themselves as
sanctuary workers from Tucson and claiming to carry birthday presents for
Lucy and messages from people the family had met in Arizona. “Between
mouthfuls of birthday cake, they announced to Gabriela that they were ar-
resting her and demand[ed] to know where Joel was. It was a panicky
moment!”3

Brown contacted FUMCOG member and attorney Ted Walkenhorst and
Pastor Loder, on a phone line they presumed was not secure, but rather was
likely tapped by the FBI. Joel was out working with a carpenter, but they soon
located him and he turned himself in, accompanied by Walkenhorst, who got
him and Gabriela, with Lucy in tow, released on bail that afternoon. They were
arrested to serve as government witnesses against the people who had helped
them along the border. The agents had obtained their address from Jesus Cruz,
who had driven the family from Nogales to Tucson and then to Phoenix. He
later contacted them through the Sanctuary network, saying he had gifts to
send for Lucy. In fact, Cruz was an undercover informant, a key witness in the
ensuing trial of Aguilar, Corbett, Fife, Nicgorski, Quifiones, and seven other
sanctuary workers in the Southwest. People at FUMCOG heard of similar ar-
rests of Central Americans in sanctuary in several other cities, as federal
agents detained sixty Guatemalans and Salvadorans that same day.*

About three weeks later, in Guatemala, Joel’s younger brother was abducted
while waiting for a bus, by men in a white Toyota pickup with tinted glass.
The same thing happened to his cousin two days later. As Pastor Loder ex-
plained, these abductions, which were reported in the newspaper in Guate-
mala, would help validate Joel’s petition for asylum. “But our deeper reaction
was grief and the sobering realization that Joel’s participation in Public Sanc-
tuary (and of course, ours) may well have precipitated the kidnapping of these
two young men.” They had been involved in union and human rights activ-
ism, and the “method of abduction is chillingly familiar to thousands of fami-
lies of disappeared persons in Guatemala,” Loder observed. FUMCOG held a
memorial service for the two men. This compounded Joel’s emotional fatigue



SANCTUARY IN SOLIDARITY 43

from public speaking about his own torture and flight, and he withdrew from
this activity for a time.®

Happier events punctuated the winters of 1985 and 1986 for the Morelos
family. At the same time that they held the memorial service for his brother,
FUMCOG members were organizing a religious wedding for Joel and Gabriela.
They had been previously married in a civil service, but now Gabriela was preg-
nant with their second child and Joel was on notice to testify in the upcoming
trial of sanctuary workers in Tucson, which started in October 1985. Moreover,
as Pastor Loder noted, “our church family slowly had become theirs.””

In winter 1986, several of the people who were presently on trial in Tucson
(the same ones who had assisted Joel's family), helped his other brother, Julio
(also a pseudonym), to cross the border and get to sanctuary at FUMCOG.
Julio stayed with Joel, Gabriela, and Lucy in the apartment above the childcare
center behind Marion Brown’s home. After a few months, they relocated to an
apartment over the garage at the home of Anne Ewing and her family.*

Another FUMCOG member connected Julio to a landscaper who would
employ him for the next six years. Going to work, he recalled, was “something
that helped us . . . it’s like psychology . . . instead of being home wondering if
immigration was going to come, or worry all the time.” As soon as he arrived,
he went to speak at congregations, schools, and universities, and “wherever
we were to go,” sanctuary workers “would accompany us.” But he, too, tired
of public speaking, “especially when you talk about my brother” who was
disappeared.®

Sanctuary was challenging for both hosts and hosted, and Central Ameri-
can refugees varied in their levels of engagement in the movement. In con-
gregations and households hosting refugees, most relationships were warm,
even loving. “Sanctuary has given us the opportunity of feeling like human
beings,” Joel told one journalist.”® Still, in addition to the isolation, risks, and
other stresses of sanctuary, in some congregations and households religious,
cultural, and other personal differences led to some conflicts. “You can be very
idealistic and say, ‘of course I will take in another human being,”” reflected
Angela Berryman, “but there’s a lot more entailed in taking someone into your
house, or into your church.”® Sometimes refugees and their hosts formed
“wonderful bonds,” recalled Mary Day Kent, but as in any group, some Cen-
tral American refugees and North American hosts were “feisty, demanding,
difficult people.” Some refugees made romantic advances toward members of
their host congregations, and vice versa. Sometimes this was welcome, but
other times it was not.”

Like the Sanctuary Movement more broadly, the relationships between ref-
ugees and their hosts evolved in Philadelphia and nationally. “Initially there
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was a lot of paternalism, treating us like kids” in some congregations around
the country, remembered Manuel Portillo, who lived in sanctuary in Connect-
icut and later moved to Boston and then Philadelphia. “So, we began to take
matters into our hands as well.” Refugees organized themselves, and “it be-
came more of a partnership” in which refugees were involved in planning
meetings and decisions in the movement.”?

Mary Day Kent described sanctuary congregations as “very hands-on,” with

3 ce

a “sincere attitude,” “but . .. also kind of tone deaf,” as the movement was
tied to “deeply rooted US cultural” views about “adopting refugees” into
“wholesome host communities.” It took some hosts time to adjust their ide-
alistic assumptions, to see refugees as more than objects of their charity, and
to grasp cultural differences and the political activism and perspectives of Cen-
tral Americans. In her view, the intimate relationships between Central
Americans in sanctuary and their hosts, like the movement at large, benefited
from “shifting the framework from charity to solidarity.”**

In the mid-1980s, the movement also became a well-known cause, thanks
largely to national media coverage of the Tucson trial. This occasioned the
wave of sanctuary city and state resolutions across the country, including two
successful campaigns outside Philadelphia. In February 1986, activists in the
Delaware County Pledge of Resistance, a chapter of the national organization,
convinced the overwhelmingly Republican town council of the suburb of
Swarthmore to adopt a sanctuary city resolution. The council president, who
voted against the bill, declared it “has no teeth.” The borough solicitor, who
coauthored the bill, agreed that “there is no such thing as sanctuary.” The INS
took issue, however, calling it “tantamount to lawlessness or anarchy,”” and
sent a representative to speak against it, unsuccessfully, before the largest crowd
ever to witness a council meeting in the borough. Later that year, a similar
scene played out in Allentown, a small city north of Philadelphia, where the
Central America Organizing Project had helped form the Lehigh Valley Sanc-
tuary Support Group. The Democratic-majority city council passed a resolu-
tion similar to Swarthmore’s, which drew sharp rebukes from the mayor, the
police chief, and an INS spokesman who labeled sanctuary “un-American.”®

When Joel took the stand in Tucson in spring 1986, the judge forbade any
mention of his political persecution in Guatemala, as part of a larger farce in
which the government sought to make the case purely about human smug-
gling. As one of the FUMCOG members who traveled with him to Tucson
for the trial remembered it, “The prosecutor asked Joel something about slip-
ping across the border, and Joel put his hand to his ear and said, Tm sorry, I
couldn’t hear you because soldiers in Guatemala beat me so hard I've gone

deaf in this ear.””*°
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At the beginning of May, eight of the eleven defendants who finished the
trial were found guilty. But none went to prison and none of the refugees who
had been rounded up to testify were deported. In this and other trials, neither
the government nor sanctuary workers won what they hoped for—in the gov-
ernment’s case a clear indictment of the movement, and for the movement a
recognition of refugees’ right to asylum.”” Instead, advocacy to change fed-
eral asylum and foreign policy gained more traction for the movement.

Asylum and Peace

Joel, Gabriela, and Lucy won asylum in November 1986, several years before
most Guatemalans or Salvadorans. After their arrest the prior year, Ted
Walkenhorst filed their application, consisting of a dossier six inches thick and
over 1,000 pages long, which he prepared with a team of volunteers and other
lawyers. “The facts in Joel’s case were so compelling,” he recalled, including
the marks of his persecution that were literally visible on his body, that US
authorities “concluded he did meet the definition of political refugee.”*® Pas-
tor Loder added, “When the refugees explain their deeply religious motiva-
tion for opposing the repression and injustice in their countries, it is not
stretching the truth to suggest that they are, in fact, religious refugees, as well
as political ones.”®

Asylum allowed Joel, Gabriela, and five-year-old Lucy to become perma-
nent residents. Nine-month-old Joelito was already a citizen, having been born
in Philadelphia.'® The United States granted Joel’s brother Julio asylum in
1989, an effort likewise aided by Walkenhorst.'"!

One of the most important results of Sanctuary Movement lobbying was
a change in US policy toward asylum for Central Americans. But this larger
shift only began in 1989, when the federal government settled a lawsuit grant-
ing Temporary Protected Status (TPS) to Guatemalans and Salvadorans and
ordered the review of asylum denials dating back to 1980. Another settlement
allowed Central Americans to reapply for asylum. Finally, in 1997, Congress
passed the Nicaraguan Adjustment and Central American Relief Act, which
allowed people who arrived during key parts of the civil wars to apply for per-
manent residence.'%?

But asylum solved only some problems, mainly the threat of deportation.
Until the wars and violence ended, Central Americans in the United States still
lived in fear for the safety of their families and themselves. From the mid-1980s
into the 1990s, sanctuary activists, spurred mainly by the refugees and experi-
enced solidarity workers among them, intensified their transnational efforts
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to promote peace and safety for Central Americans who had been displaced
and remained under threat.'®

Between 1985 and 1989, David Funkhouser of the Central America Organ-
izing Project led eleven delegations to Central America for politicians and
community leaders. The aim was “mostly . . . trying to awaken people” to the
links between US foreign policy and the suffering of everyday Central Ameri-
cans.' Philadelphia congressman Tom Foglietta and councilman Angel Or-
tiz joined the delegation in 1987, along with journalists from the Philadelphia
Inquirer. Foglietta became an enthusiastic supporter of the movement. A Re-
publican congressman from Virginia on a separate delegation that year ob-
served that the situation was “somewhat parallel to the early days of the
Nazis in Germany” in the late 1930s. Still, this did not deter his continued sup-
port for US aid to the Contra rebels in Nicaragua and the regimes of Guate-
mala and El Salvador.'”

Notwithstanding responses like this one, such trips led by Funkhouser and
others helped inspire political and congregation action. Sanctuary and solidar-
ity activists in Philadelphia succeeded in swaying some key figures in Con-
gress, including Republican senator Arlen Specter, to oppose continued aid to
El Salvador and the Contras. A resident of Northwest Philadelphia, Specter’s
support was one of their greatest political wins.'*

Central Baptist in Wayne embodied as well as any congregation the move-
ment’s shift toward direct action in Central America, what its pastor, Rev. Ste-
phen Jones, termed the “core of the problem.” By the late 1980s, “the real
thrust of the ministry,” he explained, was “not focusing on housing Central
Americans as much as it is being advocates for them.”!”” Congregation mem-
bers organized delegations to El Salvador and neighboring countries, visiting
church and union leaders, educators, community organizations, government
officials and US embassies, refugee camps in Honduras, and on their return,
legislators in the United States.'”® Part of the solution to Central America’s
problems, Reverend Jones averred, is to get “more North Americans to go
down to El Salvador . . . [to] get a picture of what our government is doing
down there,” and then lobby Congress. “There aren’t too many ambiguities
in El Salvador,” he declared, adding, “It’s not very difficult to understand.”*%

While El Salvador’s civil war ended in 1991, Guatemala’s civil war contin-
ued until 1996. In the early 1990s, the Guatemala Focus Group of the Central
America Organizing Project, including the Morelos brothers, Anne Ewing,
Sister McKenna, and others, developed the Philadelphia Rapid Response Net-
work for Guatemala. They coordinated with other activists in the NISGUA net-
work, monitoring news from Central America, and rallying fellow activists to
immediately phone and write to US and Guatemalan officials in an attempt
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to save people who had recently been disappeared. They also pressured Gua-
temalan authorities to stop targeting social movements, civil society, and com-
munities; and they held events publicizing continued violence and human
rights abuses.''?

Asylum and the end of the civil wars meant more than legal protections
and diminished fears for Central American refugees. For the Morelos family
and others who had lived in hiding, whether formally in sanctuary or not, it
meant they could now reclaim their true names and identities. They gave up
the pseudonym Morelos and used their real name, Morales. Julio became Jorge
again. Joel kept his adopted first name and later also used his original name,
Manuel. When asked why they had chosen pseudonyms so close to their real
names, Jorge replied that they had wanted to never “get too far from our
names, our identity.” He took some comfort in the fact that he could sign his
initials, “JM,” which still “felt like me.”*!!

Solidarity and Development

In September 1993, a reporter from the Philadelphia Inquirer visited Joel's family
at the home they had bought in Mt. Airy to cover a reunion that FUMCOG
members, especially Ted Walkenhorst, had worked for two years to help ar-
range: ““This is my Grandma,” Joelito announced proudly. She spoke to him in
Spanish. In reply, Joelito, 7, could manage only a few words. But his Spanish has
been getting better ever since the two met for the first time, three weeks ago.”!"?

The reporter penned an article titled, "A New Meaning for Sanctuary.” Gua-
temala’s civil war was not quite over, but due to changes in Central America
and in US policy, the number of people fleeing had declined. As a result, sanc-
tuary activists “redirected their energies to helping refugees find a more peace-
ful, prosperous and just place to live—either here or back home,” Rev. John
Fife in Tucson explained. “We really shifted from a public resistance movement
to the delivery of social services and ministry to Central Americans and Cen-
tral American communities in the United States.”'"?

Helping families reunite across borders was a big part of this work. After
the signing of Guatemala’s peace accords in 1996, Dick Cox accompanied Joel,
Gabriela, and their children on their first trip back to Guatemala, and Walken-
horst joined Joel on a subsequent visit.""* The Morales brothers continued to
live in Philadelphia, visiting their parents in Guatemala periodically. Jorge later
married a woman from Escuintla whom he met on these trips.

One often-repeated interpretation of the Sanctuary Movement is that in the
1990s its workers helped “refugees return home or establish new lives in the



48 CHAPTER 1

US,” and then they “moved on to other progressive social causes like the anti-
apartheid movement or LGBTQ equality,” the civil war in Bosnia, or the con-
tinuing crises in Haiti.'"” The evolution of activist committees at FUMCOG
and many other sanctuary congregations surely followed this path.!'¢ Joel,
Jorge, and many other refugees also became less involved in local and trans-
national activism over time.

But other people and congregations involved in the Sanctuary Movement,
both Central and North Americans, carried on its work in solidarity initiatives.
They supported refugees’ planning for postwar reconstruction, and then peace
and reconciliation processes, including lawsuits against former military and po-
litical leaders. As refugees returned home, solidarity work focused on helping
people rebuild their lives, livelihoods, and communities, at least as much in
Guatemala and El Salvador as in Philadelphia and other US cities. This took
various forms: accompanying returning refugees; partnerships and sister re-
lationships between congregations and towns; educational exchanges; moni-
toring of elections; and nonprofits funding transnational community
organizing and development. Nearly all the core leaders of sanctuary work in
Philadelphia as well as people from all the sanctuary congregations in the re-
gion remained deeply involved in this work through the mid-1990s, and some
are still active today.'"’

Following earlier patterns of bearing witness, visiting Central America and
seeing how people lived forced Americans to think about poverty relief and
development there. On a trip in 1990, Peter Kostmayer, a Democratic Con-
gressman from the Philadelphia suburbs, penned one of many missives distrib-
uted to activists and politicians to lay out the case. “I visited the lush Guatemalan
countryside (where the Tarzan movies were made) and the urban slums of
Guatemala City,” he wrote, “where in one place . . . eighty thousand squat-
ters have been camped,” most of them displaced by the war, “some for nearly
a decade, living in houses made of plastic and cardboard, without electricity or
water.” In the cities “and the wretchedly poor countryside,” he reported, “there
are children everywhere, many suffering from malnutrition and denied at the
very onset of their tender lives any real chance to succeed.” Kostmayer lamented
the abuse of US economic aid, which the rich used to purchase US imports
instead of assisting the poor.''®

Philadelphia area groups engaged in diverse solidarity campaigns during and
after the civil wars. Members of the Delaware County Pledge of Resistance
organized people to attend antiwar rallies in Washington, DC, and advocate
for peace and human rights in Central America as well as Haiti, South Africa,
and elsewhere. Their Guatemala Program hosted speakers, promoted labor
rights at US-owned factories in Guatemala, and circulated petitions and let-
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ters to Congress urging support for the peace process, a ban on commercial
weapons sales to Guatemala, and land and civil rights for returning refugees.
They also advocated and raised funds for the Permanent Commissions of Gua-
temalan Refugees in Mexico. These were made up of some eighty commis-
sioners, “themselves refugees, who share the responsibilities of travel,
negotiations” with governments, “and most importantly, planning for the “col-
lective and organized return’ of the 46,000 refugees in the camps.”'"

People in Philadelphia sent material aid to displaced people during and after
the war through PEACE (Program for Emergency Assistance, Cooperation
and Education) for Guatemala, which was founded in 1983 and based at Tab-
ernacle United in West Philadelphia. Angela Berryman, Reverend Funkhouser,
and Joel Morales served on its board, as did others with connections to Gua-
temala.'?® Its members raised funds in the United States and distributed grants
for small farm businesses, training, and leadership development for women
in the regions of Guatemala from which most of the refugees had come.

PEACE for Guatemala also funded “integrated support for the displaced,”
sending emergency supplies for people who had fled to different parts of the
country. In 1990, for example, it furnished two communities that had reset-
tled in the Peten jungle with “mosquito netting, rubber boots, lanterns and
batteries . . . seeds and tools for vegetable production . . . simple medicines and
medical instruments,” as well as training for “members of the community in
nutrition and basic health care.” This all aimed “to stabilize a community and
build skills for the long term.” For other groups of internally displaced people
in Guatemala, PEACE rented land and purchased “cloth and buttons, thread,
needles and basic cooking implements and agricultural tools and seeds” and
fertilizer.'*!

Most of its grants helped Guatemalan peasants rebuild lives and livelihoods.
In spring and summer 1991, PEACE for Guatemala spent $13,610 on its Pro-
gram for Support of the Campesino Population of the Guatemalan Altiplano,
mainly to boost animal husbandry among small farmers. “We’re providing one
hamlet with 20 pairs of piglets, to raise and breed for local use,” its newsletter
announced. “Medicines, vaccines and feed are also being provided, along with
instruction on how to care for the animals.” Another village got poultry: “100
hens, 20 roosters, 40 turkey hens and 20 tom turkeys, to create a self-sustaining
flock that would provide both eggs and occasional meat. Widows and orphans
will be the first to receive poultry.” Another part of this project involved agri-
cultural training, consisting of five courses in “organic farming, vegetable pro-
duction, latrine construction, energy-efficient stoves, and non-chemical insect
control.” It also included a weaving initiative with both young and older women
as well as literacy and leadership training. In the same grant period, PEACE
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gave $6,000 to “Widows helping widows: An agricultural project for survival.”
For refugees who had left Guatemala, PEACE donated $720 for “a self-survey”
by the Permanent Commissions in Mexico, “to determine who owned land
inside Guatemala, in whose hands that land now lies, and whether it would
be available if a return home became possible.”!*

In the early 1990s, as conditions in Guatemala improved, the Morales
brothers and other members of the Central America Organizing Project’s Gua-
temala Focus Group partnered with the Philadelphia chapter of the Pledge
of Resistance to keep in touch with people in the camps in Mexico. Members
made their own plans for accompaniment and material aid to returning refu-
gees. They raised funds and supplies for community health, education, and
rebuilding in Central America and supported the salaries of sanctuary work-
ers at the US-Mexico border.'*

Some congregations mobilized to support community development in Cen-
tral America well beyond the end of the wars and return of refugees. Central
Baptist formed a sister city relationship with the Salvadoran town of Las
Anonas and partnered with churches in three other towns. “The first place we
met [the people of Anonas] was on top of a rock mountain. They had wan-
dered around for 10 years,” remembered Ron Morgan, Betsy’s husband. “When
these people came back, they planted first and lived in tents and houses that
they made out of sticks and plastic and cardboard.” The Morgans and fellow
congregants raised funds and sent supplies to help rebuild homes and a school
for Las Anonas."** Over the years, they participated in emergency relief and
rebuilding in Salvadoran towns after hurricanes, earthquakes, and floods.'*
Three other sanctuary and supporting congregations, Tabernacle United,
Mishkan Shalom, and St. Vincent’s, formed the Romero Interfaith Center in
1990 to assist this work in Las Anonas, “improving the everyday lives of rural
Salvadorans to ensure the values of dignity, justice and peace.” They affiliated
with the larger grassroots US-El Salvador Sister Cities network.'*

Activists from Swarthmore Friends and eight neighboring congregations
in the Philadelphia suburbs followed a path much like that of Central Baptist.
They formed the Central American Sanctuary Alliance of Delaware County
(CASA) in 1987 and later renamed it the Central American Solidarity Associa-
tion. After providing sanctuary for a Salvadoran family at Media Friends, CASA
formed a partnership with the Nuevo Gualcho community, which was estab-
lished by returning refugees in El Salvador. CASA helped fund its school and
the development of its water supply until the organization ceased operating
in 2007, as members aged and died.'?” Other transnational partnerships helped
rebuild different institutions. Several professors at Swarthmore College created
a faculty exchange program with the University of Central America in El Sal-
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vador. In addition to teaching classes and translating colleagues’ writing, the
Swarthmore professors served as election monitors for the nation’s first free
elections in 1994.%

While some of the transnational solidarity and development activities of
Philadelphia-area organizations faded away in the later 1990s and 2000s, others
continued, like the partnerships of Central Baptist and the Romero Center in El
Salvador. At the end of Guatemala’s civil war, the Episcopal Dioceses of Guate-
mala and Pennsylvania formed a Companion Diocese relationship. Under these
auspices, St. Martin in the Fields Episcopal Church in Chestnut Hill partnered
with three congregations in Guatemala’s Northwest highlands, one of the main
regions from which people fled in the 1980s. Members of St. Martin’s Compan-
ion Parish Committee continued to visit Guatemala, and several parishioners
participated in two medical missions organized by the Pennsylvania diocese (see
figure 1.2). The committee collected donations of clothing and household goods
and regularly sent funds to support scholarships and social programs. This
helped one of their companion parishes, San Marcos in Quetzaltenango, sus-
tain its work with people living with HIV, women in prison, and the LGBTQ

FIGURE 1.2. Visitors from St. Martin’s behind members of a women’s chocolate-making
cooperative composed mainly of people with HIV in Quetzaltenango, Guatemala, in 2018.
St. Martin’s companion parish San Marcos helped them organize and some of St. Martin’s
funding supported continued work with the co-op. (Photo courtesy of Terry Clattenburg.)
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community, along with the training of volunteer health workers. Leaders and
members of the Guatemalan parishes occasionally visited Philadelphia.'®

For St. Martin’s, these postwar partnerships grew out of earlier solidarity
activism. Back in 1985, a group of parishioners traveled with Reverend Funk-
houser on his first delegation to Central America. At his urging, in 1987 St. Mar-
tin's formed a Central America Cluster Group, a vehicle for solidarity work
that the Central America Organizing Project convinced other congregations
and organizations to establish, too. The St. Martin’s group helped sponsor a
women'’s health clinic in Nicaragua, collecting and delivering medicine and
supplies, and other types of aid.'*

Rev. Funkhouser’s trips in the 1980s helped inspire community development
work outside of congregations as well. Participants included people who were
interested in what became known as fair trade, such as Philadelphia’s local food
pioneer Judy Wicks. Others went on to work in Mexico and Central America,
helping to organize worker-owned cooperatives, nutrition programs, and aid
to squatter settlements. Funkhouser became involved in fair trade in 2004 and
worked in this area for almost a decade. In 2013, he began regular visits to Hon-
duras, the most violent country in the Americas in the twenty-first century,
to work with human rights groups providing restorative therapy for people
who were impacted by violence.'*!

The three national Central American solidarity networks, the Nicara-
guan Network (now based in Arizona) and NISGUA and CISPES in Wash-
ington, DC, all continued to operate as well.”* NISGUA supported community
organizing, legal work, and delegations promoting human rights, land rights,
and the Guatemalan peace and reconciliation process. Similarly, CISPES orga-
nized delegations and assisted social movements and elections monitoring in
El Salvador, where the SHARE Foundation also continued to invest in com-
munity development and in “building a new system of democracy.”"?* AFSC
ran programs for preventing youth violence in schools and neighborhoods of
Guatemala City and conducted advocacy related to peace and displacement
in El Salvador. PEACE for Guatemala merged with the Guatemala Health
Rights Support Project in 1994 to form Guatemala Partners, which became
Rights Action four years later. Based in Washington, DC, Toronto, and Gua-
temala, it continued to fund community groups “carrying out their own devel-
opment, environmental defense, human rights, and emergency relief
projects” in Guatemala, El Salvador, Honduras, and southern Mexico.'**

This transnational human rights and development work has become per-
manent, it seems, sustained by decades-old organizations and relationships.
“The sanctuary movement’s real victory” by the early 1990s, Jim Corbett ar-
gued, “had been the development of sanctuary as an enduring institution,” par-
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ticularly among congregations and communities for which “providing sanctuary
has become integral to being faithful.”'?* As Ted Walkenhorst put it, “Those
of us in the church have learned a lot about our faith and how it’s supposed to
be practiced.”"?¢ Peace and community development were an integral part of
that practice.

Unfortunately, this work remained relevant, as poverty and violence in Cen-
tral America persisted and escalated in the twenty-first century. “Literally
people did give their lives” in Central America in the 1980s and 1990s, Angela
Berryman reflected, to build “a better society, which really never came to frui-
tion.”"?” As Betsy Morgan said, “The way the global economy was playing
out, people were having to come here and make enough money.”"** Gangs in
El Salvador, Guatemala, and Honduras increasingly extorted, raped, and forced
people, especially youth, to join, marry, and live in servitude to them. The
United States continued to support Central American governments and their
militaries, which allowed organized crime to rule much of these countries. In
2004 they ratified the Central American Free Trade Agreement, which drove
prices for small farmers” harvests down to unlivable levels. These conditions
continued to inspire the migration of people illegally crossing borders into
Mexico and the United States seeking safety, asylum, and economic survival.
As one American journalist who covered the civil war in El Salvador wrote in
2019, “The effects of that war are still sending migrants north.”**

Guate en Philly

The Morales brothers and other refugees in sanctuary in Philadelphia went
on to enjoy successful careers, especially compared to later Central American
immigrants. Jorge quickly became the foreman of his landscaping crew, which
also hired other Guatemalans who were in sanctuary and their brothers, cous-
ins, and friends who arrived in the 1990s. In 1992 he started his own landscap-
ing business with a pickup truck, two lawnmowers, a chainsaw, and some other
equipment. It would remain a successful small business for over twenty years,
owning two trucks and employing other Guatemalans of the sanctuary and
later generations. Joel worked for over a decade, ultimately becoming foreman,
for one of the area’s high-end carpentry and home remodeling companies,
which also hired other Guatemalans. He later became head of maintenance
at one of the region’s elite Quaker colleges.'*

Central Americans who came to Philadelphia in sanctuary in the 1980s and
early 1990s helped shape some of the subsequent migration and settlement.
Some, including Jorge, used family reunification visas to bring over spouses,
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children, and other family members. Through sanctuary and supporting con-
gregations, they were connected with networks of decent landlords, employ-
ers, and customers in relatively comfortable, well-off neighborhoods in leafy
areas such as Germantown, Mt. Airy, and Chestnut Hill and suburbs like Me-
dia and Swarthmore. This aided their family members and friends who came
later too.

But most Central Americans in twenty-first century Philadelphia were not
related to the people who came during the civil wars. In the 1980s, a good por-
tion of the few dozen Guatemalans and Salvadorans in the city and suburbs
had settled there with the help of the Sanctuary Movement. This changed in
the 1990s, however, as over 500 Guatemalans and 300 Salvadorans lived in the
city by 2000 according to the US Census (which almost surely undercounted
them), with more in the suburbs. Migration grew in the 2000s, as people fled
violence and poverty. Close to 7,000 Guatemalans, 4,000 Hondurans, and 3,000
Salvadorans lived in the region by the early 2010s, according to the census.'*!

Recent Central American immigrants came from different backgrounds
from refugees like the Morales brothers and their experiences in the United
States diverged sharply. In Guatemalan Philadelphia, “there is this divide” be-
tween the different generations of migrants, acknowledged Manuel Portillo.
Most Guatemalans who arrived between the late 1990s and 2020s came from
the rural east of the country, while the refugees of the 1980s came largely from
the south and west. They therefore “had a different understanding of the con-
flict.” The east was the military’s stronghold during the civil war, where less
fighting occurred, though some families had lost relatives in the war. In recent
years Guatemalans across the country suffered the extortion of their land and
businesses, murders, beatings, rapes, and coercion, especially of young family
members. But those from the west and south were more often targets of the
army and state-sponsored death squads during the preceding decades of the
war. Moreover, new Guatemalan immigrants were more often Evangelical and
often hostile to the political left, while the earlier generation was more Catho-
lic, connected to liberation theology, and generally more educated.'*

People who came before and after 1991, the cutoff year for asylum in most
cases, also experienced distinct contexts of settlement in the city. The Sanctu-
ary Movement'’s intensely personal and supportive practices helped a small
number of people settle in peaceful, middle-class neighborhoods, work in good
jobs, and travel and support community development in Central America.
Most Guatemalans and Salvadorans, and also Hondurans, who came later ex-
perienced instead the housing, labor markets, and neighborhoods of the city
and region’s poor and working classes, much like other immigrants from Latin
America who were in the country illegally. They settled in row house neigh-
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borhoods among Puerto Ricans, Dominicans, Mexicans, Haitians, African
Americans, and other working-class groups. Dispersed around the region,
larger concentrations formed in the Upper North and Lower Northeast Phil-
adelphia neighborhoods of Logan, Olney, Feltonville, Juniata, and Oxford Cir-
cle; in Bensalem, just outside Northeast Philadelphia; in Upper Darby and
other suburbs near West Philadelphia; and across the river in Camden, New
Jersey, and the adjacent suburb of Pennsauken.

Both generations held similar occupations in construction, landscaping, and
housekeeping. But generally, those who came in the 1980s enjoyed better
wages, benefits, workplace conditions, and career trajectories than later im-
migrants. This sort of bifurcation of social, economic, and neighborhood ex-
periences became a defining feature of immigration at the end of the twentieth
century.'¥

These divergent pathways resulted in part from dramatically different con-
texts of reception for different generations of Central Americans. Later mi-
grants enjoyed nothing like the assistance of the Sanctuary Movement, its acts
of hospitality and its transnational community building. Americans who had
been involved in the movement generally paid little attention to, and were of-
ten unaware of, these new immigrants.

Even as their numbers grew, the region’s Central American communities
remained small and fragmented. Community organizations included a hand-
ful of Evangelical churches with Central American pastors and a couple of
teams in the city’s Hispanic Soccer League. Beyond this, they lacked institu-
tions of civil society to assist people’s settlement, housing, employment, and
cultural preservation.

The spike in unaccompanied children arriving in the United States from
Central America beginning in 2014, however, inspired greater support. Refu-
gee resettlement agencies in Philadelphia found new legal avenues to work
with this group of asylum seekers. These included the Obama administration’s
Central American Minors programs, which granted refugee status to over
1,600 children and TPS to another 1,400 (mostly Salvadorans).'* La Puerta
Abierta (“the open door™), an organization based in the suburbs that worked
for years in Ecuador with families experiencing trauma and violence resulting
from displacement, began therapeutic and mentoring programs for Latin
American immigrant youth locally.'* As in the 1980s, some of Philadelphia’s
twenty-first-century sanctuary work thus grew out of earlier solidarity work.

In 2015, a group of Guatemalan pastors and community leaders including
Manuel Portillo established Guate en Philly (meaning Guatemala or Guate-
malan in Philadelphia), aiming to organize people in local and transnational
projects. They started by hosting construction worker safety trainings and visits
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from the consulate in New York, which offered passport and other document
services, to address some of people’s immediate needs.*® This work stalled
with the election of Donald Trump as president, though, as fear of deporta-
tion limited public gatherings in this and other communities in which many
people were in the United States illegally. But it soon picked up again as Gua-
temalans and other Central Americans continued to migrate. Guate en Philly
helped convince the Guatemalan consular service to establish an office in the
city in 2019.

Some Central Americans gained asylum and many received TPS in the
2010s, but in 2018 the Trump administration announced that for most it would
not renew TPS, which was set to expire in early January 2021. The adminis-
tration also began separating families, detaining people who had crossed the
border indefinitely, and then forcing asylum seekers at the border to wait in
dangerous conditions in Mexico. It cut off aid to El Salvador, Guatemala, and
Honduras and pressured their governments to accept and resettle asylum seek-
ers themselves. Still, conditions in Central America led to another spike in
migrants seeking to enter the United States in the late 2010s and early 2020s.'*

For immigrants from Central America in the twenty-first century, sanctu-
ary meant different things than it did in the 1980s. While Central Americans
again experienced acute crises of violence and migration, the US government’s
culpability was less obvious. The strong association with the Sanctuary Move-
ment was gone, though a small number of Central Americans became active
in the New Sanctuary Movement of Philadelphia and some of its member con-
gregations would again harbor people from Central America (detailed fur-
ther in chapter 5). Most of the thousands of Guatemalans and Salvadorans in
the region in this century enjoyed nothing like the solidarity and support, either
local or transnational, that sanctuary workers and congregations offered. They
largely fended for themselves, working low-paid, often precarious jobs in ser-
vice of wealthier Philadelphians, yet interacting relatively little with them.
Some, however, found other forms of sanctuary in the emotional, spiritual,
legal, and sometimes material support of their churches, legal aid organ-
izations, and small nonprofits such as La Puerta Abierta and Guate en Philly.

Sanctuary for most Central Americans who arrived since the early 1990s
mainly meant the limited municipal protections forbidding city police, pris-
ons, and other city agencies from participating in their detention and depor-
tation. This policy had greater practical value for the bigger number of people
from Central America in twenty-first-century Philadelphia than such a policy
could have in the 1980s. For the large proportion who lacked legal status, at
worst sanctuary represented the tenuous hope that police officers inside the
city would comply with local policy instead of deciding to turn them over to
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federal authorities for detention, as some did. Still, outside city boundaries,
where the majority of Central Americans in the region lived, even that pro-
tection was usually absent.

Though relatively small populations, the Guatemalan and Salvadoran com-
munities in Philadelphia illuminate the broader diversity of immigrant and
receiving communities and of the opportunities and challenges they faced over
time. The asylum claims of different generations of Central Americans reveal
the frequently ambiguous, contested, and sometimes contradictory nature of
people’s status as immigrants or refugees. Their migration points up how
closely related the causes and effects of immigration are to the United States’
actions abroad and how inadequate and unjust our immigration system has
often been. The Sanctuary Movement and more recent mobilization to assist
people who were fleeing violence, persecution, and deprivation illustrate the
generosity and humanity of some North and Central Americans, but also the
challenges and limits of civil society’s responses to immigration.

These arguments apply just as well to another group of refugees who came
to Philadelphia in much larger numbers from 1975 to the 1990s. But these
people, who were from Vietnam, Cambodia, and Laos, were granted refugee
status from the start. They were resettled by government-sponsored nonprofit
agencies that were responsible for arranging housing, health care, school, work,
and putting refugees on a path to self-sufficiency. Still, in this era when the US
refugee resettlement system grew up, specifically what refugees deserved and
what place they might hold in the nation and its cities were open and contested
questions. Ironically, despite their legal status and formal supports, not to men-
tion their anti-Communism and the fact many had fought on the American side
in the Vietham War, in many ways Southeast Asians enjoyed less sanctuary in
Philadelphia and other parts of urban America. Once resettled, they faced
greater violence, less support, and other injustices in their neighborhoods.



CHAPTER 2

Refugee Resettlement

Southeast Asians and the Resettlement System

“What I remember most about that period was
seeing dead bodies strewn through the rice fields,” recalled Thoai Nguyen.
“When my father was prioritized for evacuation, we moved to a southern city
called Can Tho.” It was March 1975, “about a month-and-a-half prior to” what
some people call the “fall of Saigon” and others see as the “liberation of Viet-
nam” from its colonial oppressors.' This was the end of what Americans call
the Vietnam War, which began in 1955, after the French, with US support, had
fought the North Vietnamese for the prior decade in a failed attempt to re-
take their former colony.* This would be the United States’ biggest and lon-
gest direct military conflict of the twentieth century.

Thoai was nine years old in spring 1975. But up to that point, he acknowl-
edged, “I was largely protected from everything.” His father “came from . . .
old money,” with “large tracts of land,” and had served first in the South Viet-
namese army, then as an attaché for the French, and then with the US State
Department. Yet as the war reached its final stage, two years after the North
and the United States signed a treaty to end it, North Vietnamese, South Viet-
namese, and US forces continued to fight each other. “So you had battles and
dead bodies basically everywhere.”?

“We lived a very fragile existence in those month-and-a-half that led to the
final evacuation,” Thoai remembered. Pulled out of school and staying in a
hotel, he and his two brothers and five sisters each had a backpack, with a
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“change of clothing, dry food, pictures and family information.” Their parents
“adorned us with gold because that was a mode of exchange if we were to get
lost. So each of us got a golden bracelet, gold chains, extra money stitched
into the bag. Everywhere we went, we all had these backpacks, so we looked
really nerdy, probably just like the Swiss Family Robinson in Vietnam.”*

On the evening of April 28, “a huge pitch battle” broke out around Can
Tho. Thoai’s father took his three sons to the roof of the hotel. He “very
calmly” explained “strategy and what was going on. . . . Gun ships, tanks on
the bridge, and explosions” five or six miles away, “just explaining as if we were
watching a movie.” Around eleven that night, he was called back to the of-
fice.” At three a.m., Thoai was awoken by two explosions near the hotel.® His
father “drove up with a Jeep and he said, “We have 45 minutes to pack every-
thing up and we're leaving.”” At the last moment, Thoai’s “grandmom decided
she didn’t want to go, the reason being that she wanted to live the rest of her
life in Vietnam.” She kept Thoai’s niece with her. “It wasn’t an easy thing to
leave them behind, but we had to make a quick decision, so we left them.””

The rest of the family drove back to his father’s office, “air-conditioned
and . . . very sterile.” They waited with two other families of Vietnamese US
government personnel and were told, “A couple of black cars will pull up. Just
get in the cars, don't ask any questions.” In the car, the driver “told us that when
the car stopped, the door opens, run into the rice field. Okay, so don't ask any
questions.”®

As the three families ran toward the middle of the rice field, with Thoai
holding the hand of his eleven-year-old brother, three “helicopters swooped
down. We didnt see anything . . . but when the helicopters touched down, the
force of the wind [was such] that we couldn’t run. My brother and I were
running against the wind and we couldn’t go anywhere.” Then “the helicop-
ter door slides open and, then, these two Gls, huge, big GIs jumped out of
the helicopter and ran towards us. So the natural reaction was, for me and my
brother, we started running the other way.” The GIs moved faster, scooped
up the children, and pulled the families onto the helicopters.’

But then “they started throwing stuff out” since “there was too much
weight.” Thoai and his family “didn’t get to choose what was thrown out. So
lots of photos and things like that were thrown out, thrown overboard.” As
they took off, soldiers from the South Vietnamese army shot at the helicop-
ters, since “the South did not want people to leave.”°

The three families made it safely to a US Navy carrier, with about 300 other
Vietnamese people and a smaller number of Americans from Can Tho. Other
ships that were lined up nearby took on thousands of passengers, as US heli-
copters evacuated over 5,000 at-risk Vietnamese people on April 29 and 30,
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mainly airlifted from Saigon. They were mostly employees of the US, South
Vietnamese military officers, and their families.!" “It was like we were stand-
ing atop this floating city,” Thoai remembered. “They had to push helicopters
overboard because it was so crowded.”?

The Vietnamese people who were evacuated at the end of the war were
the allies whom US military and political leaders felt compelled to rescue. Their
status as refugees was effectively guaranteed by the very fact of their evacua-
tion, even if the details of their resettlement had yet to be worked out. Their
relationships to the US government put them near the top of an emerging hi-
erarchy of more and less privileged groups of refugees, even as their resettle-
ment put the great majority at the bottom rung of American society."?

Along with other “priority evacuees,” Thoai’s family was among the first
to be “processed” and resettled. The carrier ship transported the Nguyens to
the US territory of Guam, a thirty-mile-long island strip of resorts and mili-
tary bases in the Pacific where the government set up camps for processing
Vietnamese evacuees. They were ordered to leave more of their things there,
including Thoai and his brother’s comic book collection. They buried the com-
ics under dirt, wrapped in plastic bags, at the edge of the camp. They gath-
ered bullet shells from the ground “which were found everywhere in Guam,
to make wayfinding symbols so that we could find it again. My brother and I
vowed that we would come back one day to recover our treasure.”*

In the grander scheme of things, as Thoai put it, his was among “the few
lucky families to have been evacuated by helicopter.”"” The earliest arrivals on
Guam, including Thoai’s family, were those airlifted by the United States, but
many more people “self-evacuated” on boats, and were then picked up by US
and other ships.'® The United States admitted almost 140,000 Vietnamese refu-
gees directly after the war. Congress supported their resettlement with $305
million from the Indochina Migration and Refugee Assistance Act of May
1975.7

Over the next decade, more than one million more people from Vietnam
and neighboring Laos and Cambodia were resettled in the United States as
people continued to flee these countries. The war took place across all three
nations, making Laos and Cambodia the most heavily bombed countries on
Earth, as the United States dropped more ordinance than the Allies did in all
of World War II. Unexploded munitions (some with napalm), landmines, and
the herbicide Agent Orange from US chemical bombing rendered rural com-
munities perilous and agriculture impossible in the three countries.'® In Cam-
bodia, after the United States pulled out in early April 1975, the Khmer Rouge
initiated a genocide that killed between one and two million people and dis-
placed even more.
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Compared to the family of Thoai Nguyen, the story of Sarorng “Rorng”
Sorn reflected the very different experiences of Southeast Asians from less
privileged backgrounds, including most Cambodians. “Born into the war,”
as she said, in 1968 in rural Kampong Speu Province, “just so many parts of
my journey were so traumatic, and still impact me to this day.” When she
was one year old, the United States began a four-year campaign of carpet
bombing in Cambodia, so her family lived in an underground bomb shelter.
After the Khmer Rouge gained control of the country, authorities took
Rorng, then age seven, to live and work in a children’s labor camp, with “no
freedom, no school, starving.” Like most families, “my family lost family
members and we were all separated, and when the war started again when
Vietnamese troops invaded Cambodia” in 1978, “that’s when we escaped . . .
to the Thai border . . . and we . . . survived the jungle.” By 1979, when they
were taken into a camp in Thailand, half the people living along the border
had died, Rorng remembered, their bodies dumped in holes, “and very ill
people were left” by the side of the road. “Life in the camp gave me the
chance to go to school, become a certified nurse, and help other Cambodian
refugees.””’

Like Rorng, most refugees from Cambodia, Laos, and Vietnam endured
long journeys across land, through jungles, and in crowded and dangerous
boats whose occupants were labeled “boat people.” Most people were poorer
than the early evacuees and people who were able to escape before Commu-
nist regimes took control; they were more often from rural areas and less con-
nected to the US military. With greater knowledge and ability to live off the
land as they fled, people from rural areas survived these journeys more often
than people from the cities, though many died at sea. People who fled after
spring 1975 often lived for years in refugee camps in Thailand, Indonesia, Ma-
laysia, the Philippines, or other nearby countries.

Those nations’ refusal to take in more “boat people” forced wealthy coun-
tries to create a global resettlement program through the United Nations in
the late 1970s.%° This also compelled the United States to formalize its own
resettlement system. By the end of the twentieth century, more than 1.6 mil-
lion Vietnamese, 580,000 Cambodian, and 320,000 Laotian refugees were re-
settled, a little over half of them in the United States and others in China,
Canada, Australia, and Europe.”!

Thoai’s family was among the first to be cleared for resettlement from
Guam. The government initially planned to resettle them in Hawaii. “How-
ever, the resettlement people basically said that Hawaii’s economy is not doing
so great, now, Pennsylvania, that’s a land of opportunity.” After a week at the
Fort Indiantown Gap reception camp near the state capital Harrisburg, where
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23,000 Vietnamese refugees would undergo health inspection and processing,
the Nguyens were resettled in South Philadelphia in June 1975.%

“Privilege is a very strange thing,” Thoai reflected, “because a lot of people
think privilege is material things.” His family was forced to abandon loved ones
and possessions, and South Philadelphia was “not the best of places.” Yet “even
though we lost all of our wealth and privilege,” Thoai’s father “never felt that
we—even though we lacked in material things, it was all within us to, basi-

cally, achieve all that back again.”*

Special Humanitarian Concern

Privilege can also be ironic, as evidenced in the history of refugee admission
and resettlement. Even people who had close ties to the US government and
military and were prioritized for evacuation, like the Nguyens, were resettled
in a system, and in receiving communities, that imposed new forms of vio-
lence upon them. The resettlement system that grew up after the Vietnam War
is the most comprehensive approach to assistance and integration of newcom-
ers in the United States. Its history reflects both the immense generosity and
resourcefulness of many people in newcomer and receiving communities and
the basic inadequacy and injustices of the resettlement system for those com-
munities. Asian American scholars have argued that the war and subsequent
resettlement redefined Southeast Asians as subjects of American empire, a sta-
tus that was largely codified in their visas, the resettlement system, and the
welfare system to which it attached them.*

Southeast Asians’ status as refugees should have made sanctuary in its nar-
rower sense, as protection from deportation, irrelevant for them. But follow-
ing the history of Cambodian, Laotian, and Vietnamese communities into the
twenty-first century places them at the center of movements and debates about
sanctuary. Some became targets for deportation due to new federal laws and
international agreements. Sanctuary in all its meanings, locally and transna-
tionally, suddenly mattered.

While the American public was ambivalent about Southeast Asian refugees
from the start, they did fit the logic of refugee admission in the Cold War.
These were our allies, people who had fought on the American side. Even
people who had not fought were fleeing the Communist regimes that won
the war. However, Americans had become deeply disenchanted with the long
war, enraged by the lies presidents Lyndon Johnson and Richard Nixon told
about the conflict and embarrassed by the brutal atrocities committed by the
US military and by lost battles ending in a lost war.
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Defeat in the Vietnam War forced the United States to reckon with what
we owed a group of people who were unlike any other refugees who came to
America before them. The US military played a central role in displacing people
from Vietnam, Cambodia, and Laos. Unlike Jews fleeing pogroms at the turn
of the twentieth century and later the Nazis, the Soviet Union, and the East-
ern Bloc, Southeast Asians had no coethnics already established in America
and ready to assist newcomers. The “objectives” of the US Refugee Act of
1980, therefore, were “to provide a permanent and systematic procedure for
the admission to this country of refugees of special humanitarian concern”
to the United States “and to provide comprehensive and uniform provisions
for the effective resettlement and absorption of those refugees who are ad-
mitted.”* In the years before and just after the passage of this landmark act,
that system had to be invented and was forced to grow up quickly.*

The United States” answer to what refugees were owed was codified in the
resettlement system, whose central aim was to make them “self-sufficient” as
quickly as possible. As in most countries that resettle refugees, this was a public-
private partnership. The federal Departments of State and of Health and
Human Services worked with a set of mostly faith-based national networks
of nonprofit organizations.”” These voluntary agencies, “Volags” for short,
were responsible for picking refugees up from processing centers, and later
the airport, and then establishing them in new homes, jobs, schools, and
neighborhoods.

In many ways, the resettlement and support of Southeast Asian and other
refugees in the United States has been a story of profound generosity and ex-
hausting mobilization to help people. The Volags’ staff “thought we were saving
lives.”?® They helped with seemingly everything, spending nights and weekends
assisting refugee families with problems far beyond the scope of their programs.
Surely the Volags struggled to help people achieve self-sufficiency and most of
the refugees they assisted experienced the same hardships that other poor and
working-class residents of US cities did. Nonetheless, they managed to resettle
over a million Southeast Asians in the United States in the 1970s and 1980s and
many thousands of people from the Soviet Union, Cuba, Ethiopia, Afghanistan,
and other countries at the same time. They arranged housing, health care,
school registration, and helped people gain employment. Put another way, they
did put people on a path toward self-sufficiency.

However, that path was full of structural and interpersonal violence that
reveals the core contradictions and injustices of the resettlement system. Con-
strained by meager funding, they placed people in deteriorating housing in
declining cities and neighborhoods experiencing racial violence. These were
among the places of least opportunity and most violence in the nation. The
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resettlement system’s core strategy, since resettlement dollars themselves were
insufficient, was to tie refugees to a welfare system whose limits, rules and
funding cuts further destabilized their lives and limited their mobility and free-
doms.? Arguably, the shifting requirements and repeated cuts to federal pro-
grams responsible for the social safety net have played a larger role in either
bolstering or, more often, undermining the economic security of refugees
since the Vietnam War than have the dollars devoted to refugee resettlement
and programs. In these and other ways, self-sufficiency was an illusion, par-
ticularly for first-generation refugees—a myth repeated by people working for
the government and the Volags that obscured the realities of resettlement.

For most refugees, the experience of resettlement was not only disorient-
ing and violent; it was also degrading, oppressive, and unfair. Though Thoai’s
father had attained a high post in the US State Department in Asia, “when we
got here, they wash[ed] their hands of him. He was completely deflated in
terms of his status.” Among Vietnamese refugees, Thoai noted, “T hear a lot
of the same story. My dad’s politics, or at least outlook, he was vehemently
supportive of US involvement in the war. Then he went into, ‘No, it was basi-
cally wrong they intervened,” or he went into, “They betrayed us because they
promised us this and then all they did was got us over here.””*° Southeast Asian
refugees, especially those from families that fought and worked for the US dur-
ing the war, widely shared this sense of betrayal and abandonment.?!

The notion that resettlement was saving Southeast Asians’ lives was ironic
and, to some people, insulting, even if refugees were at the same time truly
grateful toward the United States government and the Volags and their staff.
Most Southeast Asians had escaped on their own, like Rorng Sorn. Most had
saved their own lives, and one another’s lives, multiple times before even be-
ing classified as refugees and assisted by the United Nations, the United States,
and resettlement agencies. Hundreds of thousands had survived the isolation
and privation of refugee camps. And then they survived resettlement, a sys-
tem that, like other parts of what critics deride as the “poverty-industrial com-

5.

plex,” sometimes rewarded Volag leaders and consultants far more than their
clients.

It is also ironic that refugees from Southeast Asia endured such traumatic
experiences of resettlement compared to Central Americans, who were denied
the government’s protection and support during the same period. Of course,
the number of Guatemalans and Salvadorans in sanctuary in Philadelphia in
the 1980s was miniscule compared to the roughly 24,000 Vietnamese, 16,000
Cambodians, and 5,000 Laotians who were resettled in the region between
1975 and 2000.%> Over time, though, as migration in the 1990s and 2000s formed

a predominantly working-class community of Central Americans in the region,
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Southeast Asians became more diverse in their economic status, moving to a
variety of working- and middle-class city and suburban neighborhoods.

Southeast Asian refugees broadly shared the challenges of resettlement, but
they experienced divergent socioeconomic, housing, and neighborhood tra-
jectories across generations. Generally, Vietnamese families from urban and
elite or middle-class backgrounds attained more upward mobility, while rural-
origin Vietnamese, Cambodian, and Hmong and other Laotian families more
often lived in persistent poverty in working-class neighborhoods. These dis-
tinct outcomes appear in even sharper relief when compared to those of other
groups resettled in the same era, especially Soviet Jews in Northeast Philadel-
phia, who enjoyed greater support than other refugees in the 1980s thanks to
American Jewish community institutions.

Southeast Asian civil society in Philadelphia has evolved since the 1980s to
address the alternately shifting and persistent issues of the ethnically diverse
Vietnamese, Cambodian, and Laotian communities. Collaboration among
those communities and with other Asian Americans has borne various work
for refugee rights and protection at different times, even as organizations led
by refugees have had to struggle to attain resources that enabled them to be
the ones serving their own communities. The resettlement system, meanwhile,
arguably exhibited greater continuity in the ways it operated and the challenges
it posed for refugee and receiving communities.

Resettlement typically occurs in urban settings, yet only sometimes is it con-
ceived in urban terms, with a focus on refugees’ relationships to the city. The
government and Volags have at times expressed concerns about the impacts
of placing hundreds of refugees in a particular neighborhood in a short time,
especially in regard to the reactions of incumbent residents and the availabil-
ity of jobs. They have also alternately encouraged and discouraged the second-
ary migration of refugees leaving the place where they were resettled for
another state. These moves, along with refugees” moves between parts of the
same city, highlight some of the successes and failures of particular places as
communities of resettlement, with different experiences of protection and as-
sistance. Like other declining industrial centers of the American Rust Belt,
Philadelphia in the 1970s and 1980s proved an especially challenging place in
which to be resettled.

Resettlement in Philadelphia

The Volags’ efforts to put people on a path to self-sufficiency and to build a
resettlement system that addressed the breadth and depth of their needs were
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thwarted by much more than a lack of funding. The labor and housing mar-
kets of the deindustrializing region, racial violence, a national recession, cuts
in government funding for the resettlement and welfare systems, and the lim-
its of the Volags’ own capacity presented systemic barriers. This all com-
pounded challenges posed by increased resettlement of Southeast Asians
from rural backgrounds. In this context, refugees in Philadelphia and other
cities experienced numerous economic, housing, neighborhood, and social
problems.

At the start, before the 1980 act, resettlement was not much of an actual
system, stressed Michael Blum, director of Nationalities Service Center (NSC),
the region’s largest resettlement agency. “At the present time we spend up to
$200 per individual for each refugee family that we sponsor,” he wrote in No-
vember 1978. “This money must pay for rent, initial food and the minimum
furnishings. . . . Each individual receives a bed, including mattress and spring,
sheets, and kitchen utensils.”” By the end of the decade, the Volags developed
a set of services that included English as a Second Language (ESL) classes,
counseling, referrals for family planning and employment, legal services, trans-
lation, nutrition and health lessons, budgeting and consumer education, and
“training in cultural values and awareness.”**

Six resettlement programs operated in Philadelphia in the late 1970s and
1980s: NSC, Jewish Family Services along with its partner the Hebrew Immi-
grant Aid Society—Pennsylvania (HIAS-PA), Catholic Social Services, Lutheran
Children and Family Services (LCFS), the Episcopal diocese, and Prime Ecu-
menical Service to Refugees. All had histories of aiding immigrants and refu-
gees, mostly dating from the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries,
though much of their staff had no experience in such work. The state’s wel-
fare department, which disbursed federal refugee dollars, funded most of their
post-1975 resettlement programs. They resettled Southeast Asians mainly in
the working-class neighborhoods of West and South Philadelphia and the Lo-
gan and Olney sections of Upper North Philadelphia.

Resettlement depended on much more than the modest public resources
allocated to the agencies. The Volags, city authorities, and other local institu-
tions worked to form new webs of support from early on in 1975. They orga-
nized a refugee task force with representatives from the city’s health
department, school district, and human relations commission, as well as vari-
ous nonprofits, to coordinate and connect refugees to services.”> Medical care
for refugees in Philadelphia was particularly strong, as city health clinics and
university hospitals mobilized to offer free care.’® Working with the family
therapy division of Children’s Hospital of Philadelphia, the Volags developed
mental health programs for youth and families. LCFS established a Khmer
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Studies Institute with a Cambodian professor of music at the University of
Pennsylvania. It also ran educational programs and summer camps for Cam-
bodian unaccompanied minors who had been brainwashed by the Khmer
Rouge to teach them about Cambodian history, religion, and culture.?

Some of this work yielded new spaces for refugees or access to existing
spaces in their neighborhoods. After widespread allegations of corruption
against leaders of the Refugee Service Center in West Philadelphia, who mis-
managed the state contract for post-resettlement social services in the city, in
1980 LCFS took over the center and hired Southeast Asian staff.?® The Volags
connected refugees to city libraries whose staff helped newcomers with every-
thing from language learning and homework to seeking jobs. With support
from the Penn State Agricultural Extension Urban Gardens program, South-
east Asians created or participated in some two dozen community gardens.*
These were especially important for elders” mental health and for cultural pres-
ervation. A group of Hmong residents in Logan kept water crop cultivation
alive by adapting a part of the Wingohocking Creek in nearby Belfield Park.*’
As one Catholic service agency noted, gardening “enhanced self-sufficiency
by providing additional food in summer months for families on subsistence
incomes.” Moreover, gardens tended together by people from different back-
grounds were “excellent practice ground for development of language skills
and cultural interaction through daily contact with other neighborhood
gardeners.”*!

Churches in West and South Philadelphia and Logan aided refugees with
welfare claims, applications for green cards, and problems with landlords,
schools, and neighbors.** Calvary United Methodist in West Philadelphia,
home to the Central America Organizing Project, and nearby St. Francis de
Sales church organized committees on housing, language, socialization, crime
and safety, and clothing and furniture distribution.*? A church in Logan sent
twenty-six Southeast Asian children to summer camp, showed outdoor mov-
ies in the parking lot of an apartment house, ran an ESL class for mothers with
small children, held clothing and furniture drives, and organized a weekly
youth night with volleyball and ping-pong.**

Many individuals and families in Philadelphia and other communities of
resettlement participated in these acts of welcoming people from Southeast
Asia. They collected funds and kitchen and school supplies; volunteered with
the agencies or privately accompanied and oriented newcomers to neighbor-
hoods, schools, and health systems; invited refugees to dinner; and tutored
people in English.* Working-class Black women in West Philadelphia and Lo-
gan gave out hundreds of breakfasts and lunches to Southeast Asian children
through the state’s Summer Feeding Program, including to those who were
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left behind when their parents went to work picking blueberries in New
Jersey.*

These acts of kindness and personal connection, which were repeated by
neighbors and congregations around the region and the country, remain
among the most compassionate and humane aspects of people’s experiences
of resettlement. But these actions never could overcome the fundamental,
structural limits and violence of the resettlement system and the welfare sys-
tem nor the deeper economic and social problems of American cities. This
became even more evident between the late 1970s and early 1980s, as resettle-
ment expanded, formalized, and then suffered major funding cuts.

Southeast Asian refugee resettlement changed dramatically after 1978, in
both scale and character. In the little more than three years between June 1975
and October 1978, Volags in Pennsylvania resettled 6,231 Southeast Asians and
1,479 other refugees, mainly Soviet Jews. Over the next three years, they re-
settled 16,846 Southeast Asians, 4,251 Soviet Jews, and 826 other refugees, in-
cluding 239 Ethiopians and 110 Afghans, mostly in Philadelphia.*’ By 1982, an
estimated 12,000 to 17,000 Southeast Asians lived in the city.*®

People from Southeast Asia who arrived after 1978 mostly came from ru-
ral backgrounds and had little formal schooling or experience living in indus-
trialized society, let alone a big city. They included many “boat people,” who
continued to flee Vietnam, as well as families of the Hmong ethnic group, a
farming people from the highlands of Laos who fought for the United States
along the Ho Chi Minh Trail during the war and were resettled after years liv-
ing in refugee camps in Thailand. Cambodian refugees were overwhelmingly
from rural origins since the Khmer Rouge had exterminated most of the coun-
try’s urban middle class.*

“New wave persons have greater needs in all areas than persons arriving
earlier,” Blum wrote to state authorities in February 1980.°° People from ru-
ral backgrounds had a harder time adjusting to life in the city than refugees
from urban areas. Virtually all had experienced trauma, and many, especially
elders, lived isolated lives as some were scared to leave their apartments or row
homes.

Compounding these challenges, in the early 1980s the Reagan administra-
tion slashed resources for refugee resettlement and welfare. Reagan had been
elected on a promise to dismantle government social programs, and the United
States suffered recessions in 1980 and 1981-1982. At a meeting of Philadelphia’s
refugee service providers in August 1981, the director of the state refugee pro-
gram, Gloria Guard, outlined some “proposed ideas of how to cut back by
56% (at the least) for the next” year. These included eliminating services like
day care, training, legal assistance, outreach, support for the refugee service
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center, and more, along with “drastic reductions” in support for transporta-
tion and service referrals.’!

This would cut refugee services to “three “core’ services,” case manage-
ment, job referrals, and ESL.** One program to be cut was Socialization and
Recreation, which oriented people to schools and community institutions such
as the post office, police and fire stations, banking, and public transit.”® These
tasks increasingly fell to volunteers, including a growing number of Southeast
Asian community leaders and nascent mutual aid associations. But they would
never make up for the limits of public investment. “Dear Gloria,” wrote Blum,
“The state’s proposed approach appears to . . . ignore the moral and contrac-
tual leverages that influence responsible resettlement.” Without these sup-
ports, the stripped-down system of resettlement “may really be more costly
in the long run,” for refugees and government.*

The state budget cut funds for ESL programs from $5.7 to $2.0 million in
1982, reducing funds for English classes so they were available to just 1,850
refugees. More than 10,000 Southeast Asian refugees in the state were on wel-
fare that year, including almost 7,000 in Philadelphia. “The reason why they
are on welfare,” observed Vuong Thuy, a Vietnamese board member of the
Asian American Council of Greater Philadelphia, “is that they do not know
enough English to get a job.”>

Further cuts to welfare and resettlement funding in 1983 sharply reduced
the money and opportunities given to refugees. Before these cuts, all refugees
received eighteen months of federal resettlement assistance and refugees in
Pennsylvania could receive welfare payments as long as they were in school.
After the cuts, resettlement dollars ended after three months, which would
remain the standard in subsequent decades, and welfare payments ceased for
able-bodied people over eighteen. This diminished refugees’ ability to support
family members who were still in Asia as well as the United States, as despite
their own privation, some sent part of their welfare checks overseas as remit-
tances, a practice that upset some Americans.’®

These policy changes pushed many refugees out of school. A Philadelphia
Inquirer reporter told the story of Tuan Le, son of a South Vietnamese police
lieutenant who had served with the CIA during the war. Tuan fled in 1979 with
his brother and two sisters, “largely because he wanted to get an education”
and “knew that in the new Vietnam the children of former officials do not get
educations and frequently do not get jobs.” Like many young people, they left
without their parents and were resettled in Philadelphia two years later. The
three youngest siblings, ages eighteen, nineteen, and twenty, had to abandon
their senior year at University City High School, where over 100 Southeast
Asian students dropped out in fall 1983.>
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“I want to go to college, you know, to study,” Tuan said, “but now I can-
not . . . Maybe I work in restaurant, a store.” His oldest sister earned one hun-
dred dollars a week as a seamstress, which was not enough to sustain them.
Other Southeast Asian youth worked in neighborhood sandwich and pizza
shops, in hotels, and bussed tables and washed dishes at restaurants. Atten-
dance at the Volags” evening English classes consequently declined as well. A
teacher at University City High told the reporter, “These kids don’t fully un-
derstand what life will be like here without an education. . . . Already, they live
in some of the toughest parts of town. . . . They still can't really speak the lan-
guage, and it’s hard to get even a bad job.”®

Rather than promoting self-sufficiency, the rules and cuts that lawmakers
made to resettlement and welfare systematically stalled Southeast Asians’ in-
tegration and upward mobility. “These people came here highly motivated to
get ahead,” said the director of the US Office of Refugee Resettlement, Phil-
lip Hawkes, in 1985, “but we created a welfare system in this country that in-
advertently sidetracked this motivation.”” The welfare system surely had
different effects for refugees than it had for African American and Puerto Ri-
can communities that were experiencing generational poverty and discrimi-
nation. But the limits and cuts made to welfare stalled the progress of many
Southeast Asians toward better employment, language acquisition and edu-
cational attainment, thus contributing to their persistence as the group with
the highest percentage of people on welfare in the United States. In 1985, na-
tionally more than half of Southeast Asians lived in poverty and received wel-
fare, while in Philadelphia the proportions were even higher.*

Employment

Contrary to the description of Pennsylvania as a land of opportunity that Thoai
Nguyen heard from resettlement functionaries in the Pacific, in 1975 it was a
state where opportunities were fast disappearing. The Philadelphia region lost
100,000 factory jobs in the 1970s and tens of thousands more in the 1980s.!
Most cities in the nation declined in these decades, especially in the Northeast
and the Midwest. Jobs were hard to come by even for Southeast Asians” working-
class American neighbors.

Resettlement workers and refugee community leaders in Philadelphia
agreed that only about 10 percent of Southeast Asian refugees over age eigh-
teen found steady jobs in the early 1980s.°* At city Refugee Task Force meet-
ings, Volag staff repeatedly “expressed concern about . .. the number of
placements.” They attributed this partly to the location of jobs in the suburbs,
challenges of transporting refugees to those jobs, and high unemployment,
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which heightened competition for entry-level positions that barely paid enough
to cover the costs of going to work. At the March 1982 meeting, an employee
of LCEFS pointed out that over 100,000 people in the Philadelphia region were
seeking work.®® The limits of English literacy and fluency among refugees,
depression and posttraumatic stress, and tension in refugee families over tra-
ditional gender roles all made finding good jobs more difficult.®

Nonetheless, resettlement agencies actively sought out job openings and
encouraged their clients to apply. Ironically, they focused on factory jobs, which
were quickly disappearing. Still, many manufacturing jobs remained in the re-
gion and some refugees attained them, although they were often laid off as
companies closed or moved away. The Volags formed relationships with vari-
ous employers in the factory, warehouse, and service sectors.® The region’s
largest Korean social service agency partnered with the Korean Business, Dry-
Cleaners, and Retail Grocery Associations to offer on-the-job training for
refugees in stores; handbag, shoe, and garment factories; TV repair; and gas
stations.% Yet the Volags struggled to fill many positions they found or were
unable to even identify people to refer, usually since refugees did not speak
enough English.®”

Thoai’s parents experienced some of the common employment pathways
among early Vietnamese refugees, who often had more education and suc-
cess in the labor market. His father, Thoai recalled, first worked as a security
guard at a downtown department store, a decline in status “that really hurt
him. Then he left there” in protest and “boycotted working because of sys-
temic racism that precluded him from work that utilized his skills and profes-
sional experience.” He went “back to school because none of his degrees were
being recognized” and “earned his degree so he could teach while he fought
the US government to regain his GS [General Schedule] level” in the federal
employment hierarchy. Like other refugees who were fluent in English, he
worked for HIAS-PA’s resettlement program. But more exceptionally, after
many years of advocacy he got his “GS level to where he left oft” at the end
of the war. With that status restored, “he worked for INS for a number of years
as an investigator of Southeast Asian refugees who were petitioning for US
citizenship. His specialty was to investigate Communist ties.”*®

Thoai’s mother “couldn’t participate in employment outside the home as
effectively because of her lack of English. She started making . . . Vietnamese
dessert food . . . in the home and, then, packaged and then brought to these
Vietnamese stores.” Thoai and some of his siblings—those who did not have
their own jobs—got “up at six o’clock with her and we all had our sort of as-
sembly line up. This is what we’d do for about an hour before eating breakfast
and going to school.”® Southeast Asian families often pursued such strategies,
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whether preparing food or sewing at home or irregular work outside, to sup-
plement their meager wages and insufficient support from welfare, food
stamps, and Medicaid.”

Many refugees found work in agriculture outside the city, though Ameri-
cans involved in refugee support in Philadelphia rarely seemed satisfied with
this type of employment. At a task force meeting in 1980, a member of the
Logan Democratic Club’s ad hoc committee on refugees “explained that the
Indochinese in Logan are being transported by bus to New Jersey to work”
on farms. In addition to “complaints that the bus driver drives too fast and
doesn’t respond to complaints,” he worried that “the refugees are being ex-
ploited pay wise. They are paid by the box, not by the hour and it’s little pay
for hard work.” A representative of the Farm Labor Services Center noted that
her “organization is very concerned about Asian workers.” She cited “com-
munity relation problems, some farm workers perceive that Southeast Asians
are ‘taking over’ . . . willing to work at below minimum wage, thus jeopardiz-
ing the salary benefits earned by other farm workers.””!

Responding to such tensions, resettlement agencies cast their clients as good
for America and its economy and the media developed a narrative of refugees
as uncomplaining, hard workers.”” As early as 1980, Jewish Employment and
Vocational Service (JEVS) promoted the Cambodian participants in its English
language program in the Main Line Times, the newspaper of the region’s
wealthiest suburbs. Staff labeled them as “tremendously motivated,” with per-
fect attendance records, and “happy to start at an entry level job and do rou-
tine, repetitive work. Some suitable occupations would be lawn care and
maintenance, packaging, assembly line work, industrial or office cleaning, dish-
washing, bussing tables and sewing machine operation.””® The national press
pushed this narrative too, in stories like “Off the Boat and Ready to Work™ in
Industry Week, which touted their “high productivity, and an inclination toward
teamwork.””* Much of this narrative of passive, willing, productive workers
echoed the “model minority myth” that Americans had already developed
about Chinese and Asian Americans more generally.”

Dissatisfied with the Volags job placement record in Philadelphia, though,
in 1982 state welfare officials stripped NSC of the contract for leading South-
east Asian refugee employment services in the city.”® They awarded it instead
to JEVS, which had run English and occupational programs for European ref-
ugees since the 1930s.”” JEVS had recently built a large training and place-
ment center in Northeast Philadelphia, a half-hour bus ride from Logan and
Olney.

“The Vietnamese were more like the Russians,” remembered Elinor Hewitt,
who designed JEVS’ refugee training programs. “They weren't country
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people,” and many had gone to college. Hundreds of Vietnamese men trained
atJEVS in plumbing, heating, electrical, and other mechanical trades, and most
were placed in steady employment with decent wages in construction, build-
ing maintenance, auto mechanic shops, and manufacturing. Programs for a
smaller number of women focused on clerical and accounting jobs, also with
good results in attaining office and retail jobs. Vietnamese women most com-
monly found work as hairdressers and nail technicians.”® By the twenty-first
century, they would come to dominate the ownership and workforce of nail
salons and the wholesalers that supplied them in the city and nation at large.

However, with Cambodians and Laotians, especially the Hmong, “language
was difficult,” Hewitt said, and the “kinds of jobs they could do were limited.”
Many “second wave” refugees were illiterate in their own languages, and
Hmong was basically an unwritten language. For Southeast Asians from rural
backgrounds and less educated refugees more generally, JEVS and the Volags
helped adults find jobs as meat packers, maids in hotels, and aides in day care
centers. A special six-month program training some Hmong men in machine
tool operation was “a disaster,” though, yielding no job placements.”

The region’s labor market remained dismal in the 1980s. A study of “boat
people” who were resettled in Boston, Chicago, Houston, Seattle, and South-
ern California found that two-thirds were employed by 1985. But the econo-
mies of those regions were far healthier than deindustrializing Philadelphia;
the Bronx; Lowell, Massachusetts; or Oakland or Richmond, California, all of
which were major centers of resettlement and poverty.*® One particularly
hopeless feature in the Philadelphia Inquirer concluded that “many of the [re-
settlement] agencies . . . could do little more than find them houses, pay the

first month’s rent and point to the welfare office.”®!

Housing

If there were few available jobs in Philadelphia, the opposite was true of hous-
ing. The city’s population dropped by about 370,000 residents between 1970
and 1990. But the condition of housing that was made available and afford-
able to refugees was often dangerous and owned by abusive landlords. These
problems mounted as the Volags resettled large numbers of people in the
“second wave.”

As Thoai Nguyen remembered, “In 1975, we were probably the only Viet-
namese family to have settled in that immediate area” of South Philadelphia.
That changed after 1978. “Even [though] only two or three years separated
our coming to their coming, it was a huge gulf,” in their distinct backgrounds
and greater challenges integrating in the city. Thoai had already faced intense
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pressure to assimilate. “It was not apparent to me that [ had a connection with
these people” from Southeast Asia. His Italian American friends referred to
“the newcomers as ‘chinks’ and ‘gooks’ in my presence,” and “when I protested
that those people were me, they would say that I was not those people, that I
was one of them,” an American. “The realization of this contradiction among
my closest white friends had a profound impact on my understanding of the
complexity of my own identity and compelled me to build friendships with
the newer Southeast Asian refugees in my school and in my neighborhood.”®

His political identity further solidified in spring 1983 when an ESL teacher
at South Philadelphia High School, Debbie Wei, asked Thoai, who was then
in eleventh grade, to go on what she told him was a “picnic.” Instead, it was
“a community organizing thing where we were in West Philly and I was knee-
deepin mudin a. .. housing area [where] mostly Laotians and Cambodians
lived,” a building called Admiral Court. “The landlord was just totally taking
advantage of them. I think that was the first time that my eyes were kind of
opened to the connection between how I got here and how they got here.”
The same forces had displaced them, and the same resettlement system had
dumped them in declining city neighborhoods.®

Admiral Court was the most famous case of housing abuse, though it was
by no means unique. Around the corner was Stoneleigh Court, another build-
ing where Wei and fellow advocates protested at the same time. It was part of
an area of some forty city blocks in West Philadelphia where Southeast Asians
were resettled, commonly in households of six to eight people, in rundown
apartments and aging brick row houses. Volags sometimes filled row houses
with a mix of Vietnamese, Cambodian, Laotian, Cuban, and Haitian refugees
together, people who did not even speak each other’s languages. Wei, a for-
mer community organizer and housing activist in Chinatown who lived in this
area, began to organize her Southeast Asian neighbors.®

Refugees experienced varying housing conditions in other neighborhoods.
In Logan, they lived mainly in old apartments like those in West Philadelphia,
with peeling lead paint; faulty elevators and electric, plumbing, and heating
systems; and sometimes asbestos. Housing conditions in Olney and South Phil-
adelphia were generally better, as one or two families typically lived in two-
and three-story brick row houses.® A 1981 article in the South Philly Review
called the area’s experience with Southeast Asians “an almost unqualified suc-
cess story.”®

But the large number of refugees in more precarious housing situations
constantly faced threats of displacement. The landlord of Stoneleigh Court
also owned a 106-unit apartment building in Logan called Bennett Hall, which
likewise lacked heat, hot water, and in some units, even locks on the doors. In
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December 1979, its 266 Southeast Asian tenants fled when a fire broke out in
the fifth through seventh stories. Without other available housing options, they
promptly returned.®” At a meeting of the Refugee Task Force eight months
later, caseworkers called attention to this building and another apartment
building in Logan where the electricity was scheduled to be turned off in three
days “and the gas disconnected a month later. Until the buildings are con-
demned, the tenants can’t move out,” they noted, and the city would only
“condemn the buildings . . . when the electricity is disconnected. Forty-five
families have to be moved,” and they “will have to go to Community Legal
Service to . . . file suit against . . . the owner.”®

The story of Admiral Court illuminates the longer arc of such buildings’
history and the greater range of stakeholders implicated in refugee housing.
An investment property built in the early twentieth century, it was repeatedly
sold to a string of investors. After World War II, its tenant population changed
from white to Black, like most of the neighborhood around it. In 1981, the
city declared the seventy-six-unit building unfit for habitation. One wing of
the building had been badly damaged by fire a year prior. It had numerous code
violations. Housing activists and leaders of a local community development
corporation persuaded its mostly African American tenants to hold their rent
in escrow. They used the money to repair “leaky plumbing, collapsing ceilings
and fire alarm systems.” But only “a handful of American tenants continue[d]
to withhold their rent” and stay there, given that heat and hot water were “spo-
radic at best,” as one resident described it.%’

Most of the residents were replaced the next year by new tenants from
Southeast Asia. The landlords approached a resettlement agency that was over-
whelmed by the sudden increase in arrivals, in this case NSC, and offered a
large group of apartments. In November 1982 it housed thirty-four families,
including thirty from Laos, Vietnam, and Cambodia. The Philadelphia Daily
News reported that the manager “told them the building was ‘fit,” and threat-
ened to evict them if they didn’t pay their rent.” The owners were “two of
the city’s most notorious tax delinquents.” One had fled to Florida to avoid
arrest.”® The development corporation’s director, Ellyn Sapper, found that the
language barrier “made it impossible to organize the Asian tenants to fight for
their rights.”**

City authorities placed the building in receivership in late 1982. Respond-
ing to bad press about refugees’ living conditions there and elsewhere, the City
Managing Director’s Office took over leadership of the Refugee Task Force.**
The city auctioned Admiral Court at the sherift’s sale for tax-delinquent prop-
erties, closing the sale in 1984. This compensated the city for back taxes. But
for the tenants and their neighbors, Sapper averred, “Selling the building to
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another speculator, who will milk it to death just like these two, is not the
answer.””?

In July 1985 the city again declared Admiral Court “unfit for human habi-
tation,” yet this time it was thanks to what a Daily News reporter called “the
first organized protest by East Asian refugees since they arrived in Philadel-
phia.” In response to “more than 100 housing and code violations” and no hot
water, most of the 190 tenants from Southeast Asia put their rent in escrow
that month. The new landlord had done “nothing to alleviate the situation,”
Debbie Wei told the reporter. “It’s basically being slummed out.” The eight
families who began withholding rent a month earlier—"about $270 a month
for a one-bedroom apartment—have been sent eviction notices,” the reporter
wrote, “and all but three who failed to pay rent this month have been notified
by mail to vacate the building.” One Cambodian mother of three said the
Southeast Asian tenants were afraid of going to court.”* But unlike earlier ef-
forts, they kept up the protest.

Wei realized that teenagers were key to organizing Southeast Asians against
housing abuses. They were learning English, unlike many adults, and showed
up at one institution nearly every day. Before the school district transferred
her to South Philadelphia, she got a job teaching at University City High, where
teens from Admiral Court and Stoneleigh Court were in her class.”

She adapted the standard ESL curriculum to her students’ housing prob-
lems. In a vocabulary lesson, they listed all the broken fixtures in their apart-
ments. For a math unit, they calculated the costs of needed repairs, establishing
the basis to withhold their rent in escrow. In a letter-writing lesson, they sent
the city solicitor formal complaints about their living conditions. In the end, the
city took the buildings from their owners (a second time for Admiral Court)
and turned them into affordable housing, repaired and managed by a Quaker
nonprofit. Out of this experience, Wei and her allies established the advocacy
organization Asian Americans United.”

While the organizing at Admiral and Stoneleigh Court ended well for the
tenants who remained, refugees’ overall experiences of housing pointed up the
inadequacy of the resettlement system for rebuilding lives and communities
and promoting self-sufficiency. As one case worker for Catholic Social Services
put it, “The refugees are moved from one ripoff place to another.” Michael
Blum of NSC complained that the Volags were afforded neither time nor fund-
ing to plan for refugee arrivals and housing. “We only get a day or two notice
they are coming.””” Especially at the height of refugee arrivals in the early
1980s, this left the agencies and the people they resettled vulnerable to unscru-
pulous landlords. The Volags were at the same time duped, unprepared to be
good housing agencies, and negligent in settling people in hazardous homes
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with bad landlords. Those landlords saw refugees as tenants whose rent was
guaranteed and who were unlikely to complain, since they did not know the
laws and came from countries where questioning authority was dangerous.”

Refugees were not the only people to bear the costs of all this. As the No-
vember 1984 minutes of the Refugee Task Force acknowledged, some of those
landlords had “Blacks moved out forcibly from housing where Asians were
later placed,” including at Stoneleigh Court and other buildings in West Phil-
adelphia and Logan. In some cases, this undermined Blacks” own advocacy
against housing abuses, as it did at Admiral Court.*”

One the most scandalous things about Southeast Asians” experiences of
housing abuse is that it did not stop. In 1989, after a fire displaced twenty fami-
lies from two apartment buildings in West Philadelphia, the Daily News re-
ported that for “most refugees . . . dependent on public assistance, home is
wherever they can afford the rent. Most often,” that meant indecent, unsafe
housing. The reporter found “leaks and gaping holes in the ceilings go unre-
paired. So do worn-out stoves and refrigerators. Floors are quilts of linoleum
and carpet remnants, or rotting, sagging wood. Some apartments have ply-
wood front doors, with a latch and padlock as the only lock.” Few refugees
complained to their landlords for fear of eviction, and those who did were of-
ten rebuffed.'® A 1992 Philadelphia Inquirer story about a South Philadelphia
row house expressed a similar mix of injustice and hopelessness: a water bill
for $712, “so high . . . because the pipes in the basement leak. The pipesleak . . .
because the landlord hasn’t repaired them.” Once the basement “flooded with
half a foot of water. The landlord fixed the hole by jamming a stick into the
pipe.” Regrettably, the story concluded, the city lacked translators to help with
this, as it remained fiscally strapped.'® And while city agencies and activists
paid attention to housing problems, they were more preoccupied with violence
against Southeast Asians.

Violence

The location of refugees” housing placed them in the midst of existing racial
conflicts and created new ones. The particular parts of West Philadelphia, Lo-
gan, Olney, and some sections of South Philadelphia where Southeast Asian
resettlement was concentrated were areas in between white and African Amer-
ican neighbors, some of whom fought over turf as the color line shifted, due
largely to white flight.'” On top of the systemic violence of the resettlement
and welfare system and refugees’ economic and housing experiences, South-
east Asians became targets of intimidation and physical violence by Black and
white neighbors.
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A front-page feature in the Philadelphia Inquirer in 1983 offered relatively
tame but typical examples of interactions on the streets: “In South Philadel-
phia, a neighbor of Cambodian refugee Vanny Prak told him he did not have
the right to park his car in front of his house on South Fifth Street because he
was only a tenant and not a homeowner. Vanny moved it rather than argue.
In West Philadelphia, Bee Xiong, another Southeast Asian from the primitive
H’mong hill tribe of Laos, was accused by community people of taking work
from poor blacks. Out of fear, Bee quit his newspaper delivery job.”'” The
New York Times related more brutal incidents in 1984, especially involving
Hmong people in West Philadelphia. “He say ‘don’t come down this street no
more,”” said Ger Vang, “referring to an attacker who had thrown him to the
ground and battered his face. ‘T must walk this street,” Ger Vang said. T live
here.”” Others “were beaten and robbed, apartment windows were hit by rifle
bullets and homes and cars were stoned.” Ger Vang’s cousin “was beaten . . .
with a steel rod and rocks on a street corner and left with a brain injury and
both legs broken.”'% Similar scenes were repeated in other regions too. The
US Commission on Civil Rights and the Justice Department launched investi-
gations, holding hearings in Philadelphia, Sacramento, California, and other
cities.'”

Schools were another key site of violence. Southeast Asian students met
everyday intimidation and occasional acts of severe brutality, especially at Uni-
versity City High, Olney High, and some of the schools in South Philadel-
phia. They were “jostled in bathrooms and taunted daily with slurs such as
‘chink’ and ‘gook’” and were regularly assaulted on their way to and from
school. In 1981, University City High experienced two stabbings and a series
of brawls between Black and Southeast Asian students. When a brutal beat-
ing two years later left Do Manh, a student from Vietnam, with a broken neck,
Debbie Wei “found out from his classmates that no student had even been sus-
pended for that assault.” After she went to the newspapers, the school district
investigated, though leaders at the school declined to cooperate.'%

“I feel not happy about going back to school,” said one Cambodian boy after
being attacked outside Olney High in 1986. “We want peace, but the guys just
want to beat us up. We don’t know why. . . . When I go to school, I'm not feel-
ing safe, like my heart is going boom.” This obstructed refugees’ ability to es-
cape poverty and violence in their neighborhoods. “Our future is to go to school
and to get into college. The trouble is, how canIstudy? ... If Iamrich . ..Tam
going to move to another state. The place we want to go is peace.”'"

Violence begat a mix of nonviolent and violent responses. The president
of the Cambodian Association of Greater Philadelphia encouraged students
who were afraid to go to school to “join in a group and walk together.”**® Given
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their experiences of constant violence, though, it came as no surprise to many
Southeast Asian parents, their children’s teachers, and neighbors when young
people formed gangs increasingly in the later 1980s.'” As Naroen Chhin, a
Cambodian refugee, explained, “*Gangs’ started because kids wanted to pro-
tect themselves and they were being abandoned by their schools. I remember
my uncle walking me and his kids to school, and he himself was attacked and
knocked out.”'*

This changed Southeast Asian communities. “Once violence started” and
gangs formed, Chhin recalled, “kids started using drugs” and selling them.
“The focus of the community shifted from taking care of each other, to at-
tacking each other and even killing each other. We escaped the Killing Fields
in Cambodia, only to be resettled in the Killing Fields here in America.”'"!

Like Southeast Asian community leaders, African Americans also mobilized
to combat the violence against their Asian neighbors. Mary Cousar, a Demo-
cratic ward leader, helped form the Logan Multi-Cultural Task Force around
1984, after 900 residents signed petitions and eighty staged a street-corner pro-
test expressing outrage after “several young black men attacked members of
a Vietnamese family and bombarded their home with bricks” and bottles.''*
Two years later, they got the police to patrol a “safe corridor” for Cambodian
students en route to Olney High.'"? In West Philadelphia, clergy and commu-
nity leaders, including city councilman Lucien Blackwell and his wife and aide,
Jannie, met with residents and organized a march on the local police station
demanding more protection for Southeast Asians and their neighbors.'* Some
of the peacemakers became targets of threats and violence as a result.'”

The resettlement agencies and others sought out the city’s human relations
commission to investigate the violence. The commission held four hearings in
the fall of 1984."' In explaining the violence, people who testified cited cultural
differences, scapegoating for economic troubles, resentment of support that
refugees received, maladjusted youth, and criminal motives unrelated to race.'”

Some Southeast Asians and their neighbors blamed the Volags for failing
to prepare either refugees or receiving communities for resettlement. Instead,
they had “dumped” a “‘new, strange people’ . . . by the thousands into poor,
old neighborhoods . . . most of them rural people who had never ridden a
bus.”!*® One Volag administrator replied that the $560 provided at that time
for a refugee’s first thirty days in the United States “does not begin to cover”
the costs of everything people needed. Following the recent funding cuts, there
was nothing left for cultural orientation, she explained.'*

Blum pointed out that “the history of racial tension in our community . . .
pre-existed the resettling of refugees.” Moreover, the “conditions being faced
by our new Asian/refugee residents are conditions that are faced by many Phil-
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adelphians in similar economic and social circumstances.” Surely no one
should expect the Volags to solve these larger problems. Indeed, he stressed,
“considering the number of new refugee persons that have moved into our
neighborhoods, people have gotten along fairly well and have been support-
ive of one another.”'** Though in many ways accurate, this narrative of rela-
tive peace and success was drowned out by depressing media reports and the
persistence of violence.

The human relations commission issued a report a year later, concluding,
“The recent rapid swell in the number of Asians in the Philadelphia area has
greatly increased intergroup tensions and magnified anti-Asian feeling in the
population around them.”'* It detailed the struggles of thousands of Asian
immigrants and refugees with poverty, language barriers, racism, crime, and
“lack of preparation for urban life.” Its recommendations included clarifying
the city government’s responsibilities toward refugees; increasing services for
neighborhoods of resettlement, such as classes in legal rights, English, and us-
ing city services; establishing neighborhood crime watches; and hiring bilin-
gual staff in city agencies.!**

However, as one Daily News reporter observed, “Now that the report is
out . .. no one seems to know what to do with it.” The report failed to say who
should be responsible for implementing its recommendations. Members of the
newly formed group Asian Americans United added that the school district,
with close to 5,000 Asian students, had few Asian teachers and no Asian coun-
selors. It had recently hired a Vietnamese-speaking man for its homework hot-
line, but the district’s “Asian liaison” was deemed ineffective, and he himself
recognized that Asian students did not approach him “because I'm not Asian.”!*
The hearings and the report made little difference, activists and the local media
concluded, as violence toward Southeast Asians continued. In the late 1980s,
close to one-quarter of the victims of interracial violence in the city were
Asians, despite accounting for just 3 to 5 percent of the population.'*

For African American communities, Southeast Asian resettlement posed
more complex issues than the reasons cited at the hearings. It went far beyond
undermining Blacks’ housing activism and tenure at buildings like Admiral
Court. Many Blacks had fought in the Vietnam War, usually having been con-
scripted in the draft, and they continued to suffer psychological and physical
trauma. The support they saw for their new refugee neighbors and mostly false
rumors of its generosity pointed up their own lack of effective support and
continued oppression, including housing and job discrimination and racial vio-
lence, as whites and institutional racism enforced the color line.

The situation in West Philadelphia was especially complicated. Researchers
at the University of Pennsylvania had played a role in developing the tactical
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herbicide Agent Orange for the military. Their laboratory was in the Uni-
versity City Science Center, a complex of office buildings next to University
City High School on the edge of an area where many Hmong were settled.'*
This had been an African American neighborhood, called the Black Bot-
tom, which the university demolished with urban renewal funds in the
1960s. In this context, the notion that the Volags could prepare receiving com-
munities for the arrival of new neighbors from Vietnam, Cambodia, and
Laos was naive at best.

Ultimately, in Philadelphia and other cities, resettlement faced numerous
challenges and fundamental inadequacies, many of which compounded one
another. The fact that the Volags and their staffs were asked to do virtually
everything for refugees almost inevitably exposed their limits. They generally
lacked expertise in housing and employment; their strengths were in social
work and linking people to health, education, and other social services. Their
generosity rarely overcame, and never should have been expected to make up
for, the insufficiency of resources that the public sector devoted to resettle-
ment. As Blum wrote in 1989, there remained “an unrealistic expectation by
the Federal government that refugees should be self-sufficient economically
and socially” within a year or two."*® Nor was the city, which was reeling from
decline and fiscal crisis, prepared to meet their needs, despite installing trans-
lators in the courts, police department, and health clinics and working with
the Volags to support refugees’ access to services.'*’

More critically, these institutions were all part of a system that reproduced
violence and injustice in multiple forms. To community organizers and many
refugees, not only the landlords but also some of the Volags and their con-
tractors looked, if not downright corrupt, at least like “poverty pimps.” They
reaped public funds to do incompetent work that yielded abuse for their cli-
ents at home, work, and school, as well as other parts of their lives.!*® The
welfare state and the resettlement system that became part of it largely deter-
mined these outcomes.

As the story of Admiral Court signaled, action by Southeast Asians and
their allies was necessary to overcome many of the greatest problems they
faced. Southeast Asians working with the nonprofit Education Law Center of
Philadelphia won a class-action suit (1985-1988) against the school district for
systematically violating the rights of Southeast Asian students. The ruling
mandated investment in English instruction.'?” But ultimately, it would take
the migration of Southeast Asians to new neighborhoods and formation of
Southeast Asians’ own community organizations to achieve more effective
protection and support than refugees initially experienced in the 1970s and
1980s.'*°
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Secondary Migration

The resettlement system has struggled with the urban dimensions of its work,
including housing, neighborhoods, and rural people’s adaptation to life in
American cities, since shortly after the Vietnam War. By the early 1980s, fed-
eral authorities, Volag staff, and the media openly expressed concern about
the impacts of resettlement on cities and neighborhoods and about certain
refugees’ fit for urban living. Others wondered if migration to other places
would help refugees and the resettlement program meet their needs and goals.
At a meeting in June 1981, staff from Philadelphia’s resettlement agencies and
Southeast Asian community leaders agreed: “The goal of the refugee reset-
tlement program is to help the refugees become self-sufficient. Jobs are diffi-
cult to get in the cities, so in order to survive, the refugees go on welfare. This
is alien to the policy of self-sufficiency. . . . We should research areas where

131 “Relocation is some-

t.132

there are jobs and get the information to the refugees.”
times necessary for employment,” a case worker from LCFS pointed ou

However, federal authorities opposed secondary migration. This seemed
to threaten their ability to manage resettlement and its impacts on receiving
communities. The Volags and the State Department should outwardly seek
to limit “undesirable and uncontrolled secondary migration,” stated the fed-
eral Voluntary Agency Placement Policies issued that November.'” These
policies identified “impacted areas” and “areas of special concern,” meaning
cities and neighborhoods where large numbers of refugees appeared to stress
community relations and localities’ capacity to absorb newcomers. They laid
out a set of criteria including availability of jobs, affordable housing, and health
and social services; “community attitudes toward refugees”; “long-term wel-
fare dependency situation among refugees in area”; and “degree of second-
ary migrants among the existing refugee population.”"** Impacted areas in
1981 included Honolulu; Providence, Rhode Island; St. Paul, Minnesota; and
a handful of cities in California. Philadelphia made the list of “areas of con-
cern which need to be treated with special sensitivity,” along with Los Ange-
les, Chicago, New Orleans, Seattle, and several other cities. The Volags agreed
to limit further placement of Southeast Asian refugees in these places when
possible.'?

This agreement notwithstanding, all these cities remained major centers of
resettlement, with the Volags forced to defend their work on yet another front.
They subsequently had to report the impacts of resettlement on cities and
neighborhoods. Blum disputed the “developing opinion that Philadelphia is an
impacted area” in late 1981: “Considering our decline in population, one could
easily argue that refugees are bringing a new vitality and income base to this



84 CHAPTER 2

region.”'?¢ NSC’s site visitor from Washington, DC, reported important changes
in 1983: case workers “no longer settle S.E.A. refugees in West Phila. . . . Will no
longer use large volume realtors; the effort now is to use private houses, small
apartments, so that better quality and control can be maintained.” Under “Gen-
eral Impressions,” she concluded, “Mechanisms for service provision are system-
atic and thorough. A policy of fostering client self-reliance and self-sufficiency is
adhered to.” Still, she rated NSC’s “Agency Impact Status™ as “SENSITIVE,” just
like the year before, given refugees’ record of housing and employment prob-
lems in the city.*?’

By and large, Southeast Asians addressed the greatest problems arising from
resettlement by resettling themselves again around the region and the nation
through secondary migrations. Families and communities managed this pro-
cess, with little or no involvement from the Volags. Their motivations ranged
from seeking jobs and economic stability to promoting family and commu-
nity reunification and responding to violence and school quality.'*®

From the mid-1980s through the 1990s, Southeast Asians left West Phila-
delphia for Southwest and South Philadelphia. Gentrification in the 1990s and
2000s played a part in pushing out families that remained in West Philadelphia
longer. Some Cambodians and Vietnamese reunited with extended family in
Massachusetts, Virginia, and other states. Some sought out places where they
could resume old occupations and ways of life, including fishing and shrimp-

ing regions of Louisiana, Texas, and California.'*

But community leaders en-
couraged people to preserve and build enclaves in Philadelphia too, since
living together in communities remained an important cultural practice, which
was critical to the health of all, especially elders.™

In South and Southwest Philadelphia, Cambodians remained overwhelm-
ingly working class, with high unemployment and high school dropout rates.
But these neighborhoods had housing that was affordable enough for many to
purchase homes, typically $30,000 to $40,000 in South Philadelphia and less in
Southwest Philadelphia during the 2000s.'*" They built Buddhist temples in
both neighborhoods and developed a vibrant district of small grocery stores,
restaurants, and home-based kitchens where people cooked food for sale along
7th Street in South Philadelphia. Many also stayed in Logan and Olney, which
became the city’s most culturally diverse section in the 1980s and 1990s. While
this, too, remained a working-class area that was not free of violence, South-
east Asians did not abandon it, thanks partly to interracial organizing (see
figure 2.1).14

Vietnamese refugees and their children, who were more diverse in terms
of class and background, more often moved to suburbs around the region in
the later 1980s and 1990s. They rented and bought homes in working-class
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Upper Darby, just beyond West Philadelphia, and in working-class Pennsauken
and middle-class Cherry Hill in New Jersey. Like other residents of the region,
they sought safer neighborhoods, better schools, and communities where they
knew people.'* On weekends many returned to Washington Avenue in South
Philadelphia, where Vietnamese merchants developed three large shopping
centers with supermarkets, restaurants, cafes, wholesale suppliers for nail sa-
lons, travel agencies, and other shops (see figure 2.2).

Overall, Southeast Asians who stayed in or moved to the Philadelphia re-
gion gained in economic status, though with increasing inequality between
more affluent Vietnamese and persistently poor Cambodians and Laotians.
Southeast Asians’ median household income in the region rose from $13,855 in
1980, most of it from welfare, to $25,238 in 1990, $42,400 in 2000, and $51,000 in
2010; this was still much lower than the median income among native-born
households ($72,000). Over the same three decades, Southeast Asians’ home-
ownership rate rose from 31 percent in 1980 to 58 percent in 1990, 68 percent
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in 2000, and 75 percent in 2010, surpassing the region’s native-born households
(73 percent).'** These high homeownership figures reflect the affordability of
housing in the region, where rents were often higher than mortgage payments.
Most of these numbers would presumably be lower had people of the Hmong
ethnic group stayed.

Hmong people left Philadelphia and other cities en masse. The president
of the local Hmong Association, Bee Xiong, told a New York Times reporter
that “as many as 5,000 Hmong moved to” the city by 1980 but only about 650
remained by September 1984. Other estimates put the figures at 3,000 and 800,
respectively, but the trend was the same.'” Most Hmong people followed their
clan leaders to Minnesota, Wisconsin, and California.!*® But reunification was
one of several factors in their decisions to leave Philadelphia. Resettlement
agency leaders also quietly informed their Hmong clients that welfare was
more generous in those states. Still, the most powerful push factors in their
departure were their experiences of violence and struggles to get work and
adapt to the city."’

Urban resettlement was a bad idea for Hmong people. “There was culture
shock on both sides,” noted one Philadelphia Inquirer reporter. “When the
Hmong . . . first arrived in West Philadelphia, some of the men hunted the
streets with their crossbows, shooting down pigeons for dinner.”'*® As some
of the most acutely disoriented and isolated refugees, Hmong adults in Phila-
delphia and other cities experienced a spate of suicides and mysterious
deaths.'” As frequent targets for mugging, “afraid of their neighbors, unable
to find work and on the verge of exhausting their welfare payments,” the re-
porter concluded, “the only recourse for many was to flee.”**

The Hmong exodus from cities, which was “done against the strong wishes
of US government officials,” he wrote, “highlighted and quite inadvertently
laid bare, the hollowness of American promises to these former allies.” State
Department officials overseeing resettlement “knew that the Hmong were dif-
ferent from the other Southeast Asian refugees—that they knew little of the
modern world—and that they should be treated differently.” Still, they “tried
to ‘mainstream’ them—to the Hmong’s immense sorrow.” Resettlement sep-
arated their clans (the core Hmong social unit) and scattered them around the
nation like other refugees. Most were sent to cities and separated from the
land, which was virtually the only source of sustenance they knew. State De-
partment officials cited the great number of refugees they resettled at the time
as a reason why they made no special provisions for Hmong people. But even
after federal resettlement authorities recognized Hmong people’s resettlement
as a disaster and increased aid to them, they used this new funding to try to
keep them in their city homes."*
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After a series of attacks in summer 1984, the US Attorney’s Community Rela-
tions Division sought out Hmong leaders and residents in Philadelphia’s Powel-
ton neighborhood to “help keep the Hmong in Philadelphia.” But Hmong
elders decided their people should move, and family units ranging in size from
ten to thirty people left daily."** Even on their way out, the Daily News reported,
as one family left Powelton on a late summer evening, “their departure was
noted by neighborhood youths who tossed stones at their U-Haul truck.”**?

Secondary migration away from cities saved Hmong families and commu-
nities, partly since it allowed for the reconstitution of their clan groups and
preservation of their culture. They were “in near constant motion,” wrote the
Philadelphia Inquirer reporter in 1984. “Sometimes in large groups of up to 100,
sometimes in the middle of the night, the Hmong have simply disappeared
from many cities, usually without a word to those few Americans who knew
them.”"* While they would remain in poverty according to any American stan-
dard, they largely succeeded in reunifying clan and family units and gaining
some measure of self-sufficiency as small farmers in the Midwest and West.

By the second half of the 1980s, refugees also became the most influential
actors shaping resettlement from Southeast Asia, in terms of both who was
admitted and where they lived. Since refugees became permanent residents
with green cards after five years and could then sponsor their family members,
the Volags began doing more “anchor relative resettlement,” which involved
filing Affidavits of Relationship.'” This became a large part of refugee arrivals,
such that much of the US refugee system, like most of the nation’s immigra-
tion system, was dedicated to family reunification. This as much as anything
improved the process and experiences of resettlement overall, as many people
now had preestablished family support networks when they arrived.

Refugee Civil Society

For Southeast Asians who remained in Philadelphia, the growth of an increas-
ingly Southeast Asian-led civil society addressed a variety of evolving challenges.
The Volags helped develop Southeast Asian leadership and organizations in the
1980s, but they and their funders initially limited the work that those organ-
izations did. By the 2000s, though, Southeast Asian community organizations in
Philadelphia engaged in a wide range of social service, cultural, educational, in-
terracial organizing, and refugee rights work. This reflected the persistence of
some problems, such as poverty, violence, and trauma, and the emergence of
new ones ranging from intergenerational relations to deportation.
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Asian Americans United continued to play an important role in Southeast
Asian communities, confronting violence that persisted in the neighborhoods
where most lived, as they underwent racial transition in the 1980s and 1990s.
At McCreesh Playground in Southwest Philadelphia in 1991, a group of young
white men, some of whom belonged to a neo-Nazi group called the White
Power Boys, threatened some Southeast Asian youth. In the knife fight that
ensued, one of the white men died. Authorities charged a twenty-four-year-
old Vietnamese man who was not even present, after one of the white men
identified him as “one of the mother fucking gooks.” They later charged seven
other Southeast Asian men with first-degree murder. District Attorney Lynne
Abraham’s office cast them as a “gang” and, in the words of scholar Scott
Kurashige, pursued “a highly publicized trial stained by . . . thinly-veiled race
baiting.” Local media repeated the same story and further enflamed racial ten-
sions in the city and the neighborhood.*®

This prompted Thoai Nguyen, Debbie Wei, who had taught five of the men
who were charged, and others in Asian Americans United to organize Asian
communities against violence and institutional racism in the criminal justice
system. “Due to the lack of Asian inmates” in the city’s jail “to facilitate proper
lineups,” Thoai “was one of the volunteers to go into the prison, put on prison
garb and [stand] in the lineups for the “White Power Boys’” witnesses. I was
told by our defense attorneys,” he remembered, “that 6 of the 7 “witnesses’
selected me as the perp wielding the murder weapon . . . they could not even
pick out the people who were there.”"” Still, the members of Asian Ameri-
cans United could not change the trial’s outcome.

But their organizing, as Kurashige wrote, “validated the concerns of Asian
Americans in Southwest Philadelphia and others whose everyday lives were
structured by a climate of racism and hostility.” Further, they set a precedent
showing “that Asian Americans in Philadelphia would organize, fight, and re-
sist when threatened or attacked and that the Asian community’s passivity
could not be taken for granted.” They also inspired many Asian Americans to
activism and organizing, including advocacy for their right to space in the city,
its neighborhoods and institutions, often in collaboration with other immi-
grants and communities of color (see figure 2.3).1°8

Through his experiences in community organizing, “by the time I gradu-
ated high school,” Thoai reflected, “my politics . . . was increasingly sympa-
thetic to the struggles of my people in overthrowing our colonial oppressors.”
This clashed with the politics of many older refugees like his father. “After the
INS, my dad worked for the Philadelphia Police Department as a Community
Liaison and we found ourselves sitting across the table from each other as
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FIGURE 2.3. Thoai Nguyen and other AAU members picket in support of a farmworkers’ union
drive in Kennett Square, Pennsylvania, outside Philadelphia, in 1993. The mushroom industry’s
farmworkers included mostly people from Mexico as well as some from Southeast Asia. (Photo
courtesy of Thoai Nguyen.)

I was an organizer for Asian Americans United demanding accountability
from the police while he was representing the police.”*

Like the work of Asian Americans United, civil society organizations led
by Southeast Asians in Philadelphia emerged in tension, if also in collabora-
tion, with the resettlement system. Thoai’s father’s work for HIAS-PA signaled
one of the most important things the Volags did for their own programs and
for the growth of Southeast Asian civil society, namely, hiring refugees on their
staff. By 1983, NSC’s four resettlement case workers included two Khmer (the
largest Cambodian ethnic group), a Hmong, and an Afghan.'®® Some of the
Southeast Asian staff at Volags helped develop mutual assistance associations
(MAAs), which the federal Office of Refugee Resettlement encouraged begin-
ning in the early 1980s to provide social services in refugee communities, es-
pecially post-resettlement. The Pennsylvania department of welfare’s refugee
program office funded one of the Volags to support MAAs in the state.'¢!

Both the Volags and the MAAs thought they were the better choice to meet
the needs of Southeast Asians, even as the Volags had much greater influence
and access to resources. In 1981, the state refugee program director acknowl-
edged that the MAAs “play a part in the adjustment process for refugees and . . .
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encourage[d] their cooperation with existing community efforts.” But the state
remained wary of the MAAs’ capacity to deliver effective services, a stance the
Volags reinforced in appeals to public and philanthropic funders. With sepa-
rate MAAs for Philadelphia’s Vietnamese, Cambodian, Laotian, Hmong, eth-
nic Chinese from Vietnam, and smaller ethnic or social groups within those
communities, they remained small organizations, usually without paid staff. In
the early 1980s, the state declined to contract with them “for direct services due
to [the MAAS’] limited resources.” The Volags would successfully defend their
control of resettlement. The only late-twentieth-century refugee group that the
State Department designated as an official resettlement agency was the Ethio-
pian Community Development Council, which was based in the Washington,
DC, region. Southeast Asian MAAs would be social service, educational, and
cultural organizations, with limited roles in housing or employment, at least
formally and initially.*¢*

As a compromise to gain funding from the William Penn Foundation, one
of the region’s largest philanthropies, and the national Ford Foundation, Phil-
adelphia’s principal MAAs united in 1984 to form the Southeast Asian Mutual
Assistance Associations Coalition (SEAMAAC).'*® Led by first-generation ref-
ugees, including its director, Samien Nol, from Cambodia, SEAMAAC devel-
oped educational, health, and social service programs. Its ESL, after school,
heritage, truancy prevention, senior services, and wellness programs addressed
persistent challenges among working-class Southeast Asians. Outreach work-
ers helped people apply for citizenship, handle utility cutoft notices, meet with
school officials, deal with domestic violence, and, most commonly, access wel-
fare, food stamps, medical insurance, and health care.'*

In the 1990s and 2000s, SEAMAAC’s geography and constituencies shifted.
As Southeast Asians migrated to different parts of the region and the country,
the organization remained in West Philadelphia and ran satellite offices in other
neighborhoods for a time. When Liberians were resettled in West and South-
west Philadelphia in the late 1990s, SEAMAAC extended some of its services
to them, hired Liberian staff, and in the early 2000s helped Liberians establish
their own organizations. In 2005, Thoai Nguyen became SEAMAAC’s chief
executive officer, after graduating from Bates College, pursuing an anthropol-
ogy degree in Southeast Asia, and working three years at the Committee
Against Anti-Asian Violence in New York City, eight years at the American
Friends Service Committee, and a short stint at LCFS.'®

In 2006, SEAMAAC changed its mission to “serving immigrants and refu-
gees” at large. In 2008 it moved to South Philadelphia, the biggest Southeast
Asian neighborhood in the city but also a fast-diversifying immigrant gateway
of Mexican, Central American, Indonesian, Chinese, North African, and other
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immigrants. “It doesn’t do any good if you are only trying to work with one
group of people,” said Thoai. “Southeast Asians work and live in a larger con-
text and neighborhood, and need to connect to those other populations if we
are going to make a good society or neighborhood.”'** SEAMAAC’s hip-hop
heritage classes, youth leadership programs with Cambodian and African
American teens, and community organizing with Mexican, Black, and Asian
parents at South Philadelphia schools proactively sought to improve race rela-
tions, even if violence, especially against Asians, persisted in schools and
neighborhoods.'”

The one MAA that became a bigger service organization, the Cambodian
Association of Greater Philadelphia, addressed the challenges of genocide sur-
vival and continued disadvantage faced by Cambodians. Coming to the United
States with “nothing but suffering,” and often no education, they needed all
sorts of support, stressed Rorng Sorn, the association’s director from 2008 to
2014, who later became director of immigrant, refugee, and language access
services at the city’s department of behavioral health. Like other grassroots
groups in working-class immigrant communities, the association’s staff and
board members sought to help people with any problem they brought in the
door, despite receiving funding for only their “formal” programs.'®®

Formed in 1979, like other MAAs the Cambodian Association helped with
resettlement and post-resettlement, initially on a volunteer basis, distributing
groceries and clothing donated through churches and helping people find new
housing. With a core mission to preserve and share culture, help people thrive,
and enable them to “become self-sufficient,” it developed ESL, Khmer dance,
and other education and social support programs especially for elders and di-
verse youth in South Philadelphia, Logan, and Olney. The association’s staff
and volunteers aided thousands of people with doctors” appointments and ap-
plications for public benefits, jobs, and citizenship.'® With Asian Americans
United and other allies, they advocated for Khmer-speaking staft in the city’s
schools, district attorney’s office, workforce agencies, and human relations
commission.'”

The 1990s and 2000s brought multiple economic dislocations for working-
class Southeast Asians in the region. Many were laid off as factories closed,
prompting the Cambodian Association to start a job development program.
In 1996, Congress passed welfare reform that cut support for over 52,000 dis-
abled and elderly immigrants in Pennsylvania and New Jersey, including many
Southeast Asians. Feelings of anger and betrayal returned.'”* Seniors and teens
on break from school sought day labor. They boarded white vans that traversed
South Philadelphia en route to suburban warehouses to pack boxes of food
and other goods, making money under the table to supplement inadequate
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public benefits and family wages.!”* Others worked in fast food restaurants or
did seasonal work in greenhouses, while some better-off families ran their own
fruit salad and sandwich trucks downtown and on college campuses. In 2010,
41 percent of Cambodians and 31 percent of Vietnamese lived in poverty in
Philadelphia, which was the big city with the highest poverty rate in the na-
tion (25 percent). Many people lacked money to pay insurance and other bills,
and many faced foreclosure and eviction. This led the Cambodian Association
and SEAMAAC to teach financial literacy and connect people to mortgage re-
finance programs.'”?

Nationally, Southeast Asian MAAs declined in the 1990s to 2010s. SEAMAAC
supported and collaborated with its constituent MAAs through the early 2000s,
but most became less active as their founding generation aged and passed
away.'’* By 2013, the Cambodian Association was one of fewer than fifteen
surviving Cambodian MAAs around the country, down from over one hun-
dred.'” A former South Vietnamese soldier still broadcast Radio Free Vietnam
from his split-level home in Pennsauken, and many Vietnamese family patri-
archs had their own associations, though membership often included no more
than extended family.'”®

But Philadelphia also gained new Southeast Asian organizations. In 2001,
the national group Boat People SOS (BPSOS) established offices in South Phil-
adelphia and Pennsauken, in response to “a need for community engage-
ment for Vietnamese” people, according to Nancy Nguyen, who became the
regional director of BPSOS in 2010. “There are very few Vietnamese organ-
izations around the country which are nonprofit organizations . . . [and] not
churches or temples,” she observed. In her view, many MAAs struggled and
faded in this era partly because they lacked “a vision beyond resettlement and
survival,” which diminished their reasons for being as time went on and older
generations passed away.'”’

The region’s chapter of BPSOS underwent a generational change much like
other Southeast Asian social service groups. Like the Cambodian Association
and SEAMAAG, its staff helped people with anything: “You walked in, they
would help you,” Nancy Nguyen said. They ran ESL, computer, and citizen-
ship classes, after-school and summer camps, and translation and “health pa-
tient navigation” services. However, beginning in 2010 they expanded their
work to include community organizing, advocacy, intergenerational, and in-
terracial programs. They started youth-led festivals, voter engagement drives,
and a community farm near their Pennsauken office in East Camden, a
working-class Vietnamese, Latin American, and Black neighborhood in the na-
tion’s poorest city.'’® In 2015, the staff who ran the programs focused on social
justice split from BPSOS to form a group called VietLead. No longer running
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social service programs, they represented a new generation of Southeast Asian
American community organizing, advocacy, and power building and were
closely aligned with other immigrant and refugee rights movements.'”
More than four decades after the end of the Vietham War, Southeast Asian
civil society in Philadelphia continued to grapple with the disorientation, inade-
quacies, and injustices of resettlement. Community organizations continued to
help first-generation refugees subsist. But they also engaged second-generation,
intergenerational, interracial, and transnational constituencies in organizing and

advocacy in the face of new political realities.

From Refuge to Sanctuary

The deportation of Cambodian refugees beginning in 2002 helped shift the
politics and geography of Southeast Asian American civil society. Congress’s
1996 immigration act retroactively authorized the deportation of permanent
residents who had committed an “aggravated felony,” which the law broad-
ened to include offenses ranging from public indecency and shoplifting to
homicide.'® Six years later, the United States secretly signed a repatriation
agreement with Cambodia. This rendered the politics and practices of sanc-
tuary suddenly relevant for people who had always viewed themselves, and
were viewed by others, as permanent refugees, who were entitled to become
US citizens and unlikely to return to the countries they fled.

Since two-thirds of Cambodian refugees had not applied for citizenship,
which would have shielded them from deportation, and since many had been
convicted of crimes that now qualified as aggravated felonies, they became
targets for deportation. Many “lacked access to the legal support necessary to
navigate the complex intersection between the criminal justice and immigra-
tion legal systems,” noted Mia-lia Boua Kiernan, who worked at the Cambo-
dian Association. Most had been represented by public defenders with limited
knowledge of the intricacies of immigration law, and many had made plea
agreements with no knowledge—and before 1996 no ability to know—that
this could expose them to deportation.’®! Close to 16,000 Southeast Asian
Americans received final orders of removal between 1998 and 2018, 78 percent
of which were based on past criminal convictions.'®?

For virtually all “returnees” who were deported to Cambodia, the country
was a place they hardly remembered and found extremely disorienting. In fact,
many were born in refugee camps in Thailand and had never set foot in Cam-
bodia before. Their American culture and tattoos made “them pariahs in this
poor, hierarchical, Buddhist nation,” wrote one Philadelphia Inquirer reporter
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describing two men who were deported from Philadelphia in 2003. On their
arrival, authorities in the capital, Phnom Penh, immediately jailed them until
they paid bribes. Living in the countryside with relatives who were subsistence
farmers, they were “as unprepared for those conditions as their parents were
for the United States.” Moving to Phnom Penh, one went to work in a center
for drug addicts while the other found a job with a program supporting re-
turnees. Relatives sending American dollars kept them relatively comfortable
compared to most Cambodians, a third of whom lived on less than fifty cents
per day. But many remained depressed, jobless, and homeless, feeling betrayed
by a nation that had once granted them refuge and victimized by a nation
where their families had fled from genocide. The reporters concluded, “The
returnees’ odyssey also underscores just how unprepared everyone here—the
Cambodian government, nongovernmental aid organizations, and the return-
ees themselves—was for this new reality.”!*?

In 2002, the first deportations of men from Philadelphia who had served
time for gun and drug crimes occasioned a small protest outside the federal
immigration office in the city.'®* The Cambodian Association assisted families
of deportees in dealing with their trauma and grief. Its staff also helped them
stay connected with their brothers, sons, and fathers who were deported to
Cambodia and made them aware of a halfway house and other services in
Phnom Penh.'®

Younger Southeast Asian American activists in Philadelphia, led by Kiernan
and AZI Fellas, a group of Cambodian American hip-hop artists, subsequently
started a movement to end the separation of Cambodian families through de-
portation. They saw this “as yet another cycle of displacement a generation
after resettlement,” as Kiernan put it.'*¢ When the United States sought an
identical repatriation agreement with Vietnam in 2007, they and other South-
east Asians in the United States mobilized and convinced the administration
of George W. Bush to add a clause that prevented the deportation of people
who had experienced persecution or violence in Southeast Asia. In 2010, Ki-
ernan and her colleagues established 1Love Movement, which initially fought,
although unsuccessfully, to stop the detention of Cambodians.'®” Rorng Sorn
served on its board.'®

The leaders and members of 1Love and VietLead collaborated with other
groups in Philadelphia in sanctuary city and immigrant rights activism, and
against police brutality. After 2002, whether local police and prisons turned
people over to ICE mattered at least as much to Southeast Asians as to any
other people. Indeed, it was these activists in 1Love Movement who convinced
their allies in the New Sanctuary Movement to advocate in 2014 for Philadel-
phia’s sanctuary policy to cover everyone, including people convicted of the
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most serious crimes. People who had done their time in prison and paid their
debts to society, they argued, should not be doubly punished and denied a sec-
ond chance, separated from their families and communities and deported to
places where in so many ways they did not belong.'*

A key moment in this organizing came on the twentieth anniversary of the
1996 immigration law, when these activists held hearings in Philadelphia’s city
council on its impacts. They detailed how this law fostered a “school-to-prison-
to-deportation pipeline” for Black, Southeast Asian, and Latin American im-
migrants. Council members Jannie Blackwell and Helen Gym, former board
chair of Asian Americans United, presided. The mother of one deportee tes-
tified in Khmer, through an interpreter, “I still don’t understand the laws that
deported my son. . . . I know he was in a fight with other teens his age. . . .
He came out of prison in his 20s. . . . Seven years after he came home, he was
deported. . . . It’s like a knife cutting through my heart. . . . Without him here,
it’s like I have no soul.”**®

Via Skype from Cambodia, another deportee, Chally Dang, told of how he
was arrested for assault and gun possession in Philadelphia in 1997 at age fif-
teen, tried as an adult, spent five and a half years in prison, and then “released
into society as a rehabilitated young man. I worked, bought a home, had kids,
and created a good life for my family.” But all that, including his marriage,
ended with his deportation. “I've watched from afar as [Philadelphia] has taken
stands to defend the rights of immigrant families and formerly incarcerated
people,” he said. “T hope the city keeps on this path, and works to change laws
so people like me will have a chance to return home.”"! Council members
subsequently petitioned Congress to repeal the 1996 law, echoing similar ap-
peals from an earlier era of sanctuary activism in the 1980s.'%

In 2015, 1Love’s leaders launched a national campaign with partners in the
Southeast Asian Freedom Network (SEAFN), including groups in New York,
Rhode Island, New Orleans, California, and the Midwest. They organized
Southeast Asians in support of a federal policy platform to extend the US agree-
ment not to deport refugees to Vietnam to cover Laos and, retroactively,
Cambodia. VietLead, Asian Americans United, and the Cambodian Associa-
tion of Greater Philadelphia all participated, as did many other groups around
the country.'*?

SEAFN members from Philadelphia; Providence, Rhode Island; and the
Bronx, including Naroen Chhin, traveled to Geneva, Switzerland, for the
United Nations’ Universal Periodic Review of the United States

> e

human rights
performance” in March 2015. They cited violations starting with “8 years of
illegal US bombing of the Cambodian countryside beginning in 1965, to the
secret signing of the US-Cambodia Repatriation Agreement that began the de-
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portation crisis in the Cambodian-American community.” They called for “an
immediate suspension of all US deportations to Cambodia, an open review”
of that agreement, “and the right to return.” As Chanravy Proeung, the del-
egate from Providence, testified, “We have been rooted in an intergenerational
struggle over the last five decades to keep our families together against unjust
forces of US militarism, war, systemic poverty, education inequity, imprison-
ment, institutionalized racism, discrimination.” And now, “with over 500
Cambodian-American families broken apart since 2002, and over 4000 more
awaiting the same fate, our human rights fight today, is deportation.”***

Leaders of SEAFN and 1Love also took their work to Cambodia. They as-
sisted returnees there with cultural orientation led by Southeast Asians, be-
yond the assistance they received from the mostly white American ministers
and psychologists working for charities or on contract with the US Agency for
International Development. Also, the SEAFN’s organizers supported return-
ees’ own human rights advocacy aimed at the Cambodian government.'*

Out of this work, returnees organized 1Love Cambodia. In their Khmer
New Year message to families and communities in the United States in
April 2016, activists in 1Love Cambodia wrote, “We were . . . resettled with a
history of trauma into unjust systems and surroundings that led us to make
mistakes that would forever label us ‘Criminal Aliens” by the US govern-
ment. . . . We are not perfect,” they noted; rather, “we are human. We recog-
nize the harm we have caused, and we live to amend that harm everyday
because we believe in healing and accountability for our actions. We also be-
lieve in our human ability to change and be better people in the world for our-
selves, our families, and our communities.” !¢

In urging their allies in the United States to continue fighting to change un-
just deportation policies, they acknowledged, “We know it brings us stress to
fight against a system that seems unbreakable,” but their struggle was not sim-
ply for their own right to return. “We are fighting for all of our Khmer people
who have endured family separation and destruction too many times in one
lifetime.” This included their “spouses who are battling against all odds to live
normal lives, . . . our children who are struggling to believe in a world that
takes their parents away from them, . . . our parents and grandparents who
want us to take care of them in their old age and pass them on to the next life
with dignity and family unity.”**” However, the work of 1Love Cambodia has
“since been severely challenged,” Kiernan related, “due to lack of resources,
and coming up against multiplying levels of deportation through the Trump
years.”1%

In 2017 the administration of Donald Trump abandoned the policy of not
deporting Vietnamese refugees who arrived before 1995."° In that year, the



98 CHAPTER 2

Philadelphia-based tristate office of ICE increased its arrests at the fastest rate
of any ICE region in the nation.?”® At VietLead’s annual Tet (Viethamese New
Year) celebration in a high school gym in South Philadelphia in February 2018,
people wore stickers that read “ICE-free zone.” Posters on the wall offered a
checklist of what to do if federal agents came to the door. Staff and volun-
teers from VietLead ran an immigration information booth educating people
about changes in federal enforcement practices that raised the threat of de-
portation for an ever-wider range of people.?”* Even after Trump’s exit from
the White House, while the administration of President Joe Biden stepped
back from some Trump-era deportation policies in early 2021, it continued to
deport Southeast Asian refugees.**?

The fact that sanctuary mattered for anyone with refugee status was bru-
tally ironic, perhaps especially so for people whose displacement derived so
directly from US actions overseas. Decades later, the nation’s leaders decided
that the permanence of settlement and absorption promised in the 1980 Ref-
ugee Act no longer applied to Cambodians or other Southeast Asians, at least
those who had not acquired the protections of citizenship.

Twenty-First-Century Resettlement

While Southeast Asians continued to face displacement and injustice, the re-
settlement system exhibited unfortunate continuities, too. While refugee ad-
mission and resettlement had changed in important ways since the 1980s, the
basic problems of the system persisted. New groups of refugees and the com-
munities where they settled continued to bear most of the costs of these
failures.

Refugee admission to the United States underwent dramatic changes after
the 1980s. The breakup of the Soviet Union in 1991 removed the Cold War
logic of US refugee policy, though the United States expanded its resettlement
of Russian Jews in the 1990s. In the 1990s and 2000s, the US resettled people
from Bosnia, Liberia, Somalia, and Burma. The yearly number fluctuated,
never reaching the highs of 1975 (over 140,000 people) or 1980 (over 200,000),
but stayed over 100,000 from 1989 to 1994 and between 50,000 and 100,000
for most of the period from 1995 to 2015.2%

These changes transformed the United States” political relationship with
refugees and the scale of resettlement, though the practices of resettlement
and refugees’ experiences of it changed rather little. The basic set of services
and things given to refugees were much the same. Their work experiences and
often their neighborhoods, schools, and relationships with receiving commu-
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nities repeated much of Southeast Asians’ experiences in the 1980s. The re-
settlement system and the resources devoted to it remained insufficient to
produce much better results.

The landscape of Volags in Philadelphia shifted in ways that reflected the
diminished refugee admissions as well as federal authorities” still-critical view
of the city as a place for resettlement. When Catholic Social Services aban-
doned its local resettlement program in 2008, only three agencies remained,
down from six.?** The remaining three, HIAS-PA, LCFS, and NSC, continued
with reduced staffs.?”” The State Department had recently restored NSC’s au-
thorization to resettle “free cases,” meaning people without relatives in the
United States, after some years as an “agency in concern” since officials lacked
faith in NSC’s ability to find safe, high-quality, affordable housing and decent
jobs for refugees in Philadelphia.?® Since NSC had almost always resettled the
most “free cases,” this essentially amounted to a rejection of the city as a site
of large-scale resettlement.

In regaining its status as a “free case” agency, NSC staff relearned how to
resettle people, recalled its new director of resettlement at the time, Juliane

Ramic.207

I felt like I had to recreate everything” in the program.?®® After a
trial resettling Meskhetian Turks amid other Russian speakers in Northeast
Philadelphia in 2004, NSC resettled people from Bhutan, Burma, Liberia, Iraq,
Syria, and other parts of Africa and Asia in the later 2000s and 2010s.2 The
agency resettled roughly 450 people a year in in this period, while HIAS and
LCES resettled smaller numbers, all a fraction of the thousands of people in
the late 1970s and 1980s.%'° As they had in that era, the agencies worked with
other organizations to support the people they resettled, including a strong
network providing health care for refugees.*!

Public assistance remained crucial for most refugees in their early months
and years of settlement, though the resettlement system sought to make them
less dependent on welfare. A matching grant fund established in the 1980s to
keep Cuban and Soviet refugees off welfare expanded over the years, though
it still covered a minority of refugees. This turned resettlement into a more
competitive industry, forcing agencies to vie for federal and philanthropic fund-
ing.?" For refugees who were still on welfare, the Philadelphia welfare office
formed a central refugee unit where caseworkers included several refugees.
On their first business day in the United States, refugees could walk out of
the office with a debit card for welfare and food stamp payments and within
twenty-four hours food stamps and Medicaid would be activated. “That doesn’t
happen anywhere else in the country,” said Ramic, and it was critical for speed-
ing people’s integration and meeting immediate needs. By contrast, NSC had
some bad experiences with suburban county welfare offices losing or taking
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weeks to process refugees’ applications.?? This is one of the factors that kept
most resettlement in the Philadelphia region inside the city.

Refugees’ experiences of housing generally improved in the twenty-first
century but repeated key patterns of the past. The resettlement agencies vetted
rental properties more carefully and navigated the rental market more success-
fully than in the 1980s.*** Arguably the greatest factor in refugees’ improved
housing, however, was Philadelphia’s revitalization in the 1990s and 2000s, which
reduced the city’s stock of hazardous, deteriorating homes. People still com-
plained of landlords who failed to make repairs, but overall conditions were
better.?”

Refugees’ neighborhood experiences were likewise mixed. People found
more community organizations to support them post-resettlement in some
neighborhoods, including South Philadelphia, where SEAMAAC, the new Bhu-
tanese American Organization, congregations, and other groups assisted
newcomers.”'® The need to find affordable rents still meant that refugees con-
tinued to live in areas undergoing racial transition, particularly in South and
Lower Northeast Philadelphia, with attendant tensions, including over race,
religion, and, in South Philadelphia, also gentrification.

Ideas about “impacted areas,” secondary migration, and criteria for select-
ing neighborhoods that formalized in the early 1980s still influenced how
people working in resettlement understood the relationships between refu-
gees and cities. Countering that narrative, HIAS-PA’s leaders cast resettlement
as part of the city’s revitalization in the twenty-first century.*'” Philadelphia
was initially a destination for Bhutanese secondary migration within the United
States, but by 2015 people were leaving. Many went to smaller cities and rural
areas of Ohio where they could find affordable land to farm. Push factors cited
by people leaving included difficulties with employment, long commutes, vio-
lence (mostly muggings), and “congestion” in row house neighborhoods
without open land.?*®

Employment remained challenging for most refugees in the Philadelphia
region. With a labor market now dominated by service jobs, the largest num-
ber of which were dispersed in the suburbs, it was still tough for people from
rural origins and others who spoke little English or lacked driver’s licenses.
Job training and search services operated much as in the past, pushing refu-
gees to quickly find and stay in “entry-level” jobs without opportunities to ad-
vance. Many worked in meat and other types of food packing and light
manufacturing, stocking shelves in grocery stores, and washing dishes in res-
taurants.?’’ The largest single employer of refugees since the 1990s, North-
east Philadelphia—based auto parts maker Cardone Industries, in 2016 began
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to cut its local workforce from 2,500 to 1,000 as it moved a major division to
Mexico.?

LCFS closed its resettlement program in the region in 2015 as the program
had run up a $4.5 million debt to its parent organization. The staff acknowl-
edged that federal funding covered just a fraction of the actual costs of reset-
tling people in ways they considered sufficient.?*! This pointed up not just the
challenges of Philadelphia but also the failures of the larger resettlement
system.

Ultimately, the resettlement system’s core contradictions and injustices en-
dured into the twenty-first century. The system remained fundamentally
committed to self-sufficiency, but with insufficient resources to help many
people attain it, reflecting the nation’s continued ambivalence toward refugees.
As NSC'’s caseworkers oriented new arrivals to their government benefits and
the things they would have to figure out for themselves, Juliane Ramic came
to realize, “you're also subtly telling them that the federal government doesn’t
believe in the program enough.” HIAS-PA’s director Judith Bernstein-Baker
stressed that refugees’ children integrated and achieved upward mobility, even
if many of their parents could not.**

The city also remained a challenging destination for resettlement, despite
its increasingly welcoming stance toward newcomers in the twenty-first
century. “The economic structure in Philadelphia,” particularly refugees’ job
outcomes, remained poorer than in other regions of the country, Ramic ob-
served.”” “Refugees come, and feel . . . this immediate sense of protection . . .
welcomed, wanted,” she remarked, “you can find somebody that looks like
you,” and a place to worship. But then many people move away since they can-
not make enough money to survive. Mayor Jim Kenney’s statements about
upholding the city’s sanctuary policy “resonated, made them feel good,” even
if most refugees did not need its specific protections. But other forms of sanc-
tuary proved lacking, including protection from everyday violence and assis-
tance in overcoming the structural violence of persistent poverty and inequality.
As Ramic concluded, “We don’t move beyond this, from safety to quality of
life. . . . After we welcome you, we don’t figure out what you need.”*** These
shortcomings were not new, though they played out differently for different
groups of refugees, including people from Africa and the Middle East whose
histories are explored in the next two chapters.



CHAPTER 3

African Diasporas

Liberians and Black America

“My natural parents were from the interior. And
then my foster family are Americo-Liberian,” says Rev. Dr. John K. Jallah. “So
that gave me a unique connection and advantage.” It also gave him, like Li-
berians in general, a more complicated relationship with the United States than
most peoples of the world. For Liberia was America’s first colony.

From his birth in 1946, Jallah was “groomed to succeed my father,” a Grand
Poro Zoe (priest) of the Loma tribe in rural Western Province, near Liberia’s
border with Guinea. But around age nine, he converted to Christianity thanks
to Swedish Pentecostal missionaries visiting their village and took the name
John. At age twelve, in 1958, he realized, “If I continued living in the tribe, I
would not be able to continue in school. . . . So, I decided, like some were
doing,” to go stay with his brother, who worked and lived at the Firestone Tire
Plantation some three hundred miles away.

A logical destination for a boy who wanted to remain in school, Firestone
was the centerpiece of America’s second colonization of Liberia.? In 1926, at
a time of expanding US influence in Africa, the company offered the nation’s
government a five-million-dollar loan to pay off its crippling debt to Britain.
In exchange, it got a ninety-nine-year lease on one million acres (about
10 percent of the country’s arable land) for six cents an acre. By the 1980s, the
plantation supplied some 40 percent of the US demand for latex and 10 percent
of global demand.* As a correspondent for The Atlantic wrote in the 1970s, the
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company “became such a dominant factor in the Liberian economy and so
great a source of public services such as roads and schools that cynics enjoyed
joking for years that, while most of Africa was colonized by Britain or France,
Liberia was colonized by Firestone.”’

After two days of walking, to his surprise John found his brother in another
town, Fissibu. “That evening we boarded the Raymond Concrete Pile em-
ployee bus for Zorzor,” catching a ride with people who worked for this com-
pany based in New York City “that had the contract from the government to
construct the road” from Liberia’s capital Monrovia to Western Province.°
Later named Lofa County, this corner of the country was one of the last ar-
eas to recognize the nation’s central government, in the 1930s. One man on
the bus was a manager for the company. “So, he asked my brother, ‘who is
this boy?”” He replied that John, the son of their father’s third wife, had come
looking for him so he could go to school. The stranger said, “No, [ am adopt-
ing him right now.” His brother “resisted a little bit,” but soon gave in to the
man’s demand.”

The manager, Horatio George Hutchins, “was one of the pioneer’s
children,” descended from the free-born American Blacks and emancipated
slaves who had initially colonized Liberia.® Beginning in the 1820s, the Ameri-
can Colonization Society, an institution with deep ties to Philadelphia, settled
thirteen thousand Black people there.” In 1847, these colonists severed ties with
the colonization society and made Liberia the first independent republic in Af-
rica. US leaders refused to recognize the nation until the American Civil War
in the 1860s, since they did not want Black diplomats in Washington.*

Americo-Liberian colonists and their descendants controlled the nation’s
wealth and its government until 1980, exploiting indigenous populations much
like Europeans in the rest of Africa. However, as The Atlantic correspondent
observed, “Unlike most white ruling minorities in Africa,” Americo-Liberians
had “a system of drawing tribal people into their culture.”!! They commonly
took in native children to educate and raise in return for their labor as domes-
tic servants, especially the children of second and third wives, like John Jallah.
They called this the ward system.

John moved to Monrovia with the Hutchins family, gaining a new family
and access to the privileges of Americo-Liberian society, especially education.
Hutchins “educated me throughout high school” and “in time he became my
sponsor. He was my parent. . . . Called me as his son. All his children, we are
brothers and sisters.” In high school, John trained at the Bible School for Min-
istry. He also studied electrical engineering at the Liberian/Swedish Vocational
Training Center in Yekepa, Nimba County, the iron-mining town of the
Liberian-American-Swedish Mining Company (LAMCO). “Then I went to
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teacher’s college to teach in vocational schools, then went back to regular
teacher’s college.”*?

With this training, he landed a position as supervisor at the largest hospital
in Liberia. Then under construction, the John E Kennedy Memorial Medical
Center in Monrovia was a project supported by the US Agency for Interna-
tional Development (USAID)."* This was the third era of America’s imperial
relationship with Liberia, a key Cold War ally, with attendant aid, mining con-
tracts, and military support."

In September 1969, through the Liberian Ministry of Health, John “got a
World Health Organization fellowship grant that took me to England, West
Germany, Holland, and then in Milwaukee to specialize in medical equip-
ment.” He trained at General Electric in Milwaukee and then in Washington,
DC. He spent spare time with two “school mates from Liberia” in DC, one in
the same fellowship program, specializing in hospital administration, the other
a physician.'® Migration to the United States for higher education, training,
and professional jobs had become common for the sons of Americo-Liberians
in the 1960s, as for Ghanaian, Nigerian, and other West African sons from fam-
ilies with means. US scholarships also funded some students from more mod-
est backgrounds in newly independent African nations in this period.

In 1971, John returned to his position at the JFK Hospital in Monrovia,
which officially opened that year. USAID assisted its start-up—"“every depart-
ment had an American consultant”™—for a few years after that. Then he took
“a short break” from 1974 to 1978, working as the chief hospital technician
for LAMCO in Yekepa and teaching electricity at his alma mater."”

In 1980, Samuel Doe, a career military officer trained by US Green Berets,
staged a coup with seventeen fellow soldiers from the Krahn tribe, executing
Liberia’s president and thirteen cabinet members. Doe became the nation’s
first native premier, but his regime would prove to be as corrupt and abusive
as those of the Americo-Liberians before him.'® The administration of presi-
dent Ronald Reagan ignored this in return for permission to station US mili-
tary broadcasting and navigation infrastructure in Liberia."

Following the coup, the People’s Redemption Council, Doe’s initial govern-
ing body, “requested that I go back to the [JFK] hospital and take over the
engineering department,” Reverend Jallah explained. The council included
people who had been adopted by Americo-Liberians and had trained in Eu-
rope and the United States, like himself. “A lot of people ran away from the
country, the hospital was down, they were looking for people who were ex-
perienced” to revive it. He remained there until the First Liberian Civil War
(1989-1997), “the Charles Taylor war” as he put it, broke out a decade later.*



AFRICAN DIASPORAS 105

Taylor, whose father was Americo-Liberian and whose mother was from
the Gola tribe, graduated with a BA in economics from Bentley College, out-
side Boston. He headed the General Services Agency in Doe’s government be-
fore his removal in 1983, based on accusations that he had embezzled nearly
one million dollars. He fled to the United States, was arrested in Boston, es-
caped from jail, and found his way to Libya, where he trained as a guerilla
fighter. In December 1989, he led forces of the National Patriotic Front of Li-
beria (NPFL), backed by Libya, Burkina Faso, and Ivory Coast, over the Ivo-
irfan border into Nimba County. On their way to Monrovia, they ransacked
the Firestone plantation. But Taylor soon made the plantation his base of op-
erations and the company negotiated with him to restart production. Fires-
tone’s “taxes” paid to Taylor would fund the NPFL for the rest of the war,
including its battles with government and West African forces protecting Mon-
rovia and with rebel factions around the country; its training of child soldiers;
and its genocidal extermination of the Krahn and Mandinka tribes, among
other atrocities.”!

“It took them six months or so to get to the suburbs” of the capital, a dis-
tance of a few hundred miles, remembered Reverend Jallah. “I finally gave up
and left Monrovia in June” 1990 with his wife, their younger daughter and son,
and two grandchildren. Their two older daughters were already out of the
country, one studying social work in New York, the other specializing in early
childhood education in Germany. The family walked to Tubmanburg (named
for Harriet Tubman), in Bomi County, western Liberia, near Sierra Leone. “We
stayed there until the area had fallen to Charles Taylor.” Departing in early
September, “there were checkpoints everywhere, so traveling was not easy. . . .
Some places we negotiated with the rebels,” who “had commandeered people’s
cars,” and who “could execute you” on a whim.**

Taylor controlled most of the country by this point, even as West African
forces intervened, landing in Monrovia. They would defend the capital through-
out the conflict. But on his way to greet them on September 9, Samuel Doe
was captured by former Taylor ally Prince Johnson and his splinter rebel group,
who executed him live on international television.?

Meanwhile, the Jallah family “partly rode, partly walked from Bomi to Lofa.
That’s about two hundred miles or so.” It took two weeks. “I went to my vil-
lage,” Reverend Jallah recalled, a big smile coming over his face. “When things
were normal [before the war], we had built a residence in the village. And
we lived there for almost a year.” Tragically, though, during their time spent
in the villages, without access to medical care, his wife became blind from
glaucoma.*
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“So, we came back to Monrovia” in 1991, crossing rebel territory. He went
to work at the JFK hospital again for two years, all the while “doing the church
work” too. Then, in 1993, he “retired” and went into full-time ministry at a
church he had established in the city. Two years later, in August 1995, the main
rebel factions agreed to a cease-fire and formed a unity government. Its civil-
ian head invited Reverend Jallah to serve as deputy minister for internal affairs.
He was responsible for county and local government properties, indigenous
agriculture, community economic development, and local security in the coun-
try.” But in April 1996, heavy fighting broke out in Monrovia between rebels
and forces of the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS)
trying to enforce peace, which further destroyed much of the city.

“So, when there was [this] mass disturbance, we went across to the Ivory
Coast as refugees.” The government there “didn’t allow the refugees to estab-
lish a camp there,” as it feared refugee camps could breed further violence.
“So, you go and rent from the citizens. They used it as a way of generating
income,” and some families and churches hosted and fed Liberians for free. In
November 1997, after eighteen months of interviews, employees of the In-
ternational Organization for Migration refugee program put Reverend Jallah,
his wife, and four of their grandchildren on a plane to Brussels with a connec-
tion to JFK Airport in New York.*¢

The Jallahs” two eldest daughters and some friends picked them up in two
cars. “They had a whole group to meet us, a big event.” Their daughter in New
York had moved to Philadelphia, got a job, applied for a green card, and “filed
for us” through the Lutheran resettlement agency. Their son and youngest
daughter, who had been cut off from them as they fled Monrovia, arrived some
months later.?’

They came at what turned out to be just past the midpoint in Liberia’s civil
wars. The first civil war ended when Charles Taylor was elected president in
summer 1997. But his large margin of victory resulted from voter intimida-
tion and his troops continued to terrorize their enemies. In April 1999, a dis-
sident force of largely Krahn and Mandinka fighters invaded from Guinea,
beginning the Second Liberian Civil War, which lasted until 2003. By war’s end
more than 250,000 Liberians had died, in a nation of about 3.3 million prior
to the wars. Some 1.5 million people fled, mostly to neighboring countries,
where they lived in camps or among the local population and often experi-
enced displacement again as the civil wars spread.?®

Liberians’ neighbors shared their civil wars and experiences of displacement.
Taylor’s NPFL allied with rebels in Sierra Leone at the start of its eleven-year
civil war (1991-2002). This group was notorious for recruiting child soldiers and
severing the limbs of their victims as they fought to control the export of “blood
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diamonds” from Sierra Leone’s mines. The NPFL then supported rebels in
Ivory Coast in 2002-2004. Two decades on, as the Philadelphia Ivoirian com-
munity leader Eric Edi observed, “The region is still burning and unstable,”
with enduring violence and tensions, even if the wars are officially long over.”

The Jallah family’s story of multiple displacements was typical for Liberi-
ans during the wars, and the ways in which its members got to the United
States reflect some of the broad diversity of Liberians’ migration.’® Their prior
experiences and links to people in the United States were the norm for people
with Americo-Liberian family ties. These relationships often helped people
leave, often as permanent family refugees like much of the Jallah family. Many
other Liberians came to the United States during and after the wars via tour-
ist or other temporary visas and were granted Temporary Protected Status
(TPS), allowing them to stay. This variety of statuses was just one of the ways
in which Liberians were diverse. They came from urban and rural backgrounds,
Christian and Muslim and indigenous religions, and different ethnic groups,
which meant different sides in the civil wars.

Liberians had diverse ties to America, too. While some were descended
from the African Americans who colonized Liberia, many came from tribes
that had been exploited by Americo-Liberians. Some had close ties to Ameri-
can businesses and institutions, and others were descended from people who
had sold fellow Africans into slavery. “It’s history that we ought to face,” says
Reverend Jallah.?!

American Family

Liberians’ experiences of protection and support in the United States reflected
old patterns of ambivalence about the place of African people and their de-
scendants as members of American society whose lives matter. The coloniza-
tion movement grew largely from slaveholders’ concern that free Blacks could
lead slaves to rebel and from white Americans” broader hostility toward free
Blacks. Nearly two centuries later, Liberians could virtually all claim a well-
founded fear of persecution based on their membership in a social group, given
the interethnic violence of the civil wars. Under UN and US law, this should
qualify them for permanent refuge. Yet close to one-quarter of all Liberians
who came to the United States during the civil wars and more than 40 percent
of those with refugee, asylum, or other protected status received TPS instead.
Liberians’ place in the American family became even more complicated when
they settled themselves—and were resettled by agencies—in the Black neigh-
borhoods of Philadelphia and other US cities.
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As with Southeast Asians, sanctuary is a concept seldom associated with
Liberians and other Africans. In Philadelphia, Liberians rarely participated in
sanctuary movements, though they supported the city’s sanctuary policies. In-
stead, they built other networks and civil society institutions, often with other
Black people. They only occasionally called this work “sanctuary.” However,
the often temporary and disputed legal status of many Liberians, the interper-
sonal and structural violence they faced in the United States and Africa, and
the protections and assistance they sought and provided for one another make
sanctuary a fitting framework for grappling with their experiences and posi-
tion in US cities and society and their postwar reconstruction of Liberia.

The United States played a leading part in the long history that produced
Liberia’s civil wars and people’s displacement. The Liberian Truth and Rec-
onciliation Commission concluded that the atrocities of the wars, counting
thousands of human rights violations by all sides, “were the result of com-
plex historical and geopolitical factors.” These included the “slave trade, US
efforts to return slaves and free African Americans to Africa, the abuse of the
indigenous population by” Americo-Liberians, “looting of the country’s sub-
stantial natural resources by its own corrupt government and by foreign in-
terests” (largely from the United States), and “political ambitions of other
African leaders.”?* The commission called out US leaders who “failed to take
effective action to limit the bloodshed.”* They had not stopped Firestone and
Liberians in the United States from funding Taylor and other warlords whose
forces raped, murdered, and burned the villages of rival groups. During the
final rebel siege of Monrovia in 2003, Liberians piled bodies of civilians killed
in the bombing in front of the US embassy, upset that the roughly 200 US Ma-
rines stationed on three warships off the coast came ashore only briefly.>*

The question of what the United States owed Liberians was clearer to Af-
ricans than to Americans. As a Liberian woman at a reception center in Abi-
djan, Ivory Coast, in 2004, succinctly put it, “Our parents went into slavery in
America. They helped America develop. The United States has a moral debt
to us.”” But lawmakers in Washington, DC, like US citizens at large, knew
little to nothing about Liberia’s history. Moreover, the United States did not
participate in Liberia’s civil wars in the same way it did in Vietnam, and the
Cold War ended around the time the first war began, removing the old logic
that had determined which peoples the United States accepted as refugees.
Still, while a few thousand Liberians went to Europe, the United States took
in most of the people who were resettled.

Americans often cast Liberians’ refuge as temporary, and their experience
of the US immigration system proved especially complicated. President
George H. W. Bush first granted Liberians TPS in March 1991. President Bill
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Clinton allowed that to expire in 1999 but transferred Liberians on TPS to the
status of Deferred Enforced Departure (DED), a category newly created by
the 1996 immigration law. Under TPS and DED people received work permits,
but under DED they were not eligible for federal financial aid for college and
could not leave the country and return. The Patriot Act, passed after the ter-
rorist attacks of September 11, 2001, blocked the admission of anyone who
had materially aided groups that were trying to overthrow their government.
As a result, Liberians who had been forced at gunpoint to do laundry, cook,
and other noncombat tasks for rebel troops could no longer come as refugees.

In 2002, during the second civil war, George W. Bush redesignated Liberi-
ans for TPS, which was extended until 2007, when people on TPS went back
on DED. In 2006, the United States removed Liberia from the list of countries
eligible for family-based refugee resettlement. The administration of Barack
Obama extended DED several times, and with the outbreak of Ebola in West
Africa in 2014, it again granted TPS to Liberians, Guineans, and Sierra Leo-
neans (who also had had TPS from 1997 to 2004).’ The Trump administra-
tion announced the end of DED for Liberians in 2018.

In explaining why some Liberians did not merit permanent protection, US
officials spoke of war and Ebola as temporary crises that would ultimately
abate, making it safe to return home. Many Liberians, however, cried foul.
They pointed to other groups to whom the United States granted permanent
refugee status amid civil wars and “ethnic cleansing,” including people fleeing
the Balkans at the same time in the 1990s. Why were they given the right to
stay permanently while so many Liberians and Sierra Leoneans received only
temporary protection? Many Africans charged that these decisions were sim-
ply racist.?”

The US media often presented Liberians as a people broadly on TPS, but
most were not. Between 1989 and 2004, almost 21,000 Liberians were reset-
tled as permanent refugees in the United States, many through family. Just over
6,000 were granted asylum. The figures for TPS are not well documented, but
by 2004 an estimated 20,000 Liberians in the United States had signed up for
it. Still, the largest number of Liberians in this period, over 27,000 people, came
as immigrants, usually through family reunification visas, rather than refugee
or other protected status. Such family-based visas accounted for close to two-
thirds of all immigration to the United States in this era.”® However, TPS and
its ultimate promise of forced departure hung over the Liberian diaspora in
the United States at large. Nearly every Liberian in the country was “family”
with someone who was on TPS or DED.

As the life story of Reverend Jallah suggests, Liberians’ definition and ex-
periences of family are far more expansive and inclusive than the nuclear family
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categories recognized in US law. Uncles and aunts are legitimate parents, with
specific obligations to care for nephews and nieces as their own. Children of
first, second, and third wives are direct siblings, as with adoptive Americo-
Liberian extended families. A broader definition of family like this is typical
of many West African societies. “US immigration has not been fair in trying
to understand this cultural dynamic,” charged Voffee Jabateh, another Libe-
rian community leader in Philadelphia. Knowing they could not trust people’s
claims about parenthood, authorities resorted to DNA testing before approv-
ing family refugee or immigration applications for Liberian and other African
children.*

Like the federal government, Liberians did not treat their own status as
static. Most people on TPS actively sought more stable status and many got
it. Some married people with green cards. Some “played the lottery,” as an-
other Liberian community leader in Philadelphia put it, by applying for the
Diversity Visa Lottery. Many of those who won the lottery, as well as others
with green cards, used family reunification visas for immigrants to bring or
change the status of as many family members as they could.* This diminished
the number of people on DED to about 3,600 by the time the Trump admin-
istration declared an end to that protection.*!

Liberians had a different relationship with the resettlement system from
Southeast Asians and other refugees who had no coethnic receiving commu-
nity when they first arrived. Liberians’ diversity of immigration status and so-
cial class made them less tied to welfare than most refugee groups. Liberians
on TPS received resettlement support services just like permanent refugees,
such as job seeking and ESL. But more than most refugee groups, Liberians
resettled themselves.

Liberians founded and adapted preexisting community organizations that
built their own support networks, both locally and transnationally. The Volags
and other receiving community groups provided key support. But Liberian
civil society grew its own services partly, and quickly, out of preexisting associa-
tions established by Liberian migrants in the 1970s and 1980s. The most promi-
nent were the Liberian Associations of different states; their national umbrella
organization, the Union of Liberian Associations in the Americas (ULAA); and
county associations.

More than most other immigrants, Liberians participated in rebuilding their
homeland after the wars. The diaspora also played a greater role in the truth
and reconciliation process than refugees from other civil wars. The ULAA and
other groups supported the formation of state and civil society institutions in
Liberia. The county associations invested in education, health, telecom, and
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other infrastructure and community development in each of its fifteen
counties.*

Even the most transnationally active Liberian organizations in Philadelphia
and the United States, though, remained focused on the welfare of the diaspora
first. In addition to helping people reunite families and stabilize their status, Li-
berian civil society addressed a host of social issues, from trauma among children
who had experienced and sometimes fought in the wars to the isolation that el-
ders faced in the city. Community leaders, including Reverend Jallah, established
social service organizations that grew to serve a wider range of African immi-
grants and refugees, and often also African Americans and other immigrants.
Liberians played central roles in forming a set of Pan-African institutions in the
region. In these and other ways, Liberian Philadelphia illuminates the experi-
ences of a broad set of African diasporas.

Philadelphia’s Pan-African civil society reflected the city and region’s im-
portance as a center of African and Caribbean immigration, along with a
welcoming politics of many African Americans, including key city leaders. It
also grew partly in response to tensions and violence between Black immi-
grant and receiving communities in the 1990s and 2000s. In some ways, this
and other patterns resembled the experiences of Southeast Asian refugees in
the 1980s.

Liberians settled and were resettled in majority—African American neigh-
borhoods, especially Southwest and West Philadelphia and adjacent suburbs,
with other people from Africa, the Caribbean, Southeast Asia, and other re-
gions. Liberians and other immigrants helped revive these areas, which revi-
talized largely without gentrifying. However, Liberians and other African and
Caribbean immigrants shared African Americans’ residential segregation and
many of their experiences of economic discrimination, disadvantage, and rac-
ism. In the city neighborhoods where they settled, violence remained high,
especially compared to other US cities, where violence diminished significantly
at the end of the twentieth century.®

Intergroup relations among African and Caribbean immigrants and Afri-
can Americans were of an entirely different character, being often more inti-
mate, more complicated, and more productive than those between African
Americans and Southeast Asians. Philadelphia’s diverse Black communities
came from distinct histories, with different relationships to slavery and to the
United States. But more successfully than some centers of African and Carib-
bean immigration, foreign- and native-born Blacks in Philadelphia developed
a politics and practices of mutual protection and assistance on both local and
transnational scales.
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Little Africa

Philadelphia has been a prominent center of Black life for centuries, making
African and Caribbean immigrants’ experiences distinct from those of many
other newcomers. In 1790, one in seven city residents was of African descent.*
In the nineteenth century, the city had the largest Black population in the
North. In the twentieth it was a major destination of the First and Second
Great Migrations of African Americans from the South, during and after the
two world wars. In the 1960s and 1970s, some Liberian, Nigerian, Ghanaian,
and other African university students and professionals came to Philadelphia,
drawn by its many institutions of higher education. By the 1980s it was a
minority-majority city, due also to white flight.

Since then, Philadelphia has been an important center of immigrant set-
tlement from dozens of countries in Africa and the Caribbean. Nigerians, Ethi-
opians, Jamaicans, and Haitians have been among the largest groups.*’ By
2010, Liberians were the largest group of foreign-born Blacks in the city and
region. The US Census counted some 13,000 Liberians in the city and suburbs,
among over 60,000 African immigrants, though community leaders estimated
much higher figures.*¢

Philadelphia became the number one destination for Liberians in the late
1990s and early 2000s. Many people relocated from New York or Washington,
DC, as the Philadelphia Inquirer reported, “drawn by word among fellow Libe-
rians of cheaper homes, more jobs and safer neighborhoods” than many could
afford in those more expensive regions.*” Another factor in choosing Philadel-
phia was the help they could expect from community organizations run by
other Liberians. West and Southwest Philadelphia had been home to several
Liberians attending universities in the 1980s, who started one of the first chap-
ters of the ULAA and hosted the meeting at which leaders formed the na-
tional organization. In 2003, the second annual Miss Liberia USA pageant took
place in the city.*® By 2006, more Liberians lived there than in any other met-
ropolitan region of the United States.*

The 1990s and 2000s marked a change in the character of the Liberian pop-
ulation in the United States. As journalist and social worker Sam Togba
Slewion noted, by the 1990s it was no longer “only college kids.”*® Now Li-
berians in the United States included people of varied ages, from both urban
and rural origins, and with a range of personal and family problems resulting
from the wars. Most were fleeing the wars, no matter their diverse visa cat-
egories. Virtually all had family dispersed across West Africa, the United States,
and sometimes the United Kingdom, many of whom they were obligated to
support.
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The resettlement of Liberians followed the same logic of self-sufficiency
applied to other refugees, yet crucially, their preponderance of family-based
resettlement and preexisting community ties made that a more realistic goal
than for some other groups. When Reverend Jallah, his wife, and their grand-
children arrived toward the end of 1997, their daughter and her husband “had
their house prepared for us. We had a room there, all of those things. Then
they notified Lutheran Children and Family Services that we were here. They,
too,” came to meet the family. The next week, they attended a one-day orien-
tation class. “Then we started looking for a job.”!

To illustrate just how different Liberians often were from many other ref-
ugees, staff at the Volags liked to tell stories such as the one about waiting at
the airport to welcome a couple: When they arrived, the husband informed
them that his wife, a famous singer, had booked tour dates around the United
States and had a connecting flight. They were sorry, but they could not ac-
company the caseworkers to the apartment they had arranged for them.*?

Like other West African immigrants, and like other refugees, Liberians
came with a wide range of education and work histories, from people with
advanced degrees and international experience to people who had hardly ever
been outside their village. In 2010, 13 percent of Liberian adults in the United
States had not finished high school. Yet more than two-thirds had attended col-
lege, one indication of how privileged people were more often able to flee
overseas.” Still, like many other immigrants and refugees, even Liberians with
the highest credentials and notable experience, like Rev. Dr. John Jallah, typi-
cally started near the bottom rung of the US labor market. Some sought new
training and some moved up the occupational ladder, often in public and non-
profit roles where they helped other people. Reverend Jallah’s story reflects
these patterns and trends, too.

The most common first job in Philadelphia for Liberian men, young and
old, was as an attendant at a parking lot or garage, either downtown or at one
of the hospitals scattered around the region. Reverend Jallah got a job with
the Colonial Parking company at the Healthplex hospital in suburban Media,
about a twenty-minute car ride from Southwest Philadelphia. The problem
was, though, that he was an inexperienced and lousy driver, even at age fifty-
one. Back in Liberia, like other prominent employees of major companies, in-
stitutions, and government, he usually had a chauffeur. Consequently, rather
than have him move cars, his boss at the parking lot assigned him the role of
cashier on the night shift.”*

While many Liberian men with little education remained parking atten-
dants, Reverend Jallah quickly pursued other opportunities. “Then I got a sec-
ondjobin the day,” he explained, as therapeutic support staff, a “wraparound”
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employee assisting an African American student with learning disabilities at
University City High School. “Then I went back to school, to Philadelphia
Biblical College, did some other . .. training at Temple [University], micro-
business training with [Lutheran Children and Family Services], participated
in several workshops.” In the LCFS program, he drafted a business plan for a
cleaning company, which he started in 2000. Employing other Liberian men
and women, they cleaned mainly offices in the city and suburbs, mostly at
night. This would be Reverend Jallah’s source of income.”

The nonprofit workshop at Temple “led me to open the Agape Senior Cen-
ter,” also in 2000, one of various social service organizations founded by Li-
berians around the same time.’® All the founders were college-educated men
and women. Many, including Rev. John Gblah, Voffee Jabateh, Portia Kamara,
and Sam Togba Slewion, earned master of social work degrees at Temple and
worked at the city’s Department of Human Services (DHS). By one account,
sixteen Liberians worked at DHS in the late 1990s and early 2000s and others
worked in counseling and similar positions in schools and nonprofits around
the city. A few Liberians became university faculty, teaching staff, and
administrators.”’

The largest number of Liberian women worked as home health aides or in
nursing homes, joining the ranks of women from the Caribbean, Philippines,
and Latin America in “caring sector” positions largely staffed by immigrant
women. Others worked in retail and fast food. Many Liberian women and men
arrived in Philadelphia in the 1990s and 2000s saying they wanted to be a Cer-
tified Nurse’s Assistant, even if they had no related experience, remembered
Juliane Ramic from NSC.’® They were already attuned to this occupational
niche and the pathway it offered. As they gained training, including at the Jew-
ish Employment and Vocational Service Center for New Americans, many
attained higher-level nursing positions in hospitals and rehab centers. The
growth of the region’s service economy from the 1990s opened more doors
for work as certified nurses, in child care, and other parts of the health and
care sectors. These occupations often had greater “ladders” that enabled people
to move up than other sorts of jobs.”” By the 2010s, though, the second
generation—their daughters—more often went to social work school, aiming
to work in Liberia and the United States.®

Like work opportunities, housing conditions in West and Southwest Phila-
delphia improved in the 1990s and 2000s. To be sure, with a century-old hous-
ing stock and a mix of more and less responsible landlords, old problems
persisted. But the city and local nonprofits targeted vacant properties for de-
molition and rehabilitation in these decades, and immigration offset the city’s
loss of older working-class white and African American populations.
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Yet even as immigration helped stabilize the housing market in sections of
West and Southwest Philadelphia such as Cobbs Creek and Elmwood, these
areas where Liberians and other Blacks lived remained relatively poor and seg-
regated. African American and Black immigrant residents experienced
greater rates of eviction, foreclosure, and violence than residents in the gen-
trified neighborhoods of West Philadelphia near the University of Pennsylva-
nia and downtown. In 2010, more than half of all Liberians in the United States
were “cost-burdened,” spending more than 30 percent of their household in-
come for rent or mortgage payments.®!

Like Southeast Asians, many Liberians lived in multigenerational
households—grandparents with their children and grandchildren, even if el-
ders often experienced isolation. Many people lived with extended family, and
those who lost relatives in the wars lived with surrogate families. These two
categories made up 20 percent of all people in Liberian-headed households in
the United States in 2010.%% Also like Southeast Asians, some Liberians lived in
apartments before moving to row houses in the city and nearby suburbs. Many
moved to Upper Darby and nearby towns in Delaware County, just across the
city line, where immigrants and African Americans hoped to find better schools
and safer, quieter neighborhoods.®

Southwest Philadelphia remained the center of Liberian Philadelphia, how-
ever. Other immigrants in the area included Malians, Haitians, Jamaicans,
and many other people from West and East Africa and the Caribbean, along
with Southeast Asians and later, Central Americans. The Jallah family lived just
off Woodland Avenue, with “two other Liberian families on the same block,”
as well as Nigerian, West Indian, and African American neighbors.*

Liberians opened a growing number of groceries, restaurants, cafes, hair-
braiding, and other shops along Woodland Avenue, where West African foods
such as cassava leaf and fufu, a root porridge, became widely available.®’ Lo-
cal residents and journalists dubbed the area, alternately, “Little Monrovia,”
“Little Liberia,” and “Little Africa.”®® Other African and Caribbean merchants
on the avenue opened shops too, as did Southeast Asians. Black people re-
mained largely absent from America’s popular and scholarly narratives about
immigrants’ contributions to economic development. But places like Wood-
land Avenue and other corridors in Southwest Philadelphia, Upper Darby, and
African and Caribbean immigrant neighborhoods in the cities and suburbs of
New York; Washington, DC; Atlanta; Minneapolis—St. Paul; Denver; and other
metropolitan regions, showed they also belong at the center of our under-
standing of America’s urban revival (see figure 3.1).¢”

The biggest way in which Liberians” housing and neighborhood experiences
differed from those of most other refugees was their reception and support,
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from the start, from extended families and fellow members of community as-
sociations. “You can go anywhere and sleep,” said Portia Kamara, “two or
three families [sometimes live] in one home, working together and raising fam-
ilies.” If they lost their housing, people in the Liberian community always
offered them a place to stay. Their experiences of displacement during the civil
wars were one thing that made people so accommodating, Kamara explained.®®
But these informal support networks rendered people’s housing problems
largely invisible to authorities. Indeed, Liberians’ and other West Africans’
common practice of staying temporarily with a string of extended family and
friends was a form of what housing experts call “hidden homelessness.”*’

Resettlement agency staff marveled at the strength of Liberians’ preexist-
ing networks. At the meetings and banquets of county associations and the
Liberian Association of Pennsylvania, they witnessed how these groups’ lead-
ers and members assisted one another with landlord disputes, housing and
job searches, access to health care, children’s problems in school, and myriad
other issues. Association leaders were regularly called to their constituents’
homes and places of work to help with all manner of things as well, including
sometimes to diffuse tense situations with police.”

Some Liberians found Philadelphia utterly disorienting. As Reverend Gblah
recounted, people who had never been on a plane flew into the airport at night,
seeing the lights of the city, and having come from a country at war, they
thought the lights were fires and the city was burning.”* Many, he said, were
surprised to “find the same vegetables year-round in the store.””* Reverend Jal-
lah often told the story of an elderly couple who left their West Philadelphia
row house for the grocery store a few blocks away but on their return became
disoriented since all of the streets and houses looked the same. Being from a
rural village, they were not used to reading street signs or house numbers. For-
tunately, school was letting out and their grandson came running past as they
wandered down the block. They hurried after him and found their way home.
The isolation of elders like these, including many whose command of English
and whose accents were such that they had difficulty communicating with
Americans, inspired Reverend Jallah to start the Agape Center.”

Children also experienced isolation, leading to problems with neighbors and
the city. In Liberia, Portia Kamara observed, by age twelve children are ex-
pected to help manage the household, cooking, watching siblings, and so on.
In the United States, parents left children alone when they worked, often for
long hours in multiple jobs to support dispersed extended family. Sometimes
kids would go outside and get in trouble, occasionally hit by a car but more
often just seen alone on the sidewalk or street. In response, neighbors called
the Department of Human Services and the police, accusing parents of neglect.
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These conditions inspired Kamara and other Liberians to pursue social work,
as they and other parents and community leaders intervened to “save families
and save our community.” They sought to save their children from prison,
which claimed many of their African American neighbors, and to save them
from deteriorating relations with those neighbors and schoolmates.”

On October 31, 2005, at 60th Street and Woodland Avenue, three African
American teens teased and then beat unconscious a thirteen-year-old Liberian
boy named Jacob Gray, who was on his way home from school. Gray’s jaw
was fractured, and a blood clot formed in his brain. He told police he did not
even know why the teens had attacked him. The event made international
news.” Suddenly, Philadelphians at large became aware of the Liberian com-
munity and of its tensions with African Americans.

Front Page Africa in Monrovia reported that the “vicious beating . . . exposed a
larger problem of animosity between African Americans and African immi-
grants,” as community and school leaders noted that “the attack fits a wide-
spreadpattern.” Ithad “been going on for quite a while,” said a twenty-five-year-old
Liberian student at Temple University who ran a music and video store in Phila-
delphia. “It’s just the first time we've seen it in the newspapers.” Sam Togba
Slewion estimated that he heard complaints about “fights and near-fights be-
tween native-born and immigrant Blacks several times a week,” some that be-
came cases in municipal court, in family court, and before the human relations
commission.”® “The kids talk about being called African chimps, African mon-
keys, sometimes being told to go back to Africa,” and were often mocked and
bullied for their accents and clothes, noted Portia Kamara.”” This harassment
exceeded normal adolescent teasing.

Relations between Africans and African Americans suffered from unfamil-
iarity and stereotypes. They often knew little of each other’s histories of slav-
ery, colonization, exploitation, civil war, freedom struggles, Jim Crow, and
mass incarceration. As one West African noted, some immigrants were shocked
to hear African Americans “blame Africans for selling them into slavery.””
Many Africans who came to the United States in the 1960s and 1970s “don’t
relate” to the Civil Rights Movement, observed Voffee Jabateh, as most were
“isolated” with other international students on college campuses, even as some
supported the movement. But African Americans’ “problems have become our
problems. Their segregation has become our segregation.””

Among adults, “the perception here is that Africans come and take jobs,”
said Konah Mitchell, another Liberian social worker. “And for Africans it’s that
you've been here, so what have you achieved?” As Jabateh explained, in Africa
“we had no government assistance. No welfare. No housing assistance.” Many
African immigrants thought American Blacks who lived in poverty had it easy
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thanks to entitlement programs. “I work hard for everything I got,” was their
attitude, “I'm not like you, who get things free.”®

By 2010, the median household income among Liberians in the region
was $51,000, well below the native-born average ($72,000) but well above
that of African Americans (8$35,000).%! Many American Blacks were unaware
of Africans’ diversity of social class. Some saw African neighbors getting
good jobs and buying homes and wondered how they achieved that so quickly,
while African Americans continued to experience entrenched poverty and
discrimination.®

Like other groups before them, young African immigrants in Southwest
and West Philadelphia sought protection by traveling to school in groups.
Many families pulled their children out of Philadelphia public schools, instead
choosing charter or parochial schools or moving to the suburbs.* Some teens
formed gangs, including at Bartram High in Southwest Philadelphia and Up-
per Darby High, where a gang called Liberians in Blood (L.I.B.), was featured
on National Public Radio in 2008.3¢ As Portia Kamara related, one youth who
was involved explained to her that these gangs were for self-defense: “We are
not forming gangs to go out and rob people, but it is a way of protecting our-
selves against African Americans who think they can hurt us.”®

Young Liberians’ problems in school extended beyond bullying and fights.
As the Philadelphia Inquirer reported in 2003, “Schools have struggled to cope
with the recent spike in African students, who often need language help even
though they are considered to be English speakers.” Many had missed school-
ing during the wars, “so they either must struggle in class with Americans their
own age, or suffer the stigma of being put with younger students.” Initially
counted as African American by the School District of Philadelphia, some
“battle-scarred children” lacked counseling or language support, and some “re-
treated into a stoic silence.” Community activists, organizations, and school
officials responded by developing programs in and out of school, working
through children’s trauma and “teaching everything from English to cultural
cues.”%

Tensions within the Liberian community perpetuated people’s trauma as
well. People from the nation’s fifteen counties and sixteen ethnic groups, which
were associated with different sides and events in the wars, lived in Philadel-
phia and its suburbs. Some would be accused of war crimes. In the supermar-
ket and on the street, Liberians encountered people from their home country
who were either directly or indirectly responsible for the deaths, displacements,
or rapes of their family members during the wars—not unlike Guatemalans
and Salvadorans in bigger centers of Central American population. As lawyers
working with the Liberian Truth and Reconciliation Commission wrote in
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2009, six years after the wars ended, “the peace remains fragile. The conflict’s
impact is evident in the streets of Monrovia, the homes of villagers in the Li-
berian countryside, and Liberian gathering places in London, Philadelphia,
Staten Island, and elsewhere.”® Ivoirian, Sierra Leonean, and other immigrants
in Philadelphia experienced similar tensions among themselves and with
Liberians.®

The beating of Jacob Gray in 2005 sparked widespread attention to the
problems of violence and trauma, yet it also revealed that Liberians and their
allies had already built an extensive civil society focused on these and other
issues. Community groups, city agencies, and Philadelphia’s Liberian consul,
Teta Banks, held town hall meetings in response to the beating. Officials from
the police, school district, district attorney, human relations commission, city
council, and numerous churches, civic and community organizations attended,
including from the new Mayor’s Commission for African and Caribbean Im-
migrant Affairs.®

This last organization had been created that summer by Mayor John Street.
Its founding press release “reaffirmed to the world Philadelphia’s historic com-
mitment to tolerance, freedom and democracy,” and recognized African and
Caribbean immigrants’ contributions to the city. As the commission’s secre-
tary, Sam Togba Slewion, noted, Black immigrant advocates had long stressed
to city officials that inner-city “communities would have died without immi-
grants.””® The commission held its first official meeting in response to Jacob
Gray’s beating. Its members, however, had been working for some years on
the commission’s “main functions . . . to encourage the development and im-
plementation of policies and practices intended to improve conditions affect-
ing the cultural, social economic, political, educational, health and general
well-being of the African and Caribbean immigrants, refugees, and asylees re-
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siding in Philadelphia.”

Liberian and Pan-African Civil Society

Liberian associations in America represented a preexisting infrastructure for
supporting the diaspora and families back in Liberia. But the civil wars inspired
dramatic shifts in their membership, missions, and work. In the 1980s, the
ULAA and county associations helped families cover funeral expenses and or-
ganized birthday parties and other social events. In the 1990s and 2000s, as
Reverend Jallah put it, these organizations “took on new meaning and new
roles,” rebuilding families, communities, and institutions in Liberia and the
United States.”” Interethnic tensions among Liberians and other West Africans
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persisted from the civil wars, but much of this abated as community leaders
worked to build peace among Africans and between them and their neigh-
bors.” In Philadelphia, this work took increasingly Pan-African and multicul-
tural forms.

The long list of organizations in which Reverend Jallah has engaged reveals
a diverse ecosystem of civil society supported by active networks of leaders
in Liberian and Pan-African Philadelphia. He has chaired the Liberian Asso-
ciation of Pennsylvania, the Liberian Ministers Association of the Delaware
Valley, and the national Union of Liberian Ministers in the Americas. The min-
isters” groups play vital roles in supporting Liberians when family members
die and in resolving family and community conflicts, among other crises. Rev-
erend Jallah’s Agape Senior Center has offered English classes and other basic
supports and orientation to elderly Africans, building their survival skills and
promoting dignity and self-esteem (see figure 3.2). This drew him into collab-
oration with the Philadelphia Corporation for the Aging, the city’s largest
service agency for seniors, whose advisory board he joined. In two of his many
evening and weekend commitments, he has served on the boards of the re-
gion’s most prominent Pan-African institutions, the Mayor’s Commission for
African and Caribbean Immigrant Affairs and the Coalition of African and Ca-
ribbean Communities in Philadelphia (AFRICOM), where he has led the
Conflict Resolution Committee.”

FIGURE 3.2. Rev. Dr. John K. Jallah (standing third from the left) with elders at the Agape
Seniors Center in West Philadelphia in 2006. (Photo courtesy of Rev. Dr. John K. Jallah.)
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The variety of local work in which he engaged reflects an effort to “do

everything I can to help my people.” ©

Some of us, we see our responsibil-
ity” toward others, and therefore get “integrated and educate ourselves” as
much as possible and “join as many organizations as we can.” Reverend Jallah
joined African American churches in order to understand Black Americans bet-
ter, to put himself in a better position to help immigrants and native-born
Blacks live together in peace. “You cannot help me to settle in Philadelphia if
you are not part of Philadelphia,” he acknowledged.’

In his sentiments and the variety of his organizational affiliations, he was
representative of a large group of Liberian and other Black leaders in Phila-
delphia. Some of the earliest included Rufus Mendin and his colleagues at Li-
berian Redevelopment, which they founded in 1994 to assist Liberians and
other “Africans in adapting to life in their new home.” They offered help with
conflict resolution, food for the elderly, housing and temporary shelter, and
other support services, addressing almost any problem people wanted help
with.”” Others included the group of social workers who went to Temple,
worked at DHS, and often went on to found and lead nonprofit organizations.

Voffee Jabateh was the second Liberian to graduate from Temple with a
master’s degree in social work, after Portia Kamara. Adopted and educated
by an Americo-Liberian family in Monrovia, who renamed him Joseph, Vof-
fee later took back his African name. He ran an import-export company and
a used car business that employed twenty-five people in Liberia. His Americo-
Liberian mother helped him leave in 1990 when the civil war broke out. The
United States granted him asylum.”®

In Philadelphia, he first worked washing dishes at a fast-food restaurant, but
after a couple of weeks found work as a mental health counselor since he had
a degree in sociology. Five years later, he went to work at DHS, and later went
to Temple for his master’s. He too became a prominent leader of the Libe-
rian Association of Pennsylvania, ULAA, and other organizations. With help
from SEAMAAC and Alphonso Kawah, the Liberian case worker it hired, Ja-
bateh and his colleagues and relatives, including Reverend Gblah, pooled
enough money in 1999 to found the African Cultural Alliance of North Amer-
ica (ACANA).%

Established by a group of performing artists and social workers, ACANA's
mission and programs focused on arts and culture, human services, and com-
munity development. They used cultural programming to draw Africans, who
were often wary of government-supported programs, into social services.
They bought a former crack house, a laundromat where people used to sell
drugs, and soon purchased other properties along Chester Avenue in South-
west Philadelphia, converting them into offices, classrooms, and performance
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spaces. When the sun set and the avenue’s merchants pulled down the metal
grates over their storefronts, ACANA’s doors stayed open and the lights stayed
on.'” Jabateh and his colleagues imagined turning the area into an arts and
culture corridor, a “sanctuary where people can walk down the street” with-
out fear.'”!

With funding from the city, ACANA quickly became the largest African so-
cial service nonprofit in Philadelphia, running youth antiviolence, adult liter-
acy, job readiness, after-school, food assistance, and other programs. Its
founders were already well integrated and connected to city leaders and agen-
cies. Their district councilwoman, Jannie Blackwell, was a strong supporter,
as was her ally, council president John Street, who won the mayoral election
the year they established ACANA. The organization’s first music festival in 2000
attracted several thousand people to Bartram High’s track and football sta-
dium. The crowd overflowed for blocks all around. The festival moved to a
larger venue downtown at Penn’s Landing on the Delaware River in 2008.'%

Across the 2000s, ACANA's constituency changed, shifting its mission and
much of its work. From an initial aim “to help refugee and immigrant fami-
lies,” especially from Liberia and Sierra Leone, it quickly incorporated Afri-
can Americans and other immigrants into its programs. Some attended its
drumming and dance classes, which also employed African American instruc-
tors. This helped ease some initial tensions between Liberian and Sierra Leo-
nean immigrants and African Americans who identified more with different
West African cultural traditions, mainly from Ghana and Nigeria.'”

After the beating of Jacob Gray, and as more and more African Americans
and diverse immigrants knocked on its doors, ACANA’s leaders recast their
mission as “bridging the gaps”—in people’s access to employment and services
and between immigrants and their African American neighbors. In 2006, Ja-
bateh reported that African Americans made up 25 percent of their clients.
“We being Black people, we cannot” turn them away, he said. One year later,
that figure climbed to more than one-third, and by the 2010s it was roughly
half.'®

ACANA's leaders formed close relationships with Black American and Ca-
ribbean community leaders, including the colloquial “mayor of Chester Ave-
nue,” Josephine Blow, an African American who was born in North Carolina
to parents from Jamaica. The longtime leader of the avenue’s merchants as-
sociation, she began to literally pull African Americans into ACANA's com-
puter, entrepreneurship, and youth programs. Both she and the organization’s
staff recruited people by presenting these services as a way in which African
Americans and Africans alike could benefit from the advantages that each
group perceived the other as having.'®
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Parts of ACANA’s work remained focused on Liberians, Sierra Leoneans,
and Guineans, such as Project Tamaa, which was run in partnership with the
Liberian staff member at the Children’s Crisis Treatment Center. This behav-
ioral health program worked with former child soldiers and other traumatized
youth and their parents and teachers. Project Tamaa employed the Sanctuary
Model of recovery developed by psychiatrist Sandra Bloom in Philadelphia in
the 1980s, an approach that recognizes the pervasiveness of trauma in people’s
experiences and seeks to build a broader “trauma-informed community” pro-
moting safety and care.'%

ACANA’s multiple petitions to the State Department to become a resettle-
ment agency were rebuffed. But the organization developed its own immigra-
tion services department, which employed two attorneys by the 2010s. They
served some 1,400 clients in 2013. Like the lawyers at resettlement agencies,
they helped Liberians and other immigrants gain permanent status.'”’

ACANA weathered steep funding cuts to its social programs during the
Great Recession that began in 2008, partly thanks to its immigration services
division and also since it had bought properties and did not pay rent on Ches-
ter Avenue, where it had begun to support a diverse group of Black and Asian
shopkeepers. In 2016, it became the commercial corridor manager for the
larger Woodland Avenue, expanding its neighborhood revitalization work with
festivals, streetscaping, including a mural titled “Bridging the Gaps,” and fa-
cade improvements and funding for small businesses, among other types of
support (see figure 3.3). ACANA's staff assisted several groups of immigrant
merchants who formed what Africans call susu lending networks, in which
members’ dues underwrite each other’s business investments and expansion
on a revolving basis. When several African Americans spread rumors about
the organization “taking over” and “making it just for Africans,” they hired
them as community organizers.'%

Similar but even more multicultural patterns characterized the organization
that Portia Kamara and her husband, Gore, founded in Upper Darby in 2003,
named Multicultural Community Family Services (MCES). Like ACANA, their
constituency quickly expanded from Liberians to West Africans more broadly,
and by 2008 to people of all backgrounds. Initially, they ran counseling and
support groups for immigrant teens and connected West Africans to health
and educational services. They soon expanded to GED degree and job place-
ment programs for young people who lacked a high school diploma. Like im-
migrant organizations generally, they assisted people with almost any manner
of problem they brought through the door.!®”

What started as crisis intervention with immigrant families developed into
more formal tutoring, including for the SAT college entrance exam, and a sup-
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FIGURE 3.3. Bridging the Gap mural along Woodland Avenue in Southwest Philadelphia, by artist
Willis “Nomo” Humphrey. The mural was produced in 2008 through community meetings
organized by ACANA and the Philadelphia Mural Arts Program, a project funded by the
Philadelphia Department of Behavioral Health to address community relations. The figures at the
top are African American civil rights activist Nina Gomer DuBois and her husband, sociologist

W. E. B. DuBois; nineteenth century cleric and founder of West Africa’s Wassoulou Empire Samory
Touré; and Liberia’s postwar president Ellen Johnson Sirleaf. At the bottom left is a depiction of a
colonial-era image of Africans packed into a slave ship. (Photo by Domenic Vitiello, 2020.)

port network for youth. In the organization’s first or second year, Portia Ka-
mara remembered, two teens who had been in their counseling program and
were part of a “core group of students [who] shaped the focus and activities
of MCEFS” knocked on her door one night to ask if they could form a soccer
team. From about thirty players at first, the MCFS soccer club grew to include
more than two hundred boys and girls by the 2010s. Thousands of teens par-
ticipated in MCEFS programs over the years, which helped to stabilize their lives.
Many went to college and some pursued PhDs. “With ongoing support and
encouragement, immigrant youths will do well,” Portia observed, “but they
need that support, continuing support.” With the group, “they had the sup-
port of each other, which was critical.”**?

Founded out of the Kamaras’ living room and back porch after they moved
from West Philadelphia to Upper Darby, they soon moved MCES to its own
office in the town’s central business district. “The first time I ever felt unwel-
come was in Upper Darby,” Portia recalled, adding that it was the first place
she “was ever called a n——" When she phoned a local councilman, he spent
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ten minutes railing against Africans, whom he claimed were all living twenty-
five people to a house. Portia replied that Africans are hard-working and well
educated. “As I pushed back, his voice became smaller.”*!" This signaled larger
trends in the area’s population and intergroup relations.

In the 2000s, Upper Darby and nearby working-class suburbs became one
of the two most diverse parts of the region, along with Lower Northeast Phil-
adelphia. Like most immigrant suburbs, civil society and assistance for new-
comers in these areas consisted almost exclusively of religious congregations
and their largely informal supports. In Upper Darby and adjacent Millbourne,
these included Sikh temples, mosques, and churches. The Irish Pastoral Cen-
ter served largely undocumented Irish immigrants out of a Catholic church.
One other immigrant support organization, the Welcoming Center for New
Pennsylvanians, which helped people find jobs, was also established in Upper
Darby in 2003 but soon moved to downtown Philadelphia. The township’s own
Welcome Center started the same year, helping immigrants and sometimes
nonimmigrants access public services, employment, ESL classes, citizenship
applications, health insurance, legal and homeowner assistance—some of this
in partnership with MCFS.!*?

MCFS became a multicultural organization in virtually every way. Its staff
and leadership reflected the area’s diversity, with people from Liberia, India,
Costa Rica, and the United States. By 2011, 40 percent of the people they served
came from Asia and Latin America and 60 percent came from African, Afri-
can American, and Caribbean communities. The soccer club included boys and
girls from around the world. Their families came out to watch practices and
games, producing multicultural community gatherings on a regular basis. A
similarly diverse range of youth and adults participated in MCFS’s ESL, be-
havioral health case management for children and families, and “friendship
building” programs that engaged young people in and outside schools and with
their caregivers at home. The only program for a single group was its Libe-
rian Elders Circle, which combated social isolation among seniors with weekly
activities.'?

Like ACANA and other groups in Philadelphia, MCFS focused much of its
work on building healthy relationships between immigrants and African Ameri-
cans, occasionally framing them explicitly as “sanctuary.” Portia Kamara and her
colleagues played key roles in responding to bullying, fights, and the chapter of
L.IB. that formed at Upper Darby High School. Their advocacy and programs
helped immigrant students learn to navigate schools, neighborhoods, and
American culture and society. They helped Upper Darby’s teachers, school staff,
and social workers understand, serve, and integrate immigrants and children
of immigrants more effectively, especially in the mid-2000s “when many first-
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generation youth were enrolled at the high school and facing significant chal-
lenges,” Portia related. In 2016, the school board passed a resolution to welcome
and protect undocumented students, becoming a “sanctuary district.”*"*

MCEFS and other Liberian organizations also influenced police-community
relations in Upper Darby and nearby suburbs, where officers remained over-
whelmingly white. In one instance, as a Liberian boy walked home from MCFS
soccer practice, officers pulled up in a car and began questioning him about a
robbery that had just happened. He led them back to the soccer field, where
a diverse group of teammates attested to his being at practice a few minutes
before.'” Liberian community leaders in Upper Darby and neighboring town-
ships actively built close relations with the police, so much that the police
chiefs from various Delaware County towns attended the inaugural ceremo-
nies of the president of the Liberian Association of Pennsylvania.''¢

Yet Upper Darby, like most suburbs, remained a place with less government
and philanthropic funding available for social service programs than in big cit-
ies like Philadelphia. This meant that MCEFS, like other nonprofits before it,
would have a difficult time surviving just by operating social programs. Its lead-
ers’ decision to develop not only a training program for older youth to be-
come home care aides but also a social enterprise providing home health and
support services enabled the organization to sustain its other programs for
youth, elders, and families.'"”

With its training program and business, Attentive Home Care, MCFS pro-
vided pathways to decent jobs for women, in its own business and others, as
the health and allied caring industries grew in response to the baby boomer
generation reaching retirement age in the early twenty-first century. By the
mid-2010s, Attentive Home Care employed over seventy-five women at a time,
almost all of whom were immigrants. They helped many longtime residents
of Upper Darby and nearby city and suburban neighborhoods stay in their
homes as they aged.!!®

Inside Philadelphia, city government and philanthropies supported a larger
civil society, but immigrant and receiving communities still had to fight for
resources and services. West Africans played key roles in getting immigrants
and African Americans access to health care and other services, partly by push-
ing city departments to accommodate people with limited English and those
without legal status or insurance. No one was more instrumental in this than
Tiguida Kaba, a restaurant owner and activist from Senegal who was employed
by the health department as an outreach coordinator from 2001 to 2007. She
also cofounded an African women'’s group at the AIDS Care Group, a Dela-
ware County nonprofit that provided medical care and social services to people

living with HIV/AIDS and other diseases around Southeast Pennsylvania.'"
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In 2002, Kaba started the African Family and Health Organization (AFAHO),
inspired by a friend who bled to death from a ruptured fibroid tumor because
she was too scared to go to the hospital since she lacked legal status in the coun-
try. Kaba initially ran AFAHO out of her home, helping people with her own
funds, her knowledge of a half-dozen languages, and certification as a medi-
cal and legal interpreter and HIV counselor. AFAHO conducted the first needs
assessments of African and Caribbean populations’ health in the city. The
Family Planning Council in Philadelphia gave AFAHO an office and Liberian
Alphonso Kawah helped Kaba reach English-speaking immigrants and Afri-
can Americans. The organization grew in the 2010s under Kaba’s successor,
Liberian immigrant Oni Richards, who became its director in 2012.'%°

“Addressing and advocating for health equity is the foundation of AFAHO’s
work,” Richards explained. AFAHO's staff sought out the most marginalized
African and Caribbean immigrants and refugees in Philadelphia and Delaware
County and connected them with care. They formed ties with churches,
mosques, hair-braiding salons, women’s groups, stores, restaurants, and com-
munity organizations to reach people and cultivated a wide network of medi-
cal, educational, and human service providers. The organization offered diverse
kinds of support, from medical escorts, translation and interpretation, and bi-
lingual health education materials to training for health professionals. Some
of its work targeted specific health issues such as obesity, breast cancer, do-
mestic violence, “culturally and linguistically appropriate sexual and reproduc-
tive health programs,” and a “medical and supportive program for women
impacted by female [genital] cutting.” Among other outcomes, Richards re-
ported, “maternal and infant mortality is nearly absent among AFAHO’s cli-
ents,” who numbered some 2,000 people each year. The organization also
developed its own social services, including case management; ESL, financial
and computer literacy classes; food and housing assistance; and a youth after-
school program.'?!

In Philadelphia and Delaware County, Liberians and other Africans started
and joined churches, mosques, and ethnic associations that furthered their net-
works of mutual aid. Reverend Gblah opened a church on Elmwood Avenue
in Southwest Philadelphia in 2006, which ran a food pantry, helped people find
jobs, and gave neighbors and congregants rides to the doctor and “to where
the bus doesn’t go,” as he said.'?* Churches like his offered people a mix of
regular and ad hoc support in ways that resembled ethnic and home associa-
tions formed by many immigrants from West Africa. Tiguida Kaba led the Ben-
komah (Mandingo) Women’s Association, with members from Liberia,
Guinea, Sierra Leone, Burkina Faso, Mali, Senegal, and Gambia, as people of
Mandingo ethnicity live in a large area of West Africa.'” Like other associa-
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tions, its main activities involved mutual aid for members and their families
and social events at which they helped people with their immediate needs.
Members of ethnic associations, which also included groups like the Sierra Le-
one Women'’s Club and the Cote d’Ivoire Association, helped each other with
child care and sometimes with temporary housing. They supported families
financially at times of major life events such as births, weddings, and deaths
by raising money and catering receptions. They also raised funds to bail im-
migrants and their children out of jail.'**

Liberian and other leaders from these and many more organizations in the
region were active members of AFRICOM, which was formed in 2001 after a
group of Nigerians, including Dr. Bernadine Ahonkhai and Dr. Jude Iheoma,
invited other African community leaders to form a Pan-African coalition. AF-
RICOM’s founders and early members included Voffee Jabateh and others
from the Liberian Association of Pennsylvania, as well as community leaders
from Cote d’Ivoire, Eritrea, Mali, Senegal, Sierra Leone, and Sudan, and human
relations commission employee Ernie Greenwood, an African American.'?
Over the years, it became even more Pan-African, with concerted efforts to
involve more immigrants from the Caribbean. Liberians like Reverend Jallah
and Vera Tolbert served for many years on its board and committees.

AFRICOM did not have a full-time staff in its first decade. But working with
ACANA its members helped organize an annual health fair coordinated by
Tiguida Kaba, along with the African and Caribbean Soccer Tournament that
she ran and the Echoes of Africa cultural festival that she cofounded with
Councilwoman Blackwell. The festival took place at the Philadelphia Zoo, and
the health fair and tournament, which AFRICOM later took over, were usu-
ally held at a city recreation center in Southwest Philadelphia. Hundreds of
people attended these events. At the health fair, staftf from hospitals, clinics,
and other organizations offered free screenings and information and signed
up children and adults who were eligible for health insurance benefits. The
soccer tournament attracted teams and fans from across Africa and the Carib-
bean. AFRICOM leaders, occasionally with funding but more often as volun-
teers, also engaged in regular health referrals and advocacy, conducted outreach
for the US Census, and ran a food access program with the Greater Philadel-
phia Coalition Against Hunger, enrolling people for food stamp benefits and
other food programs.'*

AFRICOM’s monthly membership meetings were at least as important for
building peaceful relations among African and Caribbean immigrants and Af-
rican Americans and connecting them to services. These meetings were a fo-
rum for networking, raising constituents issues, and finding them support
with everything from navigating public school bureaucracy to job fairs and
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social programs. Leaders of organizations ranging from ethnic associations
to African American community development corporations (CDCs) joined
and attended. The Partnership CDC in West Philadelphia hosted AFRICOM’s
meetings and rented an office to the organization from 2007 to 2011."*” Radio
Tam Tam and Radio Xalaat, two stations established by AFRICOM members
from Senegal, regularly hosted colleagues from other communities and
broadcast news and information to local and international audiences.

In its early years, AFRICOM’s most active committee was its Conflict Res-
olution Committee, which sent leaders to schools and neighborhoods where
people experienced conflict within and between different groups. By the 2010s,
this committee’s work diminished, even if it did not disappear entirely, as com-
munity relations improved. Women leaders of AFRICOM, such as Dr. Berna-
dine Ahonkhai, Tiguida Kaba, Vera Tolbert, and others, started volunteer-led
cooking classes and a food cupboard serving immigrant and American fami-
lies in West Philadelphia. Starting in 2016, AFRICOM had a small, part-time
staff led by executive director Eric Edi, from Cote d’Ivoire, which started to
do more outreach and community organizing.'?® Still, AFRICOM’s greatest
impacts lay in supporting a strong network of Pan-African community lead-
ers (and many non-Black partners) who promoted a politics and practices of
peacemaking and mutual interest, support, and well-being among immigrant
and receiving communities.

The Mayor’s Commission for African and Caribbean Immigrant Affairs
played similar roles and included many AFRICOM leaders, growing out of and
reinforcing these networks and this politics. Chaired by Stanley Straughter, an
African American and honorary consul for Guinea, and by Councilwoman
Blackwell, its monthly meetings likewise served as forums for exchanging in-
formation, including about changes in immigration policy and issues and
events in various communities. Leaders of the commission convinced the Phil-
adelphia Police Department to provide uniforms for the police in Liberia in
2007 as a gesture of goodwill toward the country’s rebuilding.'® Blackwell and
the Street administration arranged for the commission to open an office in City
Hall, where it aided immigrants in accessing public services until it fell victim
to budget cuts under Mayor Street’s successor, Michael Nutter, during the
Great Recession.

In the mid-2000s, however, especially following the beating of Jacob Gray,
Black immigrant-native relations attracted much attention as well as public and
philanthropic investment. In addition to antiviolence and other social pro-
grams, some of the most visible work took place on the commercial corri-
dors of West and Southwest Philadelphia. The Welcoming Center for New
Pennsylvanians partnered with the African American-led 52nd Street Business
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Association to start Welcoming Center West. Its two-person staff, an African
American and an immigrant, helped bring together African, African Ameri-
can, Caribbean, and Asian merchants who had experienced tensions with cus-
tomers and one another. They trained them in cross-cultural communication
and customer service and organized events celebrating the cultures of mer-
chants and area residents with food, music, and crafts activities for youth.
Among other physical improvements, Welcoming Center West helped trans-
form a Cambodian-run beer store, which neighbors had previously considered
anuisance. With the Welcoming Center’s support, its owners removed the bul-
letproof glass at the counter, installed live plants, and hung pictures of cus-
tomers and their kids on the walls.'*°

The Partnership CDC did similar diversity training with merchants on the
60th Street corridor. Like other African American-led organizations in West
and Southwest Philadelphia, it hired an African immigrant, Lansana Koroma,
an activist from Sierra Leone. His outreach to African immigrant families
helped incorporate them into the CDC'’s financial literacy and homeowner-
ship programs. In 2006, when some one hundred West Africans, mostly Mus-
lims who had overstayed their visas, were detained by ICE in the immigration
prison in York, Pennsylvania, he visited their families and helped them access
services to stay in their homes or find new ones."

Much of the funding for these projects dried up at the end of the decade,
and The Partnership CDC closed in the 2010s. But this community building
and development work had lasting effects on intercultural relations and on the
capacity of organizations like ACANA and the Welcoming Center, helping
them expand commercial corridor support in subsequent years. The Welcom-
ing Center would become an internationally known leader in local immi-
grant integration.

Another Pan-African nonprofit, the African and Caribbean Business Coun-
cil, formed in 2006 with a similar mission: to “promote and preserve the busi-
ness interests of African and Caribbean entrepreneurs in the Greater
Philadelphia area while bridging the cultural divide between member coun-
tries and the larger community through education and mutual tolerance.”!??
Its attempts to develop a credit union fizzled but its business capacity-building
and networking programs lived on, growing a mutually supportive commu-
nity of African, Caribbean, and African American entrepreneurs.'*

Like other immigrant groups from highly educated backgrounds, Liberi-
ans also organized professional and alumni associations, some of which did
community work and all of which strengthened their networks. These in-
cluded the Association of Liberian Journalists, Association of University of
Liberia Alumni in the USA, and Monrovia College Alumni Association in the
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Americas, which all raised scholarship funds for Liberians and their children
in Africa and America. The Philadelphia Folklore Project, based in Southwest
Philadelphia, assisted Liberian dancers and musicians in sustaining their art,
as did ACANA. The Philadelphia Folklore Project helped former members of
Liberia’s National Cultural Troupe establish the Liberian Women’s Chorus for
Change, which spread awareness of Liberia in the United States and raised sup-
port for postwar peace-building efforts.

Finally, the oldest organizations of the Liberian diaspora, the ULAA and
county associations, continued to play crucial roles in aiding families in Phila-
delphia and other centers of Liberian settlement. Their leaders assisted people
largely ad hoc at social events or by calling and visiting families at home, hos-
pitals, and funeral homes. The chapters collaborated with local health and
human service providers, including ACANA, MCES, the Agape Center, and
resettlement agencies, to connect their constituents to various resources. As
with other African home associations in the United States and Europe, the wel-
fare of the diaspora remained the first priority of the state chapters of the
county associations and ULAA. The national bodies, meanwhile, focused prin-
cipally on transnational community development, investing in the postwar
stabilization and rebuilding of Liberia."*

Reconstructing Liberia

Living as transnational families and communities, Liberian civil society lead-
ers logically worked in America and West Africa at the same time. The county
associations played the central roles in community and economic development
in Liberia, though the diaspora also began to form smaller hometown asso-
ciations. The ULAA engaged more in political affairs, from the truth and rec-
onciliation process to re-forming public and civil institutions after the wars.
Some of the other organizations discussed in this chapter worked in West Af-
rica too, whether more or less formally. For most Liberian community lead-
ers, this diverse and geographically dispersed work was interrelated, a single
broad project of rebuilding lives, families, communities, and institutions in the
places where Liberians had come to live. This was mainly Liberians’ own proj-
ect, though it sometimes involved others in Pan-African Philadelphia as
well.*

Reverend Jallah’s organizational life again reflected the diversity of Libe-
rian transnational civil society, and the intense and extensive engagement of
many community leaders like him. He served on the national board of the
ULAA; chaired the Federation of Lofa Associations in the Americas, the na-
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tional body for Lofa County associations; and was a member of the Loma Uni-
versity Alumni Association. He continued to serve as a minister to his church
in Monrovia and helped lead church associations in Liberia. His church in Li-
beria ran a school, for which he raised funds in Philadelphia. He also coordi-
nated a farm collective in Lofa County, traveling to Liberia periodically but
mainly doing this work from Philadelphia, before training its managers and
taking a less active role. This was just some of his transnational community
work, the broad extent of which was fairly typical among the most active Li-
berian community leaders of his generation.

Although the ULAA established a social service council in 2004, it remained
a largely political organization."¢ Its leaders were deeply involved in the re-
construction of Liberia’s national government and civil society, supporting
democratic elections and reforms that promoted transparency, including in
communication with the diaspora. As Sam Togba Slewion put it, they “stay
involved in the government to make sure that government is treating people
fairly.”*?

The administrations of Ellen Johnson Sirleaf, the first woman elected pres-
ident in Africa, and her successor, George Weah, sent emissaries to consult di-
aspora community leaders in Philadelphia; Staten Island, New York; Providence,
Rhode Island; Baltimore, Maryland; Columbus, Ohio; and Atlanta. They con-
stantly appealed to members of the diaspora to return home, Slewion related.
“One of the things that the Liberian government knows is that the middle
class is in the States . . . the professional community is in the States,” he said.
The remittances they sent home were one reason “the Liberian government
talks to them, keeps them in the loop . . . engages professionals in the gov-
ernment because they know that they have power.”"?® Slewion himself would
return to live and work in Liberia in the 2010s.

The ULAA and its leaders helped ensure that Liberia’s was the first Truth
and Reconciliation Commission to involve the diaspora in the entire truth-
seeking process, among more than thirty nations that have implemented
such commissions."”” In Philadelphia, they partnered with the University of
Pennsylvania’s Transnational Law Clinic to take testimony from members of
the diaspora. No residents of the region were tried for war crimes per se. Only
Charles Taylor’s son, US-born Chuckie Taylor, was convicted by a US court
for crimes committed during the war. However, in the late 2010s the United
States charged and convicted three men living in the Philadelphia suburbs for
failing to disclose in their asylum applications or lying in other court cases
about their responsibility for massacres and other atrocities during the wars.'*

The county associations became the diaspora’s main vehicles for support-
ing community and economic development in Liberia. Like other county
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associations, the Lofa County Association began as a student group in the
1970s, organized mainly for social purposes. After the war, people in the United
States “wanted to get in touch with family members, with the village, and
everyone who had been uprooted from the village wanted to get in touch
with each other,” Reverend Jallah related. They “sent delegates once the war
started to end. . . . [We] sent people to see what had happened and see how
the village was.” Ultimately, “the crisis really caused the county associations to
take a little more [of a] role in keeping track of what was going on and the
rebuilding effort.”**!

The county associations, one for each of the nation’s fifteen counties, raised
funds in the United States for various programs and projects. The state chap-
ters provided scholarships for school and university students in Liberia and sent
medical and school supplies, typically through annual drives. Scholarships for
students in the sciences, health, teaching, and agriculture targeted sectors of
need in each county, requiring recipients to work there for two or three years
after graduating.'*

The national boards of the county associations usually took on the devel-
opment projects, financing, planning, and building schools, medical clinics, and
other facilities. Sometimes they helped launch agricultural and other enter-
prises. In the late 2000s and 2010s, many county association leaders, who were
also often active in the ULAA, began to collaborate with the Liberian govern-
ment and other partners on larger regional projects such as roads, telecom-
munications, air and seaports, and agricultural infrastructure.'*

The Sinoe County Association was among the most active county associa-
tions in Philadelphia, with leaders including Sam Togba Slewion and Rev. John
Gblah. When Slewion was president of the national board, it was the first
county association to establish life insurance policies for its membership. In
2010 it acquired thirty acres in one of Sinoe County’s largest cities, in partner-
ship with Taylor University in Indiana. The association built and operated the
$150,000 Samuel Morris Center for Global Engagement, with offices, confer-
ence rooms, and a library and media center to promote reading and internet
access. The university was an early tenant. Development partners also included
the county and national governments.'*

During an “assessment tour” of the county in 2010, delegates from the
Sinoe County Association observed that the lack of money transfer services in
the county presented a barrier for people displaced by the war to return, as
many who came back relied on support from family overseas. The association
recruited Moneygram to open in partnership with the local First Financial
Bank, establishing the first postwar money wiring service in a county with
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100,000 residents. Liberian nonprofits also sent representatives to the United
States to seek the association’s assistance, including a builder of low-cost hous-
ing for teachers in rural areas that gained the association’s financial and politi-
cal support.'#

Other county associations pursued projects of similar types and scales. The
Grand Gedeh Association also invested in telecommunications, building an In-
ternet café in the county seat.'*® When a multinational firm established a
mine in Nimba, Liberia’s largest and most resource-rich county, the county
association, the United Nimba Citizens” Council (UNICCO), set up a commit-
tee of geologists who submitted a proposal to President Sirleaf for a develop-
ment fund. In the resulting community benefits agreement, the mining
company underwrote development funds for the governments of Nimba and
neighboring Bong and Grand Bassa Counties. UNICCO’s larger project was a
12,000 square foot Women's Empowerment Center, which trained women in
prenatal and postnatal care and small business development. The association
also helped Nimba County University College establish and build an electronic
library system.'#’

Still, like other immigrants who invest in their homelands, Liberians who
were active in county associations experienced tensions with people in Libe-
ria. “They reject us,” explained UNICCO'’s president, Dahn Dennis, who also
served at various times as executive director of the Tappita District Develop-
ment Association, president of the Liberian Association of Pennsylvania,
founder and director of the Nimba Youth Organization, and board chair of
the Kou Yorway Foundation, a faith-based organization investing in schools
and training teachers and principals in Liberia. People who became American
citizens “are not considered citizens of Liberia,” and Liberians rejected a bill
proposed by diaspora members to allow for dual citizenship. “In as much as
we are advocating on their behalf, and meeting their needs daily; they still don’t
consider us to be Liberians.” Even as Liberians in the United States “send
money all the time” and association leaders visit annually to listen and learn
which projects people in the counties want them to support, many “look at
us as though we are strangers” and “don’t want us to participate in any dis-
cussions” about governance and development.'*®

Some of these tensions stemmed from real and perceived inequality, as
people in Liberia “feel that we have money, that we have a better life,” said
Dennis. Members of the diaspora “are sponsoring their kids in colleges here
[in the United States], in Morocco, some in China, some in India, and some in
South Africa. But yet still they look at us as outsiders. “They are not one of
us. ... They are Americans, they are settled, they got their education, their
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kids are having three meals a day, and we are not,”” said critics in Liberia. Even
for people who return to Liberia, “they consider us to be job takers. We come
here, get education, go back and take jobs.”'*

This all made it more challenging to involve the diaspora in the county as-
sociations. “Other Liberians, other Nimbains, decide not to be a part of the
organization,” Dennis reported. ““Why should we continue to assist people

>

who are continuously rejecting us,”” some say. But people dedicated to the
work of county, district, and other transnational associations, “we say no.” . . .
We have to continue this, because we think it is our call[ing], to help them, no
matter what.” Much as Liberians have worked to keep families and commu-
nities together in America, he concluded, “we are fighting . . . for peace, and
oneness, and we want to continue to provide and meet their needs.” Ultimately,
“we try to overcome it professionally.”**°

Notwithstanding these and other challenges, county association leaders
played key roles in state building and the oversight of development. Some of
their work came from the diaspora’s recognition that the postwar interim gov-
ernment and international organizations were not focused on local recon-
struction, but rather on immediate national goals like security. They pushed
county governments to perform and helped boost their capacity for develop-
ment.”! The associations’ national boards often sent representatives to Africa
on a monthly basis. Some, like UNICCO, maintained partner groups or em-
ployees in Liberia to assist with projects and communicate with leaders in the
United States."”” During the course of a large project, the national and county
agencies in charge might call and send meeting minutes to association leaders
in Philadelphia, Providence, and other US regions every week. Despite the ten-
sions noted previously, for many Liberians in Africa and the United States this
lent further legitimacy to reconstruction and development projects.'”> County
associations and their leaders also sometimes backed political candidates,
though, provoking tensions in Liberia and the United States.”*

The more recently established hometown associations served smaller com-
munities, usually first with mutual aid to members and their families and
later via larger economic development and place-based projects. The Tallah
Families Association began in 1993 as an effort of the roughly 200 migrants in
the United States from the township of Tallah, Grand Cape Mount County,
to remain connected and help fund extended family members’ schooling and
other needs in both North America and West Africa. In 2009 leaders renamed
it the Tallah Development Corporation, reflecting their increased focus on in-
frastructure and building projects. This included wells that brought drinking
water to six of the township’s ten boroughs and a $10,000 investment to re-
pair and upgrade Tallah Junior School, which they raised in collaboration with
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the school’s alumni association. Like the state chapters of the county associa-
tions and of the ULAA, however, the corporation also remained focused on
the immediate needs of its members and their families in Philadelphia and
Africa.’”

Similarly, Liberian and other West African ethnic associations and churches
in Philadelphia raised funds for school fees and supplies for children in Africa.
They commonly funded repatriation of deceased members’ bodies to be bur-
ied in Africa, which cost over $10,000 by the 2000s, and more later. They sent
money to departed members’ families in Africa and to people deported by ICE
to help make up for remittances and wages they no longer received.”®

The staff of social service organizations run by Liberians in the Philadel-
phia region, including MCES and the Agape Center, played largely informal,
ad hoc roles helping constituents with transnational family problems."” How-
ever, ACANA established a more formal, largely independent satellite office
in Monrovia. With partners in Freetown, Sierra Leone, and Accra, Ghana, its
staff helped refugees and internally displaced people with reintegration ser-
vices, largely education, mental health, and access to jobs for people return-
ing to Liberia or staying in neighboring countries. The Liberia and Sierra Leone
offices also distributed computers to classrooms around the two countries and
supported small business development.'*®

Some of Philadelphia’s Pan-African organizations engaged in transnational
economic and community development, too. The Mayor’s Commission for
African and Caribbean Immigrant Affairs and the African and Caribbean Busi-
ness Council together organized trade missions to Africa; their members
traveled to Liberia and other nations along with local politicians and officials
from Philadelphia’s port authority and commerce department. In collabora-
tion with AFRICOM, they hosted trade missions of dignitaries and business
leaders from Liberia and other African countries. These efforts mostly pro-
moted import-export ventures for companies of all sizes.

Two other Pan-African organizations established by West Africans in Phil-
adelphia grew up in the 2000s to provide training, technical assistance, and net-
working for Black entrepreneurs and communities that were interested in
transnational development, including Liberians. A Sierra Leonean, Agatha
Johnson, who founded the Afri-Caribe Micro-Enterprise Network (AMEN),
and an Ivoirian, Jean Marie Kouassi, who founded Palms Solutions, had both
worked for the World Bank and other development agencies. They were criti-
cal of traditional approaches to development and they sought to involve dias-
pora community members more meaningfully in planning and owning their
work. They also recognized the imperative to address social needs that must
be met for diaspora communities to engage effectively in development. AMEN
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remained a business support group, operating between Philadelphia, Atlanta,
and West and South Africa.””’

But Palms Solutions became a more local organization, mainly since its con-
stituents chose to focus on local rather than transnational projects. Working
with youth and teachers, Kouassi became one of the chief advocates for immi-
grant children in city schools.’® In 2012, he worked with other African commu-
nity leaders to start what became the Philadelphia African and Caribbean Cup
of Nations for Peace. “More than a soccer tournament, it [was] a diplomatic
tool used to bring our communities together to address pressing local and inter-
national issues” through “sports diplomacy,” commemorating the United Na-
tions” International Day of Peace in September. Its annual themes included
US-Africa relations, fund-raising to combat the Ebola epidemic in Liberia, and
public health in Philadelphia and Africa, including a drive for immigrants to get
flu shots. The Philadelphia Inquirer called its summer school program one of the
best facilitators of immigrant integration into the city’s school system.’

In 2016, Mayor Jim Kenney adopted the tournament, turning it into the
Philadelphia International Unity Cup. It lost its international diplomatic, peace,
health, and educational missions but continued to exert positive influence lo-
cally. The tournament expanded to teams representing countries around the
world, though anyone could join any country’s team. With its final held at the
region’s professional soccer stadium, it generated more excitement and about
as much goodwill toward city government among diverse immigrants, espe-
cially men, as the city’s sanctuary policies did. All games were free for specta-
tors, and West African teams dominated. The Liberian team lost the final 1-0
to Ivory Coast in 2016 but won the tournament the next three years, defeat-
ing Sierra Leone 3-1 in the 2017 final, Ivory Coast 4-3 in the following year’s
final, and a United States team 3-0 in the final in 2019.'%*

Philadelphia’s diverse set of Liberian and Pan-African civil society organ-
izations, through both their transnational and their local work, reveal the mul-
tiple meanings and dispersed geography of Liberian reconstruction. To
rebuild Liberia and its neighbors required repairing families. This extended not
only to what Americans considered distant and adopted family in West Africa
but also to promoting peace and mutual support among the larger family of
Black people and sometimes even more multicultural communities where Li-
berians lived in America. As scholars of West African home associations in
Britain have observed, it is important not “to overstate the distinction between
‘development at home’ and ‘welfare in the diaspora.””'** In Philadelphia, Li-
berian and Pan-African civil society tied the work of community revitalization
in the United States to that of rebuilding Liberia, Nigeria, Haiti, and other parts
of Africa and the Caribbean.



AFRICAN DIASPORAS 139

Deferred Enforced Departure

Liberian and Pan-African civil society mobilized successfully to promote peace
and help diverse people with myriad needs. Still, Liberia remained one of the
poorest nations on earth, and Southwest Philadelphia was among the region’s
poorest neighborhoods. Almost one-third of all Liberians in the United States
attained American citizenship by 2010.** Yet in other ways Liberians’ place in
America was still tenuous, especially for those on TPS or DED. What protec-
tions and assistance they required became increasingly contested as Liberia sta-
bilized politically and immigration debates in the United States became
further polarized with the election of Donald Trump.

In Liberia, despite substantial investment from abroad, in 2012 more than
half the population lived in extreme poverty, on less than fifty cents a day, and
more than 60 percent were illiterate. The UN ranked Liberia 182nd out of 187
countries on its Human Development Index. Transparency International put
it near the bottom in its Global Corruption Barometer. In 2011, President
Sirleaf won the Nobel Peace Prize. That year, the nation received $765 mil-
lion in development aid and an estimated $523 million in remittances from the
diaspora; and the United Nations spent over $500 million on a peacekeeping
force of 7,500 troops that remained in the country.'®

Critics in the development industry charged that Liberia had become de-
pendent on foreign aid and that development agencies had drawn Liberian pro-

fessionals away from government and local civil society.'®®

Many young
Liberian Americans in Philadelphia, like their parents, sent remittances to ex-
tended family, but they were reluctant to invest in the country’s development
beyond that, due to corruption and concerns that their money would not be
used wisely by government or civil society. The county associations contin-
ued to organize projects, though they were still run by Reverend Jallah’s gen-
eration and mostly had not yet incorporated younger Liberian Americans.'¢’

In Philadelphia and other US regions, Liberians remained, on average,
wealthier than African Americans. But they shared the segregation and much
of the discrimination and disadvantage that Black people in general experi-
enced in US society, including in housing and labor markets. On Woodland
Avenue, ACANA developed plans in the late 2010s to build an arch and mar-
ket the corridor as a district worthy of cultural tourism akin to Chinatown
and Little Italy. African Americans came to embrace the food, hair-braiding,
and other businesses on the avenue.'*® But it remained an open question
whether more than a small number of non-Black people would consider Afri-
can culture desirable to consume and Southwest Philadelphia safe or attrac-
tive to visit. Notwithstanding the remarkable accomplishments in community
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building of Liberians and their allies, racism and inequality remained intrac-
table in America.

Through the administrations of Bill Clinton, George W. Bush, and Barack
Obama, Liberian community leaders in Philadelphia and their allies in city
council and the region’s state and congressional delegations lobbied for renew-
ing TPS and DED.'® They mobilized support with their counterparts in
Georgia, Maryland, Minnesota, New York, Ohio, and Rhode Island.'”® The
number of people on DED decreased to roughly 3,600 by 2018, out of some
60,000 or more Liberians in the United States. Still, virtually every Liberian in
these regions knew, and most were close to, someone with that status.!”* People
on DED could work, renew their driver’s licenses, and access health benefits;
but they could not get student financial aid, leave the country, or know when
they might be told to leave.'”?

On March 27, 2018, President Trump announced that “conditions in Libe-
ria no longer warrant a further extension of DED,” which would be termi-
nated effective March 31, 2019.'” This decision came shortly after Trump
enraged Liberian and other communities with remarks about “shithole coun-
tries” in Africa and the Caribbean.'”* At the same time, he ended TPS for people
from El Salvador, Haiti, Honduras, Nicaragua, and Sudan. Like Liberians,
many of these people had been in the United States for decades.

The lack of opportunity in Liberia meant that most people who were forced
to return would lose their ability to support their family in Africa and Amer-
ica. The few thousand people who were repatriated to Liberia when Ghana
closed its refugee camps in the prior decade had struggled to survive.'””> Some
Liberians in the United States still feared violence from old rivals and people
who had claimed their property. “To see that Liberians in the United States
have stabilized their lives—and I think that’s part of the American Dream and
the pursuit of happiness—and still uproot us and send us back to Liberia will
force us to become refugees all over again,” one DED recipient protested.'”®

The Trump administration’s stance was not new. Back in 2009, the presi-
dent of the Federation for American Immigration Reform, one of the chief
architects of Trump’s later immigration agenda, declared as Liberians’ DED
was up for renewal, “It is time for people to go back and rebuild their coun-
try.” For Liberians to stay after their country’s wars were over would make “a
mockery of the concept of short-term temporary humanitarian protection.”
Liberians were the only group ever to receive DED, which critics cast as an
overly generous concession to a group that no longer needed protection.'””

Uncharacteristically, three days before the March 2019 deadline, Trump ex-
tended it by a year. “The overall situation in West Africa remains concern-
ing,” his executive order stated. “The reintegration of DED beneficiaries into
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Liberian civil and political life will be a complex task, and an unsuccessful tran-
sition could strain United States-Liberian relations and undermine Liberia’s
post-civil war strides toward democracy and political stability.”'”® It was un-
clear if this decision responded to a lawsuit on behalf of fifteen Liberians chal-
lenging the end of DED.'”

But two weeks later, in April 2019, the Trump administration announced a
plan for ICE to target people from Liberia, Sierra Leone, Nigeria, Eritrea, and
Chad who had overstayed their visas. The administration threatened these
countries with restrictions on future visas. Under Trump, ICE significantly ex-
panded the deportation of Black immigrants.'s

Then, in December 2019, senators from Rhode Island and Minnesota, who
had long supported their Liberian constituents, succeeded in inserting a section
for Liberian Refugee Immigration Fairness into the National Defense Authori-
zation Act for 2020. This gave Liberians without legal status access to green
cards as long as they had not committed serious crimes or, under another new
Trump administration rule issued two months later, as long as they and their
family members were unlikely to use public benefits.'*! As many as 10,000 Libe-
rians without permanent status were eligible, more than the several thousand
people on DED.'®* Anti-immigration advocates cried foul, arguing that this
“amnesty” set a terrible precedent, violated the principles of TPS and DED,
and had nothing to do with national defense.'® Liberians, on the other hand,
asked why it took decades for the United States to grant them permanent legal
status. Voffee Jabateh offered a simple answer, which was echoed by many ad-
vocates: “Historically, Black lives have never mattered to America.”'®

Still, thousands of Liberians’ status remained unresolved. In Trump’s last
year in the White House, his administration botched the processing of people’s
applications under the new program. A computer glitch initially rejected them
all. His successor, Joe Biden, reinstated DED for Liberians on his first day in
office, giving more time for people to apply for green cards.'®* Yet ICE contin-
ued to deport Black immigrants at a substantial rate during Biden’s first months
in office. Changing the agency’s culture and operations would take more than
anew president.'®

Black immigrants’ experiences as targets of a racialized, exclusionary politics
overlapped in some ways with the experiences of Muslim immigrants in the
United States. Many African immigrants, including some Liberians, were Mus-
lim, as were many African Americans and other immigrants in Philadelphia.
Some Black immigrants were also affected by the United States and its allies and
adversaries in the War on Terror that spread around Africa and Asia in the early
twenty-first century. The next chapter relates the experiences of other people
who were caught in the midst of this and related wars in the Middle East.
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Muslim Town

Iraqis, Syrians, and Palestinians in Arab

and Muslim America

The US invasion of Iraq in 2003 “changed my
life for the better,” at least for a while, remarked Mohammed Al Juboori, who
was sixteen at the time. “Not a lot of Iraqis actually liked Saddam [Hussein],”
the dictator who had been in power for three decades, “but they couldn’t dis-
cuss this because they would execute you.” Old and young people alike rev-
eled in their new freedom of speech and expression. They burned Saddam’s
picture, tore down his statues, and destroyed his palaces. Like many Iraqis, Mo-
hammed initially saw the invasion in a positive light. He recognized, how-
ever, that many people in his neighborhood, in the Al-Rusafa district of
central Baghdad, lost their jobs and were forced to move, particularly those
affiliated with Saddam’s Ba’ath Party, some of whom were murdered while
the rest lived under constant threat.!

When the United States began bombing the city on April 3, the Al Juboori
family left for Anbar Province, with thousands of other people. “Anyone who
had money fled to the West,” which was much safer, Mohammed recalled. This
interruption notwithstanding, his parents’ jobs went relatively unaffected by
the invasion. His father worked as a mechanical engineer, his mother as a
chemical engineer, both for the Ministry of Industry and Minerals. This was
a vital institution for the oil industry, which the United States quickly revived
and parceled out to ExxonMobil, British Petroleum, Royal Dutch Shell, and
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other American and European corporations that had been shut out of Iraq
for thirty years.?

But then conditions deteriorated rapidly, and people’s attitudes changed.
US forces failed to find weapons of mass destruction, which was their pretext
for invading Iraq along with the claim, also discredited, that Saddam was sup-
porting Osama bin Laden’s Al-Qaeda terrorist network.? In reality, terrorism
in Iraq flourished only after Saddam’s defeat. The United States installed a new
government that, with American forces, continued to fight a fragmented set
of insurgencies with various religious and political ties but similar practices
of guerilla warfare. Mohammed recalled that the Iragi army would put bombs
between people’s houses for storage, creating further threats to their safety.*

One day in 2005, as US Marines went along Mohammed’s street in Bagh-
dad, knocking on doors and searching homes for weapons, they found out that
his family spoke English. They offered his father a job as an interpreter. He
refused, but Mohammed took up the offer instead. He had just graduated from
The Baghdad College, one of the most prestigious high schools in the Middle
East, and all his coursework since primary school had been in English. He
wanted to participate in changing his country.’

He was part of this combat unit for the next two years, officially employed
by an American defense contractor. The unit lived at Camp Habbaniyah in cen-
tral Iraq, a former British air force base established in the 1930s where Sad-
dam’s regime later made chemical weapons, next to a tourist village on the
banks of the Euphrates River.® He underwent military training and received
the same uniform and weapons carried by his unit mates. He felt part of a
family. “You are one of us; whatever rights and responsibilities we have, you
have,” they told him.”

Mohammed loved the job because it was exciting and never routine. His
favorite part was the training sessions, in which the US advisory team prepared
officers of the Iraqi army to fight terrorist and insurgent groups like Al-Qaeda
and the Iraqi cleric Muqtada al-Sadr’s Mahdi Army. He also accompanied the
Marines on raids and interpreted during interrogations. But living at the base
was “constant terror.” Enemies launched mortar attacks at them every day,
and during his tenure he saw some fifteen or twenty comrades die right in front
of him.®

Eventually, insurgent groups found out Mohammed was working as an in-
terpreter for the Americans. After escalating threats to his life, and fearing
reprisals against his family, he was forced to quit and flee in early 2007. He took
a bus to Damascus, the capital of Syria, along with other young Iraqi men.
His mother accompanied him to help get settled but she returned home two
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weeks later. They did not need a visa to get into Syria. Iraqis called the coun-
try “Om el Khair,” or “mother of good,” for its economic opportunities, and
now for security, too. But Mohammed left after a year since the universities
there taught in Arabic and he had grown up learning everything in English.
He moved to Jordan, acquiring a student visa at the border.’

After a year in the capital Amman studying civil engineering, he went to
the US embassy and applied for a Special Immigrant Visa (SIV). This miscel-
laneous category consisted of immigrants with special relationships to the
United States, who usually required special attention to their protection. Eli-
gible categories included religious workers, employees of the North Atlantic
Treaty Organization (NATO) and other international organizations, broadcast-
ers, physicians doing work of national interest, and members of the armed
forces. The National Defense Authorization Act of 2006 declared that Afghan
and Iraqi translators who served the US military were entitled to SIVs, and
the 2008 act added other Iraqis who worked for the US government. Special
immigrants were permitted to bring immediate family—spouses and children
under age twenty-one. State Department employees at the embassy processed
Mohammed’s visa application in 2010. He had kept in touch with a few offi-
cers and generals, who wrote letters of support. It would take until 2014 to
be approved.'

He stayed in Jordan until 2011 and then returned to Baghdad, where he mar-
ried a young Iraqi woman who was also from a middle-class family. They
later had a baby daughter. Meanwhile, Mohammed continued his studies, pur-
suing an expedited associate’s degree in aviation offered through Serco, an
American company. He got a job with a British construction company that
built Baghdad’s new UK embassy."" Like other government, military, and cor-
porate compounds, it was in the city’s heavily fortified area known as the Green
Zone. Then he went to work at Baghdad International Airport as an air traf-
fic controller. Though his employer was a local authority, Mohammed was re-
sponsible for controlling air traffic for the US Navy as well as US Army
helicopters. Insurgents found out about this work, too, and made further
threats on his life. “I was threatened many times,” he said. “I couldn’t stay there
because it was dangerous for me and my family.”*?

This entire time, Mohammed, his wife, and their daughter were confined
to the Green Zone, where they lived, or the heavily guarded highway to the
airport, where he worked. “People who used to work for the US administra-
tion were constantly receiving threats from political or religious groups and
radical terrorist organizations who viewed them as traitors,” he remembered.
“I left and they burned my house down” a few years later."” On December 3,
2014, Mohammed, his wife, and their one-year-old daughter exited the Green
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Zone, traveling the highway to the airport with their visas approved and tick-
ets to New York. Touching down at JFK Airport, he felt “excited and grate-
ful” for having left the dangers of Iraq.'

Mohammed was a special kind of immigrant in a few ways yet typical in
others. Iraqis who fled to neighboring countries generally lived in cities, as he
did, not in refugee camps.'” By 2009, one in every six Iraqis had been displaced,
including some 2.7 million in different parts of the country and over 2 million
who fled across borders, mostly to Syria and Jordan.'¢ Like Mohammed, most
Iragis who made it to the United States came from middle- and upper-class
backgrounds, often with higher education, commonly from Baghdad or other
major cities, and usually via Syria, whose civil war displaced many of them
again.

The Al Juboori family came at the height of Iraqi resettlement in the United
States. Iraqis made up more than one-quarter of all refugees to the country
in 2013 and 2014, amounting to almost 20,000 in each of these years."” Only
seventy-seven interpreters came with Special Immigrant Visas from Iraq and
Afghanistan combined in these two years, though, along with 211 members
of their families. More came through the SIV program for other US govern-
ment employees. Overall, between 2007 and 2017, the United States resettled
over 8,500 Iraqis with SIVs, with some 13,500 family members, along with
roughly 143,000 refugees from Iraq.'® This made special immigrants and their
families about 13 percent of all Iraqis resettled in the United States during this
period. Like refugees, they received resettlement services from the Volags.

The United States considered special immigrants from Iraq and Afghani-
stan a critical part of the War on Terror. At the outset, this was the nation’s
international response to Al-Qaeda’s attacks on September 11, 2001, which
killed close to three thousand people in New York and Washington. This war,
explained vice president Dick Cheney, “may never end. At least, not in our life-
times.”" Its geography was fluid, too, extending wherever the United States
identified an Islamic jihadist threat. Much of that threat grew and evolved in
response to the United States” own actions in the Middle East.

The Iraq War that began in 2003 morphed into a broader conflict that in-
volved multiple local factions and nations within and outside the region. The
United States ceded increasing power in Iraq to postwar Prime Minister Iyad
Allawi, a Shiite Muslim whom the CIA had supported in a coup attempt in
the 1990s.?° Al-Qaeda in Iraq and its leader, Abu al-Zarkawi, took advantage
of disaffection among Sunni Muslims who had lost the favored status they en-
joyed under Saddam, and recruited a growing army of followers. After Amer-
ican special forces killed Osama bin Laden in 2011, the group split with
Al-Qaeda in 2014 and renamed itself the Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant.
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Its leaders took a more violent path, particularly against Muslims who were
not Sunnis, broadcasting their beheadings to the world through online video.**
In 2014, Islamic State forces swept across Syria and Iraq. Its leaders declared
this territory a new caliphate, meaning that it was under Islamic rule. By the
time Mohammed Al Juboori got to the United States in December, the Islamic
State had conquered roughly one-third of each country, amounting to an area
as large as Belgium or Jordan.*

The fight against Islamic State drew the United States formally into the civil
war in Syria in 2014. This war began in 2011, after President Bashar al-Assad
violently suppressed protests pushing for democracy in the Arab Spring of that
year, which toppled authoritarian regimes in Tunisia, Egypt, Libya, and Ye-
men. The war quickly spread into a conflict in which Assad’s forces fought
Islamic State and other jihadists as well as moderate rebel groups, including
the Kurds. The United States trained, armed, and provided operational sup-
port to some of these latter groups.” Assad earned international condemna-
tion for bombing civilian neighborhoods in Aleppo and other cities, sometimes
with chemical weapons.

Between 2011 and 2019, of a prewar population around 22 million, 6.6 mil-
lion Syrians fled the country and another 6.1 million were internally displaced
to other parts of Syria. Some 3.5 million Syrians stayed in Turkey, and most
of the rest ended up in Lebanon, Jordan, Germany, Iraq, Egypt, and Sweden.*
Many people tried to reach Western Europe, taking treacherous journeys
across the Aegean Sea on small boats to Greece, then walking and riding trains
and buses through an increasingly militarized and anti-immigrant set of East-
ern European nations, if they got that far. The limited number of refugee slots
for them in America and the oceans between them presented greater barri-
ers. The United States resettled just over 16,000 Syrians by the end of 2016.”

Iragis and Syrians were part of a larger refugee crisis arising from the War
on Terror, and in a deeper historical context they were part of a series of in-
terrelated refugee crises in the Middle East. These stemmed from long-standing
US intervention together with displacement at the hands of Arab dictatorships,
revolutions, insurgencies, fanatical terrorists, and Israel. Much of this history
of conflict centered on oil and on Israel and the Palestinians, which were the
central political flashpoints in the region. The Anglo-American Petroleum
Agreement of 1944 determined, as President Franklin D. Roosevelt told the
Brits, that “Persian oil . . . is yours. We share the oil of Iraq and Kuwait. As
for Saudi Arabian oil, it’s ours.”?® The United States supported Israel since its
founding in 1948, sending more military aid to Israel than to any other coun-
try and helping to underwrite a half-dozen major Arab-Israeli military con-
flicts. By 2015 over five million Palestinians were registered as refugees with
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the United Nations; they were dispersed mainly in the occupied territories of
Gaza and the West Bank and in Jordan, Lebanon, and Syria.?’

US relations with Iraq and Syria historically fluctuated between extremes,
from military support to attempted coups and wars. Arab-Israeli wars and
other events severed US diplomatic ties with Iraq and Syria periodically across
the decades since World War II. Iraq allied itself with the Soviets through the
1970s, but the Islamic Revolution in Iran and the Soviet invasion of Afghani-
stan, both in 1979, brought the United States closer to Saddam, who claimed
the presidency that year. The United States supported Iraq in its war against
Iran from 1980 to 1988, selling Saddam millions of dollars of “dual-use tech-
nologies™ that could be used to make chemical and biological weapons, some
of which he used against the Kurds.?®

Despite Syria’s state sponsorship of Palestinian resistance groups that the
United States considered terrorists, American authorities collaborated closely
with the nation’s leaders, sometimes against Iraq.” In 1990, under President
Hafez al-Assad, Syria joined the US-led military coalition in the Gulf War,
which quickly beat back Saddam’s forces after Iraq invaded Kuwait. After Sep-
tember 11, 2001, his son and successor, Bashar al-Assad, partnered with the
United States in the War on Terror. For a short time, Syria became one of the
main destinations for the US military and CIA to send captives, mostly from
the US-led war in Afghanistan, for interrogation and torture.?® But Syria op-
posed the 2003 invasion of Iraq and relations worsened. In 2004, President
George W. Bush authorized covert CIA and military operations against Al-
Qaeda within Syrian territory, a decade before its Iraqi affiliate became the
Islamic State and the United States entered the Syrian civil war.?!

Some events in this dizzying history of geopolitical relations and conflicts
did more than others to destabilize Middle Eastern societies and displace
people. Mohammed Al Juboori was just three years old during the Gulf War
in 1990. All he remembered was “hearing the sirens” of air raid warnings in
Baghdad. Yet US forces bombed only a few targets in the city and declined to
occupy the country and remove Saddam. Mohammed’s family continued to
live comfortably, unaffected by that war, even as the conflict produced three
million refugees, including Kurds and 300,000 Palestinians who were resettled
from Iraq to Jordan.*

Some of Mohammed’s family left the country in the 1990s. His uncle went
to Philadelphia to study electrical engineering at the University of Pennsylva-
nia.*? He was part of a longer history of middle-class Iraqis, Syrians, Palestin-
ians, and other Arabs moving to the United States for education, work, and to
find greater safety and stability since the founding of Israel in 1948 and revo-
lutions in Egypt and Iraq in the 1950s. While most were not officially refugees,



148 CHAPTER 4

they often had similar reasons for leaving.’ The wider bombing of Bagh-
dad in 2003 and the violence thereafter displaced more Iraqis as refugees, es-
pecially middle-class city residents like the Al Jubooris.

With a Special Immigrant Visa, Mohammed had greater agency than most
refugees in choosing where to be resettled. He selected Philadelphia, where
the father of a friend had settled after fleeing Iraq several decades earlier. Like
other special immigrants, the family received resettlement services from the
Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society—Pennsylvania (HIAS-PA), but his friend’s
father was his official sponsor. He picked the family up at JFK Airport, found
them a house to rent in a growing Middle Eastern community in Northeast
Philadelphia, and “helped me get on my feet.” Having grown up speaking
English and having “heard so much about life in the United States” from his
comrades in the Marines, he “felt the transition was easy.” He was already

“familiar with the society and the system.”*

Arab America

The history of Middle Eastern migration to the United States has been plagued
by a sharp disconnect between political rhetoric and the reality of who Arab
immigrants and refugees are. Most are Muslim but many are Christian, even if
many Americans mistakenly believe that all Arabs are Muslim. Most are not
special immigrants, who took risks and made sacrifices for the United States
that most Americans would never sign up for. But most are like Mohammed Al
Juboori in many other ways. They are fleeing countries destabilized by wars
and terrorism, often fueled by US intervention. They are generally middle-class
people with high rates of education, entrepreneurship, and involvement in
community organizations, who value America’s diversity and social freedoms—
like Mohammed, people who are well positioned to succeed in US social and
economic systems and institutions. Like Arabs in the Middle East, who typi-
cally dislike their despotic leaders, they overwhelmingly embrace democracy.”®

This, of course, all contradicts the charges of Islamophobic Americans that
Arab and Muslim immigrants and refugees pose a violent fundamentalist
threat and thus should have no place in US society. To them, “Arab America”
is a contradiction in terms.?” “People think refugees are terrorists,” observed
a therapist working with Iraqis and Syrians in Philadelphia in 2015. But actu-
ally, “They are escaping terrorism.”?

Since the vast majority of immigrants and refugees from the Middle East
have legal status in the United States, they have little connection to the nar-
rower meanings of sanctuary. Yet so many are seeking sanctuary in its broader
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senses, especially protections from terrorism and instability, which have of-
ten resulted from US actions in their homelands. In the twenty-first-century
United States, Arabs and Muslims were increasingly targets of hate, discrimi-
nation, and violence. Many valued Philadelphia and other cities” sanctuary
policies as gestures of inclusion and protection from Islamophobia. Arab and
Muslim civil society, too, focused largely on promoting safety and providing
support, which they sometimes cast explicitly as “sanctuary,” in the face of
these threats.

In Mohammed’s first year in the country, a debate erupted over whether
the United States should continue to admit refugees from Syria and, ultimately,
any Muslims. After terrorist attacks on civilians in Paris by young men tied to
the Islamic State in November 2015, the governors of twenty-four states, from
Alabama to Massachusetts to Wisconsin, issued executive orders or requests
to the State Department seeking to prevent the resettlement of Syrians in their
states. The risk of resettling Islamic State sympathizers who might commit
acts of terrorism in the United States was too great, they argued. The gover-
nors of twenty-one other states, including Pennsylvania, declared support for
Syrians’ resettlement, acknowledging that the UN and the State Department
thoroughly vetted people before accepting them as refugees.*” In December,
presidential candidate Donald Trump weighed in, calling for a “total and com-
plete shutdown” of US borders to Muslims, which he would go on to attempt
in one of his earliest acts as president thirteen months later.*

These were only the latest chapters in Americans’ long-standing disputes
over whether Arabs and Muslims from the Middle East belonged in the United
States, and in the case of refugees, whether they deserved protection and as-
sistance. Most early Arab immigrants were Christians who came from the area
of Lebanon and Syria, known as the Levant, in the late nineteenth century.
Many had to fight for citizenship in the courts, including to debunk the as-
sumption that all Arabs were Muslims. Under the Naturalization Act of 1790,
which was in force until 1952, only immigrants who were considered white
could gain US citizenship. American courts, politicians, and social scientists
consistently classified Muslims as nonwhite. Christians from the Levant con-
vinced judges in the Jim Crow South that they were white since they were from
the land of Jesus and southern whites refused to believe that he had been
anything but white. But popular and political discourse cast Islam as un-
American, increasingly since the 1980s after Palestinian airplane hijackings, and
especially after terrorist attacks in the United States and Europe in the twenty-
first century.** Special immigrants like Mohammed have occupied a different,
somewhat more sympathetic place in American immigration debates com-
pared to other refugees from the Middle East and Muslim-majority countries
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in Africa and Asia. Yet they have been caught up in some of the same opposi-
tion to Muslims, especially Arabs, that grew since 9/11.

The seven countries listed in President Trump’s initial “Muslim ban” in Jan-
uary 2017 were Iran, Iraq, Libya, Somalia, Sudan, Syria, and Yemen. He or-
dered a ninety-day halt to immigration or travelers from these countries and
an indefinite ban on Syrian refugees. In March, after lobbying from the Iraqi
government and American intelligence officials, the second version of this or-
der dropped Iraq from the list. “Iraq is an important ally in the fight to defeat”
Islamic State, explained Trump’s first secretary of state, former ExxonMobil
chief Rex Tillerson, “with their brave soldiers fighting in close coordination
with America’s men and women in uniform.”*® However, in practice, the
Trump administration effectively ended resettlement from Iraq as well as other
Muslim countries, including SIVs.*

Although refugees who had already been resettled from Syria and Iraq had
permanent residency and some had become citizens, some Americans con-
tested their presence in the country in other ways. Some opposed the estab-
lishment of mosques in neighborhoods from California and Tennessee to New
York City and suburban Philadelphia. More often, Iraqis, Syrians, and other
newcomers from the Middle East, North Africa, and the wider Muslim world
found comparatively welcoming, peaceful receiving communities in US cit-
ies. Still, Islamophobia remained constantly present at the local, national, and
international levels, even if it manifested most publicly and violently in par-
ticular moments. This forced Arabs to constantly “counter the narrative by
telling their story,” as Nora Elmarzouky, an Egyptian American who worked
with refugees in Philadelphia, put it.*

Iragi and Syrian refugees differed significantly from one another in their
backgrounds and their experiences of resettlement. Iragis more often enjoyed
help from family and friends who were already settled in the United States.
Coming mainly from middle-class, urban backgrounds, some would soon re-
turn or travel back and forth to the Middle East for business. Departing some-
what from the predominant pattern of Arabs in the United States, Syrians came
from more mixed class and geographic backgrounds, including a large pro-
portion of poor and rural people from small, agricultural villages. As Nasr
Saradar, a Syrian refugee in Philadelphia, explained in 2019, “Baghdad fell, so
all the rich moved out. However, Damascus never fell and that is where all the
merchants, upper-class and capital are in Syria. They remain there until today.”*¢

Syrians from rural villages needed more help from the resettlement agen-
cies and other civil society organizations. Most lacked family or community
ties in America, and the few middle-class Syrians who had settled in prior de-
cades in the Philadelphia suburbs did little to help them, unlike Syrians in other
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parts of the United States. Some community leaders speculated that this may
have been due to class distinctions or old-timers’ political allegiance to the
Assad regime.*” Hence Syrian refugees’ ties with other Arabs and Muslims
proved critical for their support.

In Philadelphia and other cities, immigrants and refugees from the Middle
East formed organizations and networks of mutual support that were largely
Pan-Arab, Muslim, or interfaith. In this they resembled African immigrants,
and their social networks overlapped with Africans, African Americans, and
South Asians, especially in mosques (masjids in Arabic), which commonly in-
cluded community centers and schools and almost all held community gath-
erings. This, together with the diverse populations of the neighborhoods they
inhabited, brought many Arab immigrants and their children into frequent
contact with Black Americans and other Black and brown immigrants, even
as Arabs identified variously as white or as people of color.

Much of the social politics that drove Arab immigrants to multicultural
organizations came from a Pan-Arab worldview adopted widely among the
middle classes of the Middle East decades ago. It also grew from a tradition in
Islam of valuing diversity and promoting fellowship among cultures. Arabs in
Philadelphia and the United States were diverse in terms of nationality and
somewhat diverse in class and religion. But like their relatives in the Middle
East and North Africa, to a great extent they recognized their experiences of
displacement and of confronting discrimination as a shared history.*®

The arrival of Iraqis and especially Syrians in the twenty-first century in-
spired Arabs in Philadelphia to mobilize support in ways that were not entirely
new. The city was already home to a small Palestinian community, which col-
laborated with the resettlement agencies to orient and assist newcomers. Old
and new masjids, cultural organizations, and mostly volunteer-led support net-
works helped Syrians, Iraqis, and other new immigrants from the Middle
East navigate the housing and labor markets, as well as social and cultural chal-
lenges of settlement. Transnational civil society remained limited, even if
some Arab immigrants and refugees traveled back and forth regularly, follow-
ing seasonal work patterns or for businesses they maintained in Egypt or Jor-
dan, and many sent remittances to family in the Middle East.

Repeating an established pattern of refugee community members who
were employed in the resettlement system, Mohammed Al Juboori first vol-
unteered and then got a job with the Jewish Employment and Vocational Ser-
vice (JEVS), aiding fellow Arabs and other newcomers in gaining employment.
Other organizations helped refugees from the Middle East deal with trauma
from wars and displacement as well as new violence in the city and its schools.
While some of this was familiar to other refugee communities, for Arabs and
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other Muslim immigrants, much of the violence and threats they faced took
the particular form of Islamophobia. This, in turn, shaped the responses of
civil society, including interfaith organizing and collaboration with law enforce-
ment, as well as the everyday practices of newcomer and receiving communi-
ties working to live together in peace.

Mecca of the West

Very few people from Iraq or Syria settled in Philadelphia before the end of
the twentieth century, but the city had been home to Arabs for over a century
and to Muslims for even longer. This mattered profoundly for twenty-first-
century refugees from the Middle East. The first Muslims in America were
slaves brought from Africa in the 1600s, and some Black people in colonial-
era Philadelphia followed Islam. The Centennial Exposition of 1876 in the city
attracted over 1,600 Arab traders. Some stayed, forming a Lebanese Christian
community in South Philadelphia.*

In the twentieth century, thousands of African Americans in the city con-
verted to various sects of Islam. Many joined the Nation of Islam in the 1950s
and 1960s but most converted to Sunni Islam in the late 1960s and 1970s. With
increased immigration from Africa, South Asia, and the Middle East in subse-
quent decades, by the early twenty-first century the Philadelphia region had
the second-highest concentration of Muslims in America, behind only metro-
politan Detroit.’® In the twenty-first century, it had a Muslim police commis-
sioner, city council member, and state senator.’! In 2010, a Philadelphia Daily

752 Some Muslims in the re-

News columnist dubbed the city “Muslim Town.
gion called it “the Mecca of the West.”>?

The largest Arab group among Philadelphia’s diverse Muslims, the Pales-
tinian community was a crucial receiving community for twenty-first-century
refugees from the Middle East. Perhaps a few thousand Palestinians lived in
the region by the mid-2000s. They are difficult to count since the US Census
has historically not tracked them because they lack a nation of their own. The
largest number of families in Philadelphia fled three villages near Hebron in
the West Bank during the Yom Kippur War in 1973, which was the last full-
scale Arab-Israeli war.’* Others came as early as 1908 and more arrived after
the establishment of Israel in 1948, as economic opportunities and social free-
doms diminished in the occupied territories. Some came through the diver-
sity visa lottery, some on student visas. Some came via South America, usually
legally, and lived in New York and northern New Jersey before settling in Phil-
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adelphia. Some married American women, and many people later sponsored
their relatives to migrate.’

Initially concentrated in the Lower North Philadelphia neighborhood of
South Kensington, in the 1980s Palestinians began buying homes in the neigh-
borhoods of Feltonville and Olney, three or four miles away in Upper North
Philadelphia. These were still working-class row house neighborhoods, but had
less industry, poverty, and violence than Kensington. In 1993, the Jalil family
were the first Palestinians to purchase a house on Castor Avenue in Lower
Northeast Philadelphia. Others soon followed, living in the neighborhoods of
Oxford Circle, Rhawnhurst, and Lawncrest. The area’s “large houses were nec-
essary,” said Aziz Jalil, because Palestinians generally lived with their ex-
tended families.>®

Many of the Palestinian men who initially came alone had been farmers
or construction laborers, but many people who came in the 1970s were col-
lege educated, often in engineering. Like other immigrants’ degrees earned
overseas, their professional credentials did not transfer. So, they opened small
businesses, including corner stores, gas stations, food trucks, pharmacies, and
the small chain of Cousin’s Markets, the only supermarkets left in Eastern
North Philadelphia by the 1990s. Palestinians came to own most of the ice
cream trucks that fanned out across city and suburban neighborhoods in the
summer. Some also bought, fixed up, and rented or resold homes in South Ken-
sington, Feltonville, and neighborhoods in the Northeast, often renting them
to more recently arrived Arab immigrants.’’

In the late 1980s, a group of Palestinians, Egyptians, and Algerians formed
the Al-Agsa Islamic Society. They opened a mosque in an abandoned ware-
house in South Kensington in 1992, where they later established a school,
grocery store, emergency food pantry, and in 1997 the Arab American Devel-
opment Corporation (AADC). By the 2000s, most of the students in Al-Agsa’s
kindergarten-through—eighth grade school were African Americans, whose
parents were looking to avoid the violence in the public schools and to expose
their children to Islamic culture.’® In 2000, a group of Palestinians formed the
Masjid Al-Hidaya. They moved the mosque to a new building near Feltonville
in 2007, where they started a school.” These businesses and institutions would
become important for other immigrants and refugees from the Middle East,
especially Syrians.

Iraqis and Syrians experienced a resettlement system that continued to pro-
mote self-sufficiency in mostly the ways it had since the 1980s, and many
middle-class refugees achieved it reasonably quickly. Mohammed Al Juboori’s
case worker from HIAS-PA took him to the welfare office on his first full day
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in America. “The welfare office referred me to JEVS,” he reminisced. He had
hoped to work in air traffic control, but as with other refugees, the resettle-
ment system expected him to take the first job he was offered. His counselor
at the JEVS Center for New Americans helped him land a position as a sales
associate at Walmart making eight dollars an hour, and since he was not con-
tent with the job, then as a machine operator at Weber Packaging. There he
earned more money but faced “some racism and discrimination” from other
employees. He also worked at a hotel, bouncing around between jobs.*

Though resettled officially by HIAS-PA, he “only used their services for one
month,” instead of the customary three. He benefited from the help of his
friend’s father, his uncle, and extended family in the country. Mohammed’s
exceptional language skills and deep knowledge about and experiences with
Americans helped him adjust more quickly than other Iraqis to what he called
“the hyper-capitalist economy” of the United States. After he volunteered at
JEVS teaching English to other Arabic speakers, the agency hired him as an
employment counselor, helping people from Syria, Afghanistan, Iraq, Egypt,
Morocco, Congo, Ukraine, and other parts of the world to navigate the re-
gion’s job market. He informally helped some of his Palestinian friends find
jobs, too. After three years at JEVS, he took on a similar position at the Wel-
coming Center for New Pennsylvanians as a second job and at the same time
enrolled at Community College of Philadelphia to study biology.®' After earn-
ing his associate’s degree with high honors, he enrolled for a bachelor’s de-
gree in biology at LaSalle University in the city and began studying for the test
to attend medical school thereafter.®

“Ilove to help people,” said Mohammed. “It’s my job to help develop them
so they can become contributing members of the community. I have countless
success stories” of refugees getting jobs, better housing, and stabilizing their
lives.® Pennsylvania Governor Tom Wolf recognized him in a set of “refugee
success stories” for his work at JEVS and contributions to local communities.*
Life was “pretty good” in the United States for Mohammed, he reflected, as he
had “adjusted very well,” which put him in a good position to help others.*®

Like Mohammed, many of the roughly 1,150 Iraqis who were resettled in
Philadelphia between 2002 and 2016 used resettlement services less than other
refugees.®® They did not need much “other than the basic services,” such as be-
ing connected with welfare and cultural orientation classes, said a caseworker
from HIAS-PA. At first, resettlement agencies struggled to find Iragis who had
lived in the region since the 1990s who were willing to help refugees in the
2000s, as some in the earlier generation had bravely spoken out against Saddam
and did not wish to associate with these newcomers who had not. But many
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Iraqis found ample support among relatives and friends who were already
settled.®”

The reticence of some Iraqis to accept much help from resettlement and
other organizations also stemmed from a lack of trust in American institutions,
which resulted largely from their experiences after the US invasion of their
country. Unlike Mohammed Al Juboori and some other SIV holders, many
Iraqis felt less grateful to the United States since the 2003 invasion had de-
stroyed their livelihoods as well as their homes. For this, they believed, the
United States owed them a better life than the resettlement and welfare sys-
tems provided, including the low-wage jobs available to them. For some, this
contributed to social isolation and slow progress in finding stable work.®®

In their expectations of employment, noted the case worker from HIAS-PA,
“some Iraqis ask for a lot,” making it difficult to “wean them off of welfare.”
Unlike Mohammed, many resisted working near the bottom of the US labor
market, refusing to take blue-collar jobs that they considered beneath them.
One of their greatest hurdles to overcome was pride. Some were used to being
the boss in their own business, and many struggled to adjust in entry-level posi-
tions. Resettlement agency staff found it tough to get Iraqis to understand that
their degrees did not transfer to America.”” In this, they resembled refugees
from the former Soviet Union, who were likewise “more educated and more
demanding,” as one HIAS-PA employee noted. Both groups also mainly lived in
Northeast Philadelphia. When the agency organized a dinner to promote inter-
group understanding among them, which was attended by Mohammed and
others from Iraq and Russia who had been professional engineers, one of the
Russians announced to the Iraqis, “You are a lot like us!””°

Among Iraqi women, more than one resettlement worker repeated, it was
difficult for “people who were used to having maids to work as maids” or in
other entry-level jobs. Moreover, some husbands did not want their wives to
work. Tensions arose in these families, as many Iraqi women wanted to work.
Some were enthusiastic to exercise the freedoms available in the United States
and its labor market, compared to more restricted opportunities for women
in much of the Middle East.”

Syrian refugees had different relationships with the United States and its
resettlement system. The much smaller number of Syrians who were reset-
tled in Philadelphia—fewer than 300 combined in the peak years of 2015 and
2016—were more grateful, warmer, and friendlier in their interactions with
resettlement case workers. They had usually suffered more, came more often
from poorer and rural backgrounds, lacked established family in the United
States, and needed more assistance, including urgent medical care for children
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in many families. Crucially, they did not have as many negative memories as-
sociated with the United States and its military as did Iraqi refugees. Both
groups, however, remained especially sensitive to issues of safety on the streets
and in their homes.”

Iragis and Syrians also found essentially the same job opportunities in Phil-
adelphia, even if their educational, work, and class backgrounds and attitudes
differed. The three months of resettlement support remained insufficient for
training that could lead to more meaningful jobs.” For Iraqis, and especially
Syrians who lacked family support, minimum wage or ten dollars per hour
was not enough to cover rent, utilities, and other expenses, including their
loans for travel to the United States, which like other refugees they had to re-
pay to the International Organization for Migration. Thus, many initially pre-
ferred to remain on welfare, even if that was insufficient, too.”*

Iragis and Syrians found jobs mostly in packing plants, retail, restaurants,
bakeries, housekeeping, and often at hotels or as security guards. Most of these
jobs were in Philadelphia, with some in New Jersey, but virtually all required
a forty-five-minute commute or more, as the neighborhoods of Northeast Phil-
adelphia where the agencies resettled most of them were distant from major
centers of employment. Like Mohammed in his first years in the region, most
of them switched jobs often, looking for something better. Some with ad-
vanced degrees found office jobs, and some dentists worked to gain US cre-
dentials through the University of Pennsylvania’s Dental School. Syrians from
rural backgrounds had the toughest time getting stable work, as many were
unfamiliar with the occupations and expectations of an urban labor market.”
Many “suffered in silence in whatever minimum wage job until they found a
stepping stool,” said Sister Dana Mohamed, an Arab American psychologist.”

As Mohammed Al Juboori found in his factory job, discrimination also im-
pacted Arabs’ experiences in the labor market, so unlike him, many Iraqgis
and an even larger proportion of Syrians worked for Arab-owned businesses.
Resettlement caseworkers reported that numerous white business owners
whom they approached refused to employ Arabs. “I am not going to hire ter-
rorists,” some said.”” Instead, Arab business owners and community organ-
izations worked with the resettlement agencies and JEVS to help Iragis and
Syrians access jobs. The AADC played a central role connecting refugees to
its large network of Arab small business owners, including Cousin’s Markets
and Jerusalem Furniture, as well as restaurants, pizza shops, and cell phone
stores. The organization especially helped people for whom the resettlement
agencies’ employment teams failed to secure jobs.”®

This gave Iraqi, and particularly Syrian, refugees a “cushion” and a “stepping-
stone,” as the AADC’s associate director, Amnah Ahmad, put it. Working in
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an Arabic-speaking environment while taking English classes allowed them
to build skills and experience while adjusting to their new home.” The net-
work of Arab—owned businesses, mosques, and community organizations
helped refugees understand the structures and expectations of the US labor
market. Once they realized how difficult it was to get and keep a job, Syrians
and Iraqis became more invested in getting integrated, said Nasr Saradar,
who volunteered with Nationalities Service Center and then landed a job in
its employment program helping other refugees. He was a linguist and had
been a teacher in Syria, where he also had experience as an employment
specialist.®

After working various entry-level jobs in their first years in Philadelphia,
some Iraqis and many Syrians ended up driving for the ride-sharing company
Uber. Like many immigrants before them who drove taxi cabs, they found this
more rewarding work than most positions available to them, but safer and
more stable than driving cabs. It brought them more income and the oppor-
tunity to become self-sufficient “on their own terms,” without having to speak
much English, related Aziz Jalil.®* Those who were accustomed to running
their own small businesses in the Middle East especially liked feeling that they
were “their own boss” again, noted Saradar.®> Some drove for Uber as a sec-
ond job and worked in restaurants in the evening. Most leased or rented cars,
starting their routes in Northeast Philadelphia but ending up downtown where
ride-sharing services were in higher demand.*

The resettlement agencies chose Lower Northeast Philadelphia as the main
area to house Iraqis and Syrians because of the preexisting Arab community,
with its masjids and halal (Muslim kosher) food stores, and for its single-family
homes and sidewalks, where elders could get around easily. They also placed
Afghans in the neighborhood, as some people from Afghanistan who were re-
settled in the 1980s lived there. Some who owned franchises of the Crown
Fried Chicken restaurant chain employed new refugees. The area’s Palestinian
community enabled Philadelphia to become one of few cities in the nation that
resettled Palestinians from Iraq. Leaders of Al-Agsa, the AADC, and others
from the community wrote letters of support to the State Department for local
resettlement agencies to receive them. Some Palestinian landlords rented to
new Arab refugees, though they could not accommodate the majority.®*

The agencies arranged housing in West Philadelphia for a small number
of Syrians who were LGBTQ. They did not want these people and their fami-
lies to be close to the Arab community of the Northeast due to the stigma
they would likely experience. West Philadelphia was culturally diverse like the
Northeast but generally more socially accepting, with many openly LGBTQ
residents.®
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In the Northeast, resettlement agency staff and Arab American advocates
alike described much of the housing where Syrians and Iraqis first lived as
“crappy.” Some refugees, particularly from rural areas, were unaccustomed
to attached homes or apartments and found them uncomfortable. Unlike in
South Philadelphia, the Volags lacked a strong network of landlords in the area.
One of the greatest challenges, as usual in refugee housing, was that many
landlords refused to rent to people with no credit score or stable income, some-
thing the Palestinian landlords were willing to overlook. Other landlords in
the area took advantage of refugee tenants, charging them illegal advance pay-
ments or failing to fix broken appliances, leaks, or pest control problems
because they knew that they did not understand their rights as tenants and
would not advocate for themselves.*® The housing experiences of Iraqis and
Syrians thus initially resembled those of many other refugees. However, like
other Muslims in Philadelphia, they experienced greater discrimination from
landlords who were unwilling to rent to them because of their faith.®”

Still, people with family connections and middle-class backgrounds often
improved their housing situations quickly. Some bought houses within just a
couple of years and some moved to the suburbs. After a little more than four
years in the city, Mohammed Al Juboori began looking for a house “some-
where more suburban.” He sought out the townships just beyond Northeast
Philadelphia, where Palestinians and other Arabs had moved, continuing
their outward and upward housing trajectories characteristic of Americans at
large. He ultimately settled in the Far Northeast, in a neighborhood of older
Eastern European immigrants and longer-established Americans of Euro-
pean descent.®®

Most Iraqis and Syrians remained in Lower Northeast Philadelphia, which
like Upper Darby became what sociologists in the twenty-first century dubbed
a “global neighborhood.” As in other such neighborhoods, Asians and Latin
Americans moved in first, followed by African Americans and African and Ca-
ribbean immigrants, as whites moved out to the suburbs. This produced a new
form of diversity but ultimately reproduced Black-white segregation.®” In the
1980s and 1990s, Cambodians, Viethamese, Koreans, Colombians, and Puerto
Ricans settled in Lower Northeast and adjacent Upper North Philadelphia
neighborhoods. In the 1990s, the total population of the Lower Northeast grew
by 15 percent; the proportion of whites dropped from more than half to just
over one-quarter and the Black population grew 70 percent, to almost the size
of the white population. In the 2000s, Haitians, Dominicans, Central Ameri-
cans, Mexicans, Brazilians, Middle Easterners, and North and Sub-Saharan Af-
ricans further diversified the population. This rapid demographic change
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moved the color line further up into the Northeast, where the whiteness of
its upper neighborhoods had been reinforced by Eastern European immigra-
tion and resettlement in the 1980s and 1990s (see figure 4.1).%

The politics of race and immigration in Northeast Philadelphia shared
broad similarities with those of other white working-class neighborhoods in
US cities and suburbs. When Philadelphia elected its first Black mayor in 1983,
descendants of Irish, Italian, and other European immigrants launched a move-
ment for the Northeast to secede from the city. These sentiments persisted in
hostility toward nonwhite newcomers and affordable housing vouchers. “There
exist pockets where people are very closed-minded and not very welcoming”
in Philadelphia, acknowledged one Arab community leader, including a “lot
of blatant racism” in the Northeast.”!

However, compared to their Black and Latin American neighbors, through
the 2000s Arabs drew relatively little attention from longer-tenured residents
except other Arabs.”” By the 2010s, when Syrians were resettled, they reported
few issues with neighbors, getting along “just fine” in the Northeast, accord-
ing to Saradar and other Arab staff of community organizations.” Likewise,
Mohammed Al Juboori enjoyed good relations with his neighbors.”

Mohammed liked Philadelphia from the start because of its diversity, a sen-
timent echoed by many Arab immigrants and refugees who arrived in the
twenty-first century.® Beyond Islam’s teachings to value diversity, such feel-
ings were often a reaction to the ethnic and racial diversity and relative peace
they experienced in Northeast, West, and South Philadelphia and in other
neighborhoods they frequented. Arab newcomers also expressed an apprecia-
tion that Philadelphia was a sanctuary city with welcoming policies, includ-
ing the Mayor’s Cup soccer tournament. Many cited the diversity of native
and foreign-born Muslims in the city and the accommodation of halal diets,
including the fact that national chain supermarkets in the Lower Northeast
began selling halal meat and poultry. They also recognized the importance of
the Arab communities that came before them and the support that newcom-
ers received from the organizations they had built.”

The place where Arab immigrants, refugees, and particularly their children
faced greatest hostility was in school. Iraqi and Syrian students were often bul-
lied for not speaking English. Usually this took the form of verbal threats and
taunting, being called “terrorists” or told to go back to their countries. In a
few cases, high schoolers were beaten up or girls” hijabs were ripped off their
heads.”

Like other refugees, including Southeast Asians and Liberians, they experi-
enced the multiple traumas of recovering from their experiences of war and
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terror in the Middle East and of disorientation and alienation while trying to
adjust to life in the United States. In another repeated pattern, their parents
often struggled to address these issues. Their fathers typically worked and few
of their mothers could drive, making it difficult to monitor their children out-
side the home. Language barriers also limited parents’ ability to engage with
teachers and school administrators. And, again like some other newcomers,
Arabs had to adjust to cultural expectations and laws about the verbal and phys-
ical treatment of children in the United States, particularly after neighbors or
school staff leveled allegations of child abuse against some families.”

The city was not devoid of the Islamophobia and violence toward Arabs
that grew in twenty-first-century America. Yet Muslims, Arabs, and others gen-
erally considered it far more welcoming than most of the country. The 2010
article in which the Daily News columnist dubbed Philadelphia “Muslim Town”
detailed the fact that Muslims in the city experienced less Islamophobia than
in other parts of the United States.”” However, in 2015 incidents of violence
increased after the Islamic State—affiliated attacks in Paris, debates raged over
receiving Syrian refugees, and Donald Trump called for a ban on Muslim im-
migrants. In downtown Philadelphia, a group of young whites beat a Moroc-
can man after he addressed them with a friendly greeting in Arabic. A few
blocks away, a white man outside a hamburger joint screamed at a Muslim
woman to remove her head scarf until other restaurant-goers convinced him
to leave. In December, someone tossed the severed head of a pig on the door-
step of the Al-Agsa mosque.'®

The city gained national attention the following month when an African
American man claiming sympathy with the Islamic State fired shots at a po-
lice officer in West Philadelphia. Anti-Muslim politicians and pundits around
the country responded with warnings about the threats of radical Islam and
immigration. Two weeks later, Philadelphia City Council members introduced
a measure for municipal government and public schools to recognize two ma-
jor Muslim holidays, Eid al-Fitr and Eid al-Adha.'®!

When a Washington Post reporter visited the city the next summer, she found
that 2017 was the fifth year in a row in which City Hall hosted a dinner break-
ing the daily fast to celebrate the Muslim holy month of Ramadan. “Philadel-
phia is a city that appears uniquely—or at least relatively—at ease with its
long-standing Muslim community and identity,” she concluded, “even as the
United States grapples with a wave of anti-Muslim rhetoric and harassment.”!%
The city’s large African American Muslim population had a lot to do with this;
so did the work of civil society.
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Arab American Civil Society

On September 11, 2001, even before the second plane hit the other World
Trade Center tower in New York, Marwan Kreidie of the AADC was on the
phone to Philadelphia’s human relations commission. The two groups had col-
laborated since the Gulf War in 1990. On September 11, they “set up an Arab
American ‘control center’” to “monitor the needs of the community” and en-
sure that police protected local mosques. AADC’s leaders gave them the
names of mosques, St. Maron’s Lebanese Church, and schools and neighbor-
hoods with Arab populations. They met with officials from the local offices
of the FBI and state attorney general, “offering assistance and making sure
that Arab Americans weren’t going to be targeted.”'%?

In the hours and days that followed, national media reported vandalism of
mosques and stores in various parts of the country as well as violence toward
Arabs and people confused for being Arabs and Muslims, often Sikhs from In-
dia. Seeing this, Christians, Jews, Muslims, and others involved in Philadel-
phia’s interfaith movements gathered at Al-Agsa, the city’s main Arab mosque.
They set up lawn chairs on the sidewalk, picnicked, talked, and told stories.'*

They were there to try to make sure nobody targeted Al-Agsa with violence
or hate and to show support and fellowship with a congregation that had long
been involved in the city’s robust interfaith networks. Five years later, the Phil-
adelphia Inquirer reported, Al-Agsa’s leaders and congregants continued to
host and participate in regular interfaith services, dialogue, and the annual Phil-
adelphia Interfaith Walk for Peace and Reconciliation, which they played a
leading role in establishing in 2004. These gatherings helped people grapple
with the aftermath of 9/11, including fierce national debates about Islam, civil
liberties, and the US invasions of Afghanistan and Iraq.'” Al-Agsa had been
“in the forefront of interfaith efforts to stop hate crimes” before that time and
since, the Daily News noted in 2007.1%

The increased attention after 9/11 led to a public art project that remade the
masjid’s facade in 2004. People from diverse congregations and religious
schools in the city and suburbs painted tiles and two “doorways to peace” with
the word “peace” scripted in more than a dozen languages. What had been an
inconspicuous, old stucco warehouse became a bright, ornate building, impos-
sible for passersby to miss and the most visible sign of the Palestinian commu-
nity that lived nearby (see figure 4.2). Al-Agsa also acquired, paved, and fenced
the adjacent vacant lot that it had long used for parking, especially during Fri-
day prayers. This prevented any repeat of an incident in 2000 when the radical
Kensington Welfare Rights Union occupied the lot, pitching tents where activ-
ists camped and launched protests against the Republican National Convention
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FIGURE 4.2. Al-Agsa Islamic Society, South Kensington, showing the tiles and paintings
adorning its facade. (Photo by Domenic Vitiello, 2021.)

downtown. Besides the annoyance of having to park elsewhere, the mosque’s
leaders and constituents did not wish to be associated with this group’s opposi-
tional stance against the American establishment.!”” Indeed, before and espe-
cially after 9/11 they collaborated closely with the local police and FBL.'%

Still, pundits and conspiracy theorists drew Al-Agsa into national debates
about Arabs and Islam in America. Daniel Pipes, a prominent anti-Muslim po-
litical activist, decried the mosque’s collaboration with the FBI as “obstruc-
tion of counterterrorism.”'” His allies at the Militant Islam Monitor blog
labeled its new facade, which received a small grant through the federal em-
powerment zone in Kensington, “a cynical exploitation of public funding for
spreading Islam and free money (and labor) for their renovations.” Though
cast as radical by these critics, Al-Aqsa was a moderate mosque. But these at-
tacks in the blogosphere intensified after the news that some of the six men
living in New Jersey who were arrested for plotting to bomb the Fort Dix army
base in 2007 had occasionally worshipped at Al-Agsa.'*

The masjid’s religious and lay leaders responded to these challenges by con-
tinuing to inform their neighbors, public officials, and people of other reli-
gions about their moderate Sunni faith and their commitments to peace and
counterterrorism.'! They stressed Arabs’ long-standing ties and contributions
to the city and neighborhood. They wrote newspaper editorials, hosted and
attended faith and cultural events, and partnered with organizations such as
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the national Arab American Anti-Discrimination League, National Association
of Arab Professionals, and Council on American-Islamic Relations, which
opened a Philadelphia branch in 2004.""> After the pig’s head landed on the
mosque’s doorstep in 2015, they held a barbeque attended by some five hun-
dred people. As a local journalist related, “Designated captains from the mas-
jid wearing pins showed guests around and answered any questions about
Islam . . . to understand the religion straight from the source.”'"?

The work of the Arab American Development Corporation, based at Al-
Agsa, changed after 9/11, too. Just four years old in 2001, the organization re-
sembled many others in small immigrant communities. Sometimes it had the
resources to hire staff, though usually just one person. At other times it was
run entirely by volunteers, especially its longtime board chair Marwan Krei-
die, an American-born chair of the Pennsylvania State Civil Service Commis-
sion and a university political science instructor of Lebanese heritage. The
AADC partnered with other organizations, including nearby Puerto Rican
groups, universities, and hospitals, to provide free English classes, tax filing,
health screenings, job fairs, and enrollment in food stamps and other benefit
programs. It assisted people in matters of immigration and citizenship and reg-
istered naturalized immigrants to vote. Al-Aqgsa became a polling place for
about half the voters in South Kensington.'** After 9/11, the AADC increased
its focus on interfaith and public relations, and it gained new constituencies as
Iraqgi and then Syrian refugees arrived in Philadelphia.

When Iragis began arriving in 2006, the AADC's leaders formed close part-
nerships with HIAS-PA and Nationalities Service Center (NSC). They recog-
nized the gaps left by the system of “underfunded, understaffed” resettlement
agencies, as AADC's directors put it, especially in the “post-resettlement pe-
riod.” NSC began referring Iraqi and later Syrian refugees to the AADC for
furniture and household items, employment, links to Arab physicians and ther-
apists, and other services. A Palestinian family offered its spacious garage in
Northeast Philadelphia to store donated furniture and supplies. The AADC’s
staff helped refugees seek new housing after their initial resettlement, under-
stand their rights and duties as tenants, and navigate the school system. They
also helped refugees, especially Iraqis, overcome their reticence to accept wel-
fare, food stamps, and other sorts of assistance.'"”

The AADC'’s leaders and other Arabs who were established in the city
sought to “create a sense of community” for Iraqis and Syrians. They held
“welcome dinners” for newly arrived refugees, introducing them to Arabs and
other neighbors. A group of women organized by the AADC went from
house to house, visiting women and children who stayed at home and bring-
ing them food and supplies they might need. This was especially important for
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community building, as these kinds of gatherings were a large part of social
life and culture in Syria and Iraq, where women went to each other’s homes
with tea and pastries to pass the hours until their husbands returned from
work. They also invited immigrant families to holiday celebrations at Al-Agsa.
In the AADC’s ESL classes they met other immigrants living in Kensington,
who were mostly from Latin America. Indeed, many of the organization’s ser-
vices, including its youth programs, sought to “provide a bridge,” as AADC
staff said, between the Arab community and its Latin and African American
neighbors.''¢

Leaders of the AADC considering moving their office from Al-Agsa to the
Northeast but decided to remain in Kensington. They formed partnerships in
the Northeast, including at Northeast High School, where, following 9/11,
they helped establish intergenerational mentoring and cultural programs in
partnership with Al-Bustan Seeds of Culture, an Arab cultural and educational
organization. Staff from the two organizations helped mediate tensions be-
tween Arab teens and others at the school. In 2013, the AADC broke ground
on forty-five units of affordable housing across the street from Al-Agsa, named
Tajdeed Residences, meaning “renewal” in Arabic.'"”

Al-Bustan, meaning “the garden,” launched in 2002 as a space to learn Ara-
bic language and culture in a secular environment. Much like the evolution
of the AADC, its growth was unintentionally but profoundly shaped by 9/11
and the resettlement of Iraqi and Syrian refugees. Al-Bustan’s programming
focused largely on youth in its early years, initially a summer day camp. It also
ran programs during school hours and after school at Northeast High and an
elementary school in Kensington. These activities centered on art, identity, and
culture, including the transnational lives of Palestinian youth, some who had
attended elementary school in Gaza or the West Bank and others who spent
summers with family there. They opened dialogues between Arab and other
youth in the high school, seeking to ease tense relations in the wake of 9/11
and help Arabs “fit in,” as Al-Bustan’s founder and director Hazami Sayed
noted. This work also coincided with the Second Intifada, the Palestinian up-
rising against Israeli occupation from 2000 to 2005, which created further stress
and trauma, particularly for youth who traveled to the occupied territories.
Al-Bustan also supported teens in the Arab Futures Club at Northeast High
in creating self-expressive videos and in-school exhibitions on issues such as
how young people could process their experiences of the intifada and discrim-
ination they faced in America.''®

When Iragis arrived in Philadelphia in the later 2000s, teachers and admin-
istrators in the schools realized they did not have the resources to support
them. ESL teachers turned to Al-Bustan for support. As membership in the
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Muslim Student Association at Northeast High revealed, Philadelphia’s Arab
immigrant communities grew and diversified in the 2000s and 2010s, with Pal-
estinian students joined by teens from Iraq, Egypt, Syria, and other parts of
the Middle East and North Africa. Starting in 2016, Al-Bustan worked with a
group of Muslim girls at the school, who sometimes experienced greater ha-
rassment than boys because they were more visibly identifiable as Muslims
when they wore headscarves. That fall, Al-Bustan launched a project called “An
Immigrant Alphabet” at Northeast High, working with eighteen students from
around the world to reflect on immigration, identities, and xenophobia. The
students produced large banners with photos and narratives that the city dis-
played as public art for eleven months at its Municipal Services Building down-
town and then at the Cherry Street Pier, a new public space on the Delaware
River.'"?

Al-Bustan offered programming for adults and the general public starting
in 2009, and with the launch of its “(DIS)PLACED: Philadelphia” project in
2016, the organization positioned itself to support Syrian refugees in various
ways. Like AADC, its staff partnered with NSC to help welcome them, pro-
viding meals, household and pantry items. Al-Bustan collaborated with vari-
ous nonprofits, including the American Friends Service Committee and
university student groups, to hold a series of “community meet and greets,”
and to raise funds and donations to support refugees. Most of these events
focused on Arab arts and culture, including culinary traditions. They hired Syr-
ian chefs to cater some of these meals.'*

Based in West Philadelphia, Al-Bustan raised money to transport families
from the Northeast to attend cultural events, meet other Arabs, and network
with Philadelphia residents, professionals, and business owners. While Al-
Bustan did not develop formal financial or employment assistance for refu-
gees, these informal connections helped build newcomers’ social networks,
through which Syrian refugees and others could get better jobs. Al-Bustan’s
staff maintained relationships with many of the Syrian families they engaged,
continuing to help them as most still struggled to make ends meet four or five
years after their resettlement.'*!

Another collaboration that engaged Syrian and Iraqi refugees through arts
and culture programming connected their resettlement to ideals and debates
about sanctuary. The “Friends, Peace, and Sanctuary” project based at Swarth-
more College ran from 2017 to 2019. “Driven by questions about displacement
and refuge,” wrote its leaders, their workshops, symposiums, and exhibitions
held around the region explored “art’s capacity to build empathy and create
a deeper sense of belonging.”'** In an effort to bring “Arabic into the public
realm,” they projected images of some of the work they produced on the walls
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of City Hall, where they mounted an exhibit reflecting on what it meant for
Syrians and Iraqis to find sanctuary in Philadelphia.'® They asked, “What does
it mean to resettle in a new country, where one’s identity has already been de-
fined by negative media portrayals and stereotypes? How might listening to re-
settled Syrians and Iraqis help policy-makers and residents realize our shared
values as a Sanctuary City?” Signaling the intersectional politics of sanctuary in
the twenty-first century, they asked, “What are the commonalities between the
global refugee crisis and local issues like urban displacement, mass incarcera-
tion, education, and community economic development? How can we make
Philadelphia a true place of sanctuary for all?”'*

While mainly focused on literature and “book arts,” the project’s events also
supported the work of Syrian and Iraqi chefs and artists working in other me-
dia and furthered refugees’ integration and networks. The project’s leaders
sought to identify and elevate refugees’ talents, especially ones they did not
employ in more mundane day jobs, and to create a “space of trust and sanc-
tuary” in which refugees and other residents of the region could connect and
appreciate one another’s cultures and experiences.'? With artists from the
People’s Paper Co-Op, they “created a guide for new refugees based on their
own experiences,” which they shared with HIAS-PA and NSC.'* The project
also helped connect Syrian and Iraqi newcomers to a variety of cultural and
community organizations, from the Free Library of Philadelphia and its Cu-
linary Literacy Center to the Ladder 71 fire station in Northeast Philadelphia,
where some firefighters had served in the Iraq War. As the series of events
wrapped up, Arabs who had collaborated in them expressed a desire to stay in
touch and continue to build understanding across cultures. This inspired two
people who had worked on the project, Egyptian American Nora Elmarzouky
and Iraqi refugee Yaroub Al-Obaidi, to establish the region’s first Arab-language
newspaper in over a century, titled the Friends, Peace, and Sanctuary Journal.'*

Other Arabs in Philadelphia marshaled more material assistance for Syrian
and Iraqi refugees, especially in 2015 and 2016, when the administration of
Barack Obama increased the number of people resettled. Palestinians and
other Arab Americans started a volunteer group called the Pennsylvania Ref-
ugee Task Force, which was a collaborative of the Muslim Youth Center of
Philadelphia (MYCP), a youth-focused masjid in Northeast Philadelphia, and
the Philadelphia chapter of the Islamic Circle of North America ICNA) Re-
lief. Like the AADC and Al-Bustan, they recognized that the resettlement agen-
cies “are only nine-to-five and only offer three months of support” with core
resettlement functions, said MYCP member Aziz Jalil, a cofounder of the Task
Force who grew up in Northeast Philadelphia, went to Temple University, and
then earned a PhD in chemistry at the University of Pennsylvania. In response,
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they organized to “pick up” where the agencies’ assistance ended. Even if
agency staff still helped with problems beyond their official programs and their
employment and some other services extended beyond three months, many
people had greater needs.'?®

Many Syrians’ inability to afford basic necessities was a primary motivation
for the Task Force’s half-dozen organizers and larger network of volunteers.
They collaborated with other Arab organizations and nonprofits around Penn-
sylvania, “who contributed in-kind donations such as kitchen items, bedding,
furniture as well as . . . financially to help us to help the refugees,” noted an-
other cofounder of the Task Force, Sister Dana Mohamed, who was the pro-
gram manager for ICNA Relief in Philadelphia.'® Partnering with NSC and
HIAS-PA, they learned about families that were coming before they arrived.
With this knowledge, they lined up assistance from their sizable network of
Arab, South Asian, and Muslim-convert professionals, including doctors, ther-
apists, and pharmacists who volunteered their services. They communicated
and mobilized support partly through groups on the social media platform
WhatsApp, a fitting method as the Syrian refugee crisis was among the first in
which refugees kept in touch largely via social media while they moved around
the Middle East, Europe, and beyond. Task Force members offered ESL classes
and planned cultural events for Arab refugees. But the Task Force stopped op-
erating in 2017, after the Trump administration cut off resettlement of Syri-
ans and Iraqis and the urgency to assist substantial numbers of recent arrivals
diminished.*?

More lasting support for Syrian and other refugees continued through ICNA
Relief. Headquartered in Queens, New York, ICNA formed in the 1960s, and
its charitable relief arm began in the 1970s. Most commonly, ICNA Relief as-
sisted Syrians with mental health counseling, as many suffered from posttrau-
matic stress, especially the children. This work led ICNA Relief to open the
Social Health and Medical Services (SHAMS) Clinic in the Mayfair neighbor-
hood of Lower Northeast Philadelphia, offering free health care, including
mental health services, especially, but not only, to Muslim refugees.”' The
word shams means “sun” in Arabic, a reference to the clinic’s effort to “bring
brightness to peoples lives.” More than half the approximately 75,000 Mus-
lims living in Philadelphia, its founders estimated, lived in poverty, and a quar-
ter lacked health insurance, figures that largely reflected the high poverty rate
and prevalence of Islam among African Americans.'*

But when white neighbors learned of plans for the clinic in summer 2017,
some objected. People posted on social media and neighborhood blogs, and
called the area’s city councilman, saying Muslims should “go back to where
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they came from” and expressing concerns that the clinic would harbor “ter-
rorists.”?> Many neighbors “had questions,” reported the Philadelphia In-
quirer: “Will the clinic be open to anyone, only Muslims? (Answer: Anyone.)
Will doctors impose their religious beliefs on patients? (No.) Is this a front for
extremism? (No.)”"** Some people threatened the owner of the building
where the clinic would be housed. He was frightened, and for a time he re-
considered giving them the space.'”’

“Initially we were all kind of shocked,” said the clinic’s director, Ammar
Shahid, one of its ten original volunteer doctors and dentists. “We thought,
we're just trying to do a good deed here.” Rather than cry racism, they chalked
it up to “miscommunication” about what they would be doing, and for
whom."?S Working with the area’s Irish American city councilman, local civic
associations, and other partners, they launched a concerted outreach effort.
“We've reached out to the local churches, synagogues, local businesses and let
them know that sure we’re under a Muslim name and Muslim leaders, but we
are open to everyone,” said Shahid. “We’re not discriminating based on race
or culture, even where you're from. The whole community is helped, not just
the Muslims here.”'?” Like Arab Americans in Detroit and other regions, they
drew on a “politics of respectability” rather than more confrontational push-
back against Islamophobia.'?® Still, this experience echoed that of many Mus-
lim communities across the United States, especially Arabs and immigrants,
when they sought to build new mosques. In one such case, a Muslim congre-
gation in the suburb of Bensalem next to Northeast Philadelphia had to sue
the town in its effort to build a mosque in 2014."%

Beyond the medical care and social service referrals of the SHAMS Clinic,
the staff at ICNA Relief continued to help Syrian and Iraqi refugees in many
of the same ways that other organizations did. When Arab children were bul-
lied at school, they hosted several teach-ins and dialogues at the schools. They
helped refugees resolve issues with their landlords and find new housing when
needed. They held special fund-raising drives for individuals in the commu-
nity. One campaign paid for sewing machines for some Syrian women in the
Northeast to start home-based businesses. In another case, Sister Dana and
colleagues from the Task Force helped raise money for a single mother who
had been a beautician in Syria, funding most of the equipment necessary for
her to open an in-home hair salon.'*” ICNA Relief also aided refugees through
its Muslim Family Services Program, “providing financial assistance, counsel-
ing and access to our specialty pantry which provides household, cleaning and
hygiene products [appropriate for Muslims] at no charge,” related Sister Dana.
To reach Arabs and Muslims living in other parts of the region, they established
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a new facility with a food and “specialty pantry, refugee services office, case
management, counseling, and more,” in Norristown, a suburb northwest of
Philadelphia where working-class Egyptians and other immigrants lived.'*!

Much of the most important, enduring, and everyday assistance that
Muslim newcomers found in Philadelphia came through a largely preexist-
ing set of masjids. Some newcomers attended the Al-Hidaya mosque on the
edge of Feltonville, where the Muslim American Society Islamic Center ran
a weekend school with some 200 students. Arabs made up about 90 percent
of the people at prayer services and the school; they were mainly Palestin-
ians, Iraqis, Egyptians, and later Syrians, with a small number of South
Asians and others. The center’s youth clubs hosted social gatherings to foster
relationships among newly arrived refugees and people who had lived in the
United States longer. As one of the center’s leaders explained, most Arab
refugees came from societies where transactions are usually relational. Con-
sequently, she and her colleagues structured many of their programs so ref-
ugees and immigrants from different countries and generations could meet
on a daily or weekly basis and help each other less formally with jobs, hous-
ing, and many other things.'*

One way in which people in Al-Hidaya and the broader Palestinian com-
munity often assisted each another was by lending money to avoid taking loans
from banks, as charging interest is forbidden in Islam. Iragis in Philadelphia
also developed a network of such lending, though it was not as large or estab-
lished. Syrian refugees did not initially form such networks, mainly due to the
community’s greater proportion of poorer families and their recent arrival.'*?

When people asked Al-Hidaya and its center’s staff about housing or jobs,
the center would first put out a message through WhatsApp, which was their
main mode of getting information to constituents. The staff maintained rela-
tionships with several Arab American attorneys who could help in matters of
immigration and citizenship. They also kept a list of local businesses run by
Arabs, mostly grocery stores and restaurants in the Northeast, referring people
seeking jobs or announcing job openings on WhatsApp. This was a common
practice in the WhatsApp groups at various mosques. Al-Hidaya and its cen-
ter’s staff sought work for teenagers too, to “keep them off the streets, drug-
free and in communication with people from their culture and religion,”
explained one of the center’s leaders. When nothing came of jobs or housing
inquiries with their networks of employers and WhatsApp contacts, they re-
ferred people to Al-Agsa and the AADC, which Arabs in the city considered
the main source for help with those things. Again, members of the Task Force
played key roles in facilitating these connections, especially before, but also
after, they formally closed the Task Force.'**
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Like Al-Bustan and the AADC, Al-Hidaya and its center did the work of
cultural preservation and integration simultaneously. Expanding out of the
Arabic and Islamic studies lessons in its weekend school, the center started a
cyber charter school, which attracted students from families who did not want
their children in public schools for fears of bullying or corrupting influences
like drugs or alcohol. It hired Iraqi and Syrian refugees, especially women with
backgrounds in Arabic instruction and Islamic and social studies, who were
unaccustomed to working in the Middle East but felt the need to bring in ex-
tra income beyond their husbands” earnings. The center offered family and
marriage counseling, which helped constituents avoid going to court to settle
matters (which sometimes proved an obstacle given the stigma of divorce in
Arab societies). While not as engaged in interfaith movements as Al-Agsa, Al-
Hidaya also organized peace walks and food drives for refugees and homeless
people. It hosted an annual breakfast with over one hundred local police of-
ficers, which helped Arabs who were distrustful of law enforcement and other
officials form friendlier relationships with the area’s police.'*

Al-Hidaya’s imam (a mosque’s religious and prayer leader) used Friday
prayers, the most important and well-attended service of the week, to address
topics like adjusting to a new community and getting along with neighbors.
He used examples from the Quran and the Prophet Mohammed’s writings
about how he and his followers migrated from Mecca to Medina, adapted to
life in their new home, formed peaceful relations with their neighbors, and
sought to show how Islam is a religion of peace. Imams at other masjids de-
livered similar messages, t0o.'*¢

Masjids and their WhatsApp groups helped Iraqi and Syrian refugees find lan-
guage classes, which were scattered around the city. Many women were espe-
cially eager to learn English so they could communicate with their children’s
teachers and more easily navigate regular tasks like grocery shopping.'” The net-
works they built through Arab and Muslim civil society helped many immigrants
to overcome challenges posed by resettlement in Northeast Philadelphia.

In the 2000s and early 2010s the Northeast lacked a substantial presence of
community organizations besides congregations. As scholars who compared
refugees’ experiences in South and Northeast Philadelphia concluded, these
neighborhoods were “disparately positioned to support new refugee popula-
tions through both the presence and flexibility of their refugee-serving insti-
tutions.” Moreover, area residents did not enjoy easy access to downtown or
other job centers via public transit, especially compared to other neighbor-
hoods of resettlement like South and West Philadelphia. Some Iraqis and Syr-
ians in the Northeast remained isolated, as an Iraqi man in his forties who
worked at Walmart expressed: “I see that Iraqis really suffer. There is nowhere
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for them to go, even for something as simple as help with reading a piece of
mail or filling out an application.” The resettlement agencies received fund-
ing to open a satellite office in the Northeast but not enough to keep it open,
and the main neighborhood-based nonprofit serving refugees in the area did
not expand beyond its Eastern European constituency.*®

Yet as diverse Muslim immigrants increasingly settled in the Northeast,
more new masjids opened there, including Al-Furqan in 2008, located across
the street from a donut shop popular with Arabs and Pakistanis in the area.
Africans and African Americans also attended. Following the larger pattern of
masjids, Al-Furqan started a weekend school, offered marriage counseling, and
communicated with constituents through its WhatsApp group, where people
shared job postings, housing vacancies, prayer times, event invitations, and
problems that others in the network might be able to help solve. It ran occa-
sional workshops to assist people in filling out applications for food stamps
and other benefits. When Al-Furqan’s leaders noticed many new faces show-
ing up several years later, they built a kitchen and hosted meals for people to
get to know each other, though they converted the space to an extended prayer
area after Trump’s “Muslim ban” reduced the arrival of new refugees.'*’

Iraqis, Syrians, and other Arab newcomers also attended other mosques
around the city, which likewise served many of their needs. When driving for
Uber or other work or appointments took people from the Northeast to dif-
ferent neighborhoods, they worshipped at old and new mosques with South
Asians, African Americans, and North and Sub-Saharan Africans. This con-
nected them to Algerians settled in South Philadelphia, Bangladeshis and
Pakistanis in West Philadelphia, Malians and other West Africans in Southwest
Philadelphia, people from all over the world in Upper Darby, and African Amer-
icans in all these neighborhoods and others. These connections expanded
their social networks and sometimes led to jobs or customers for Uber and
taxi drivers or people in other lines of business."*®

In Al-Agsa’s building, next door to Al-Furqan and in the immediate vicin-
ity of most other masjids, immigrant and native-born entrepreneurs opened
stores catering to their constituents and other neighbors. They sometimes
grew up after people from the masjids chased drug dealers away from the area,
as at 45th and Walnut Streets in West Philadelphia. They carried halal meats,
imported and prepared foods, kitchenware, clothing, and books in Arabic and
often offered other goods and services, including barber shops and travel agen-
cies. Some of the grocery stores doubled as small restaurants serving Middle
Eastern dishes. These and other restaurants and cafes that located across the
street from many mosques served as additional spaces of interaction and so-
ciability for the city’s diverse Muslims, especially before and after prayers. This
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clustering of commerce around masjids was a common pattern in other US
cities and suburbs as well. It was one of the most visible ways in which Arab
and other Muslim immigrant entrepreneurs and their customers contributed
to neighborhood revitalization.'”!

In general, the civil society institutions experienced by Iraqis, Syrians, Pal-
estinians, and other Middle Easterners in Philadelphia were Pan-Arab, Pan-
Islamic, or more broadly multicultural. Together, they formed overlapping
networks of usually small-scale, yet meaningful and sometimes intense, sup-
port and protection. For LGBTQ Syrians in West Philadelphia, instead of the
mosques and other Muslim organizations, the William Way Center downtown
in what Philadelphians called “the Gayborhood” provided more supportive so-
cial networks and help with health and other needs. For the largest group of
Palestinians in the city, from the village of Mukhmas in the West Bank, Aziz
Jalil created a website listing all heads of household in Pennsylvania and New
Jersey and the few in other states so people could keep in touch with one an-
other and with news from the village. The website was also a tool to make
sure everyone got invited to weddings that took place in the United States. In
2018, Jalil and others established the Palestinian American Community of
Greater Philadelphia, an association with the broad goal of bringing the re-
gion’s Palestinian community together.”*? These hometown and home region-
specific groups were relatively exceptional, though, within Philadelphia’s
more multicultural Arab and Muslim civil society.

Transnational Lives

The transnational lives of Iraqi, Syrian, and other Arab communities in Phila-
delphia were rarely mediated through civil society. Compared to Central
Americans and their allies in the 1990s or Liberians and Mexicans in the 2000s,
the city’s older and relatively small community of Palestinians was slow to de-
velop transnational organizations. For Iragis, Syrians, and Palestinians, ongo-
ing conflict in their homelands limited their transnational activities and often
directed them to other countries in the Middle East.

Palestinians in Philadelphia and other parts of the United States commonly
traveled to the occupied territories, visiting in the summer and voting in elec-
tions. They sent money to relatives through Western Union. Their pattern of
family migration over decades made these activities well established parts of
their lives. Some of the ice cream truck owners spent only the summer sea-
son in Philadelphia and went to the West Bank for the winter. The work that
Al-Bustan Seeds of Culture did with Palestinian youth at Northeast High
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School helped them navigate their transnational identities and everyday expe-
riences. Though based entirely in Philadelphia, this was some of the only for-
mal civil society support that was focused transnationally."*?

Only some Iraqis began to travel back to their home country, though many
sent money to family in Iraq and neighboring countries. Mohammed Al Ju-
boori and other people with specific threats to their lives could not return to
Iraq, though his parents often traveled from Baghdad to visit him in Philadel-
phia. “If I was still in Iraq,” Mohammed said in 2017, “life would be hell and I
probably would’ve been killed or kidnapped.”***

For Syrians, as one Arab in Philadelphia put it, “There is no hope to go
back,” and it was difficult to send money back home since that was blocked
by the Syrian government. Many Syrians, however, transferred money to rel-
atives in Lebanon, Egypt, Jordan, or Turkey, and sometimes those funds
reached people in Syria. Like other migrants, Syrians as well as Iraqis and Pal-
estinians used WhatsApp to communicate with their relatives and friends
overseas and stay connected to news and events in their homelands."*

Some Palestinians and Iraqis sent the bodies of deceased family and com-
munity members to their homelands for burial. But the cost of sending bod-
ies to the Middle East for interment in the 2010s (almost $15,000), together
with ongoing war in Syria, made this impossible for Syrians. A group of Syr-
ians in Philadelphia formed a committee to figure out where to bury deceased
relatives and friends. They sought advice at Al-Agsa, whose leaders, they
learned, had purchased a plot of land for Muslims to bury their dead.'*®

Palestinians, Iragis, and Syrians sometimes traveled, kept in touch, and wired
money to the Middle East in support of their own businesses. Palestinians
opened small shops and restaurants in their hometowns, some of which ex-
ported foods and other products to Philadelphia and other parts of the United
States. Iragis and some Syrians also maintained businesses in the Middle East,
usually in Egypt or Jordan. A caseworker from HIAS-PA related the story of one
man from Iraq who resettled his family in Philadelphia and even before getting
his green card processed, traveled back to Jordan to take care of business. Some
Iraqis had considerable capital abroad, she noted. And some did not really want
to come to the United States, but felt it was the safest option for their families to
reside in America and stabilize their lives, while the father worked mainly in the
Middle East, hoping they could all return some day."””

Some of the relatively few middle-class Syrians in the Philadelphia region
supported humanitarian relief during their homeland’s civil war. In 2013, a re-
tired limousine company owner and his wife started the Narenj Tree Founda-
tion, named for a bittersweet orange that grows in Damascus. This charity
collected and shipped containers of clothes, schoolbooks, medical and personal
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hygiene supplies to the Syrian port of Idlib, and to refugee camps in Turkey
and Lebanon."® In March 2014, people formed a Philadelphia chapter of the
Syrian American Medical Society, with about twenty members. They raised
money for the work of this national organization, founded in 1998 as a social
and educational association. It funded two dozen field hospitals, clinics for ref-
ugees at the borders of Jordan, Lebanon, and Turkey, and trained and paid
medics and other health care providers in opposition-held areas of Syria that
were off-limits to foreign medical missions. Members gathered medical equip-
ment and supplies to send them and assisted doctors in Syria with unfamiliar
surgeries via Skype."’

Solidarity with the occupied territories was the most established part of
Arab transnational civil society in Philadelphia and the United States, but it
was not always tied to Arab immigrant communities in the city. The organ-
ization Playgrounds for Palestine, based out of the home of its founder in a
suburb outside of Northeast Philadelphia, drew supporters from diverse back-
grounds around the United States. They raised funds and coordinated with
partners in the occupied territories to build playgrounds, an act promoting
peace and well-being among the often-traumatized children living in the West
Bank and Gaza. More a part of larger movements in solidarity with the people
of Palestine, it neither grew out of nor engaged in the affairs of Philadelphia’s
Palestinian or other Arab immigrant communities. Transnational advocacy for
Palestinian rights came more from local communities through Arab Ameri-
can graduates of Northeast High, especially at Temple University in North
Philadelphia, where they led the Muslim Student Association and an active
chapter of Students for Justice in Palestine.'®

Post-Resettlement

After two years working its way through the courts, the US Supreme Court
upheld President Trump’s revised ban on refugees from majority-Muslim
countries. In the meantime, his administration lowered the number of Mus-
lim refugees being resettled in the United States from 38,555 (out of close to
85,000 total refugees resettled) in 2016 to 3,312 (out of almost 22,500) in 2018,
a 91 percent drop in Muslims and 74 percent drop in refugees overall. The
United States admitted just two interpreters from Iraq with SIVs in 2018. Be-
tween June 2017 and the end of 2020, it resettled only one Syrian family in
Philadelphia, an elderly couple who arrived in 2019.¢!

Globally, displacement reached an all-time high of 68.5 million people by
the end of 2017, a figure that kept growing. But in September 2019, Trump
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administration officials announced they were considering cutting resettlement
to zero, closing the United States to refugees altogether. Apparently the only
voice within the administration that favored some resettlement was the Pen-
tagon, whose leaders advocated continuing to admit people with SIVs from
Iraq.'®* The United States never offered SIVs to people who assisted the Amer-
ican military in Syria. These were mainly Kurds whom Trump abandoned in
October 2019, making way for Turkish forces to massacre them and for
the Assad regime to retake northeast Syria. This sparked new waves of
displacement.'®

While President Trump and many of his supporters imagined America
without Muslims or refugees from the Middle East, this vision belied the re-
alities of Philadelphia, Detroit, New York, New Jersey, Los Angeles, Houston,
Chicago, Washington, DC, and other major centers of Arab and Muslim life.
Some Arab families and communities had been established for generations.
Others, like Mohammed Al Juboori, applied for US citizenship as soon as they
became eligible, five years after getting a green card.'®* Mohammed found the
citizenship test easy, and he received his US passport in summer 2020. He
changed his name at the same time, to Ethan Aljuboori, in order “to have a
new start” (see figure 4.3).'¢

North Africans, especially Algerians and Moroccans, became some of the
fastest-growing foreign-born groups in Philadelphia in the second half of the
2010s. In total, by that decade community leaders estimated that between
30,000 and 50,000 Arab Americans and immigrants from the Middle East and
North Africa lived in the region, though exact figures were difficult to ascer-
tain. They lived in various parts of the city, in diverse neighborhoods where
African American Muslims often resided, too, including South, West, North,
and especially Lower Northeast Philadelphia, as well as a range of working-
and middle-class suburbs.'¢¢

Like Central Americans, Southeast Asians, Africans, and Mexicans, Arabs
played major roles in the revitalization of city neighborhoods. Their largely
multicultural social networks and civil society formed a web of support that
helped Arab and other newcomers find their way in the region, its job and
housing markets, and its increasingly diverse communities. This was especially
crucial in the post-resettlement phase after help from the refugee system came
to an end. Sometimes they explicitly conceived of this work as sanctuary.

As recounted in this book’s introduction, city solicitor Nelson Diaz, with
his boss, mayor John Street, and police commissioner John Timoney, instituted
a sanctuary policy in spring 2001, several months before September 11. Iraqi,
Syrian, and Palestinian communities in Philadelphia had less need than many
others for its immediate protections, as most people in these communities had



FIGURE 4.3. Ethan Aljuboori at a friend’s wedding in New Jersey in 2020. (Photo courtesy of
Ethan Aljuboori.)



178 CHAPTER 4

permanent resident status or US citizenship. Moreover, the middle-class sta-
tus of many people in these communities gave them other types of stability,
including an ability to help other members of the community financially, es-
pecially the poorer Syrian refugees who were resettled in 2015 and 2016.

From 9/11 to the presidency of Donald Trump and beyond, Philadelphia
was a sanctuary for Arab, Muslim, and other immigrants in many more ways
beyond local police and prisons refusing to cooperate with federal authorities
in detention and deportation. Protection from hate and violence remained of
everyday relevance for Arabs and Muslims in America. Thanks partly to the
work of civil society and local government, Philadelphia was a safer, more wel-
coming place for Arab and Muslim immigrants than much of the United
States, most of the time. The meanings of sanctuary were also diverse for Mex-
icans, who likewise were the target of much of the xenophobia and anti-
immigrant movements of early twenty-first-century America. But as the
largest single group of new immigrants to Philadelphia in this period, most
of whom lacked legal status in the country, for Mexicans the police protec-
tions of sanctuary mattered more.



CHAPTER 5

New Sanctuary

Mexicans and the New Immigration Movements

The United States is “a country I never planned
nor aspired to live in,” said Carmen Guerrero. Her business in Mexico City
was growing fast. “I would say to myself, T don’t need the North,”” unlike
other Mexicans who were leaving for the United States in record numbers in
the 1990s, after the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) under-
cut their livelihoods. Instead, Carmen would flee another major, if underap-
preciated, driver of Mexican migration: violence.'

Born in Mexico City, the third of six daughters of indigenous parents, as a
toddler Carmen moved with her mother and sister to their father’s hometown
in the countryside. Their mother farmed to feed the family—corn, many kinds
of beans, grains, peppers, squash, chickens, cows, sheep. Their father stayed
in the city to work as a carpenter, visiting on the weekends. “The entire com-
munity used one” primary school, so “when we were ready” for middle school,
they returned to the city.

“When we arrived in the city, we started doing many types of jobs,” since
their father’s wages were insufficient to support the family. Their mother
worked as a housekeeper, bringing home other families’ clothes to wash and
iron as well as piecework for manufacturers. The girls sowed buttons onto
shirts and leather onto baseballs. “Every vacation or every weekend, we went
to different places to plant seeds, to work on farms, to babysit, to clean houses™
in middle-class neighborhoods of the metropolis.?
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Carmen struggled in primary school. But “when I started middle school . . .
optometrists came to the school,” and “discovered that I needed glasses, and
after that I was a really smart girl,” she said, laughing. “I was very energetic.”
She excelled in chemistry and public speaking in high school, at the same time
teaching adult literacy classes and working in a clothing store.*

“After high school, I enrolled in the university,” studying political science.
“But in those years,” Carmen said, “it was very hard” for Mexicans to attend
high school or college. Teacher strikes and youth gangs paid by political par-
ties to attack educational institutions disrupted their learning. Sometimes pro-
fessors held classes in the street. But ultimately, “I was enrolled just two years.”
Carmen left the university after giving birth to her first daughter in 1987

More intimate violence shaped her life and work thereafter. Three years
later, when her second daughter “came I started having a job selling cars in an
automobile dealer. I had pretty good money selling cars,” she recalled. “But
my daughters’ father started being jealous.” He quit his post in the army and
left for California to stay with family there. When he returned to Mexico, Car-
men left him and joined the navy herself, but he took their two daughters
away to the state of Jalisco, where his parents lived. She was pregnant with
their third daughter, so she followed him. But he “still abused me, domesti-
cally, physically,” and she left him again.®

During her early twenties Carmen rarely held a job for long, usually due to
sexual harassment in the workplace. In Jalisco, she worked government jobs in
the Federal Electoral Institute, the National Institute of Statistics (Mexico’s cen-
sus bureau), and the state police. Then she took a post in a construction com-
pany working on highway projects, moving around with her daughters in tow.
She worked as a machinery assistant, haulage assistant, and then assistant ac-
countant. She observed, matter-of-factly, that “99.9 percent of women in Mex-
ico experience sexual harassment” at work, even if official statistics say less. “I
lost my jobs many times for that reason,” after standing up for herself and argu-
ing, “T have my job for my knowledge, not because I want to give my body.””

Then in 1994, “the economic crisis came to Mexico, and everybody lost their
jobs.” NAFTA went into effect on New Year’s Day, stimulating increased for-
eign investment. But the economy crashed in the fall as investors pulled their
capital after an establishment presidential candidate was murdered and peas-
ants launched an armed insurrection in the southern state of Chiapas. Work-
ers in construction and a wide range of sectors lost their jobs.?

The displacement of Mexican peasants owed more to NAFTA directly,
which compounded a longer history of limited political support for rural de-
velopment along with environmental shocks, usually droughts. American cor-
porations flooded Mexico with heavily subsidized corn and other staples,
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which now moved freely. Prices suddenly fell so low that it became impossi-
ble for small farmers to make a living.” Mexican migration to the United States
took off. From 1990 to 2007, the number of Mexicans in the United States in-
creased from 4.3 million people to 12.6 million."

The great majority of Mexicans crossed the border illegally, as most had
since 1965, when the United States imposed its first quotas on immigration
from the Western Hemisphere."' For most of the two nations’ history before
then, Mexicans traveled back and forth more freely across the border. They of-
ten worked seasonally in agriculture in the southwestern states between Texas
and California (the territory the United States took from Mexico in the Mexican-
American War of the 1840s), even if many lived in “virtually peonage,” as the
President’s Commission on Migratory Labor wrote in 1951." Many Mexicans
also moved to Chicago for factory, railroad, and warehouse work.

The United States had a long history of recruiting Mexican labor but also
of violently expelling Mexican people from the country. Most famously, the
government began the Bracero Program in 1942 to address wartime labor
shortages in agriculture. But starting in 1954, Operation Wetback rounded up
and deported 3.8 million Mexicans, people who had entered with and with-
out permission. The United States created seasonal work visas that would en-
dure into the twenty-first century, though like the Bracero Program, these
visas continued to legalize a fraction of the Mexican workers that farms, meat
packers, and other employers demanded."? After passage of the new quotas
in 1965, the US Border Patrol and Immigration and Naturalization Service
(INS) increased deportation, expelling more than thirteen million people,
mostly Mexicans, over the next twenty years. As historian Adam Goodman
reported, “From the mid-1970s on, deportations averaged nearly 925,000 per
year, or more than 2,500 each day.”"

The Immigration Reform and Control Act of 1986 legalized the status of
almost three million Mexicans in the United States.”” But thereafter the act
made it illegal for companies to knowingly hire people without papers, even
if this usually went unenforced. Leaders in Washington increasingly militarized
border enforcement with new weapons and surveillance technology.'® Ironi-
cally, this had the effect of keeping Mexicans without legal status in the United
States, not out, by dramatically reducing their historical practice of more fluid,
“circular” migration."”

Even as the United States made it more illegal and dangerous for Mexicans
to cross the border to work, the service and tech economy took off in the late
twentieth century, boosting demand for low-wage workers in food and domes-
tic service, construction, and other sectors. Agreements like NAFTA helped
US corporations access foreign markets while reducing the cost of many goods
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to US consumers, who now had more money to spend. But US politicians de-
clined to extend the freedom of movement to Mexican people, meaning that
most Mexicans who moved in this era lived in the United States illegally, where
they were often exploited and had limited protections.

Under these conditions, even though Carmen was laid off from her con-
struction job in 1995, she had no interest in migrating north. She had no family
or friends to join there. She moved to Mexico City and began working as a
secretary in an engineer’s office. She made only 400 pesos (42 dollars) a week,
not enough to survive, but soon found a higher-paying job in the city’s 810-
acre wholesale food market, the largest one in the Americas. Selling cilantro
there from five to seven a.m. for 700 pesos a week, she also had more time to
spend with her daughters.'®

She was good at the job and soon started her own wholesale business. She
partnered with a growing number of small farmers, many from the state of
Puebla, just south of the city. Carmen paid for the seeds, fertilizer, and other
expenses; the farmers supplied the land and labor; and they divided the prof-
its from her sales of thousands of bunches of cilantro, radishes, onions, spin-
ach, and other vegetables. “It was like, wow, the money was growing.” She
bought a car and a truck. Her workforce grew to twenty employees. The only
big downside was that she worked long hours and traveled a lot, so her oldest
daughter, age ten, “became like a mother to the others.”"

In the early morning on December 24, 1999, after she “finished selling all
my stuff in the market” around 3:00 a.m., Carmen and one of her employees
got into the truck, headed for “planting lands in Puebla.” They gave a ride to
another merchant’s thirteen-year-old son since he was tired and his father still
had work to finish.? About an hour later, on a narrow country road, a big truck
passed them and then slowed to a stop. Fifteen armed men wearing masks
jumped out and surrounded their vehicle, pounding on it with the handles of
their guns and shooting into the air. They screamed threats at Carmen, her
driver, and their young passenger until they opened the doors. Then they pistol-
whipped the boy for not unlocking the door sooner. The men threw them
into their truck, tied them up, and put tape over their mouths and eyes as they
drove off, beating them with their pistols if they moved, while the boy’s head
continued bleeding.*

Other wholesalers at the market had suffered violent robberies, but this was
different. The masked gang held Carmen hostage for a week, until one of her
colleagues paid 500,000 pesos ransom (over $50,000). “I cannot recount all the
violence of this tragedy; those were moments in which our lives hung by a
thread,” she said. “I made it out alive of that terrorist attack,” but it “marked my
life and my young daughters . . . with pain that to this day hasn’t been erased.”*
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“I was completely destroyed,” and “nobody supported me, nobody helped
me, | was really frustrated . . . hopeless,” and in overwhelming fear.”” Her
workers at the market needed to be paid, but she had no money. When they
reported the crime, the police chief, a woman, refused to give her a copy of
the crime report, instead asking Carmen, “Do you love your country?” The
chief explained that if they filed the report, then the national crime statistics
would get worse.**

Carmen could not imagine where in Mexico it might be safe to make a liv-
ing and raise her family. “T felt like [the kidnappers] knew everything about
me, and I can build again my dreams, and they’re going to destroy it at any
minute.” She “felt like there is no other option, as violence was spreading all
over” the country.” So she decided to seek safety in the United States. “My
heart was torn apart because I had to be separated from my daughters. What
a nightmare!”%

“When I decided to cross the border, I decided to come with people who
knew people in the US . . . had relatives in the US . . . to come with people who
had some experience,” she said, in order “to feel safe.” A family she knew from
Puebla had a relative who had lived in the United States a long time. They in-
vited her to come to New York City, which was the largest center of Poblano
population in the country. “Many people from Puebla traveled in that time,”
leaving its small farming towns. A group of three women and five men, they
flew from Mexico City to Hermosillo in the north, about three hours from
Arizona, and traveled by bus through several towns along the border.”

“The man in charge, the father . . . told me . . . he knew the coyotes [smug-
glers] at the border. He was supposed to have everything arranged.” But when
they got off the bus in a small, dusty border town, Carmen learned he did not.
The hotel had bed bugs, “the town was so uninhabitable . . . a very dangerous
place; and also expensive.” Her carefully planned budget was decimated by the
inflated prices in towns whose economies ran on gouging migrants. “All my
money went away,” as they stayed about six weeks along the border, looking
for a decent coyote.” It took so long that she lost track of time and did not
even know what month it was by the time they crossed the border.”

Like many migrants, they made multiple attempts. The first coyote they
hired was inexperienced and left them in the Sonora Desert after a day’s walk,
saying he was going to check for the border patrol and would be back. When
he had not returned a day and a half later, the group retraced their steps, for-
tunate that they remembered the way and had enough water and food. Later,
in Tijuana, they found a coyote who took them three hours east, where they
crossed the border in the desert near Yuma, Arizona. The border patrol “im-
mediately arrested us on the other side,” took them to jail in Yuma, and put
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them on a bus back to Mexico the next day. The same coyote waited for them
and took them to Arizona again eight days later.*

After three nights walking in the desert, sheltering themselves from the sun
and authorities by day, the coyote’s colleague picked them up in a van and
drove them three hours west to Los Angeles. They stayed in a hotel where
thirty people were waiting for rides to other parts of the country. The smug-
glers stuffed Carmen and her traveling companions into a van headed east,
which was overfilled with people going to Colorado, Tennessee, New Jersey,
New York, and Florida. After three days, hardly stopping, “just putting gaso-
line, eating a lot of hamburgers,” they arrived at a rest stop on the New Jersey
Turnpike.?!

Most of the passengers piled out of the van and headed for the bathroom,
leaving Carmen alone with the father from Puebla. “T had no money, and the
guy in charge of the group started to sexually abuse me.” He said he would
pay the $2,500 for her coyote from Los Angeles to New York and she could
stay with his family there but she had to sleep with him in return. She refused
and told him she was fleeing sexual violence in Mexico. He threatened to call
immigration authorities and have her deported. She ran out of the van into
the cold winter air.*?

She got back in for the ride to New York but refused to stay. The man de-
manded she repay him the $2,500 with interest. Two teenagers who were
headed to Florida invited her to come with them and stay with their family
there. She thanked them but instead called a phone number her sister had given
her—a former neighbor of her sister in Mexico City, a single woman, who now
lived in Norristown, Pennsylvania, outside of Philadelphia, to ask if she could
go there. “For me it was so much better, because it was a woman who was
going to give me a place to stay.”*’

The following year, Carmen made the arrangements and paid the coyote
fees to have her daughters join her in Norristown; they arrived in October 2001.
Her mother accompanied them on the journey, following the same route that
Carmen had taken through the Sonora Desert. Her mother returned to Mex-
ico a month later.*

The New Latin American Migration

Eighteen years later, Carmen observed, "An immigrant in the United States is
a slave, a slave to neoliberalism, a slave that is not seen as a human being, just
as in the history of this country: The African American slaves were brought,
and they were not seen as human beings with rights.”?* While Africans’ bond-
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age served European imperialism and early national expansion, Mexicans and
other immigrants living illegally in the United States moved and worked under
the terms of a newer political economy. Still, much as in the age of coloniza-
tion, in this era of liberalized markets and free trade, pacts like NAFTA favored
the interests of global capital over the freedoms of people, particularly if they
were working-class and had black or brown skin. Similar dynamics character-
ized the last era of massimmigration, around the turn of the twentieth century,
when Americans did not consider Italian immigrants fully white and passed
“Exclusion Acts” for Asians.*® Also echoing that era, a new—or in some ways
new—set of movements grew up, alternately aimed at restricting and expel-
ling or protecting and assisting working-class immigrants, especially people
without legal status. These included the New Sanctuary Movement.

On the surface, the questions of why Mexicans migrated to the United
States and what protections or assistance Americans might owe them recalled
a history of economic interdependence among neighbors more than wars, at
least in modern times.?” Mexicans were not refugees, and cases of asylum for
Mexicans were exceedingly rare. Americans found it quite logical to label them
“economic immigrants,” people simply seeking a better life in a wealthier
country.

However, the history of US-Mexico relations, labor recruitment and de-
mand, and border enforcement revealed clear patterns of structural violence
that made sanctuary not only relevant but also justified and necessary in the
eyes of its supporters. “We are neighbors of the most powerful, militarized
country” in the world, Carmen remarked. The United States has long “abus[ed]
the Mexican population through the governments that they handle like pup-
pets.” As in other parts of the Americas, the United States “imposed neoliber-
alism” through trade deals and the terms of foreign aid and loans, along with
support for militaries and authoritarian regimes. “Free commerce means all
the corporations came to Mexico and made the rules,” eluding taxes and steal-
ing wealth. Mexico is rich in natural resources—water, oil, mining. But US
corporations like Coca-Cola and oil companies control much of those re-
sources, while in 2010 one-third of Mexicans lived on less than five dollars a
day.*®* Mexican politicians also enabled and profited from organized criminals’
control of sectors ranging from narcotics to avocados. “The migration is a re-
sult,” said Carmen.*®

NAFTA and the US-supported drug war against Mexican cartels, which was
launched in 2006, were just the latest chapters in this history. NAFTA “cut a
wide path of destruction through Mexico,” observed a director of the Center
for International Policy, a thinktank in Washington, DC. It displaced some two
million Mexican farmers in the two decades after 1994.4° Compounding the
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effects of NAFTA, the drug war caused a spike in violence in an already violent
nation.”’ Between 2006 and 2020, more than 73,000 Mexicans were reported
“disappeared,” with many more missing from official reports.* Violence toward
women, which was already high, worsened, including rising rates of femicide.*
The United Nations ranked Mexico among the world’s most violent countries
for women, along with its Central American neighbors.*

The border region between Mexico and the United States added another
layer to the violence people faced, as human traffickers and drug cartels took
advantage of migrants for their money, their bodies, and sometimes their
lives.* Once in the United States, people’s illegal status limited their rights and
mobility—the types of work they could do, access to drivers’ licenses, and a
wide variety of police and social protections—and exposed them to further
exploitation and physical violence. These were just some of the reasons how
and why sanctuary mattered for Mexicans beyond the protections and access
to services promised by the typical sanctuary city policy.

Carmen Guerrero and her daughters were increasingly the face of Mexi-
can migration in the twenty-first century, and in some ways more generally
the face of immigration in the United States and globally. First, they repre-
sented the broader feminization of migration, which was driven partly by in-
terpersonal and structural violence and by shifting work opportunities. This
included growing demand in wealthy countries for child and elder care, do-
mestic service, and other work usually done by women. Children from Latin
America crossing the border, with and without parents or guardians, likewise
became more common.*

Carmen’s settlement in Norristown reflected the new geography of Mexi-
can migration and of immigration to the United States. As the American ser-
vice economy boomed at the end of the twentieth century, immigrants,
especially Mexicans, settled just about everywhere, well beyond the old gate-
ways of Chicago, New York, and the Southwest. They went to places with no
memorable history of immigrant settlement, such as North Carolina, Ala-
bama, and Tennessee, or to places that had experienced little immigration for
generations, like Philadelphia and most of the Rust Belt.*

In the other big geographic change, most immigrants since the 1990s set-
tled in the suburbs, no longer primarily in central cities. One reason was that
by the end of the twentieth century, most jobs in the United States were in
the suburbs. Moreover, after 1965 the growing proportion of immigrants com-
ing with wealth and for high-paying jobs typically settled in well-off suburbs.
Poorer immigrants, including Mexicans, more often settled in working-class
suburbs, many of which had declined as employers and prior residents left.
These trends contributed to a broader suburbanization of poverty and people



NEW SANCTUARY 187

of color in places such as Norristown, Upper Darby, and other suburbs across
the country.

While immigrants in the United States became more diverse in almost every
way, Mexican migration dominated much of the nation’s increasingly heated
immigration debates. These debates focused ever more on the estimated thir-
teen million people living in the country illegally by the 2000s, more than half
of whom came from Mexico. By 2002, Mexicans made up 30 percent of all
immigrants in the United States, seven times as much as people from the Phil-
ippines, the second-largest group at the time.*® An estimated 54 percent of
Mexican immigrants in that year lived in the country illegally, and more than
80 percent of those who had come since 1990 lacked legal status, including
most Mexicans in Philadelphia, which was a newer destination for Mexican
migration.*

Twenty-first-century immigration debates in the United States focused
largely on illegal immigration’s costs and benefits for the nation and its receiv-
ing communities, and little on Mexicans’ reasons for moving. Conservative
talk radio, cable news pundits, and restrictionist thinktanks lamented this “alien
invasion,” its violation of the rule of law, and fiscal costs, which they decep-
tively claimed outweighed the benefits. More centrist, often corporate inter-
ests and many people on the left, embraced Mexicans™ low-wage labor in
essential sectors. They celebrated the people who provided their food, cared
for their children, mowed their lawns, remodeled their kitchens, and opened
shops and restaurants.’® Advocates for immigrant rights, including immigrants
themselves, more often recognized the structural violence against Mexicans
and Mexico and were more aware of the extent of the physical violence and
trauma they experienced.’!

One of the biggest ironies and injustices of all, some immigrant rights ac-
tivists noted, was that working-class immigrants, again especially Mexicans,
increasingly did the hard work of creating and sustaining wealth in the United
States. Their low wages made middle-class living comfortable and affordable.
Through their labor, and by opening stores and repopulating neighborhoods,
Mexicans played multiple roles in revitalizing US cities and towns in the late
twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, and dramatically so in Philadelphia.
For the most part, other people, both native-born people and wealthier im-
migrants, reaped the benefits, whether through home values, inexpensive ser-
vices, or Social Security payments that many unauthorized immigrants
supported by paying taxes with no hope they would ever get the retirement
funds themselves.”

Mexican immigrants also played a central part in forcing Americans to con-
front what we owed immigrants and what sanctuary might mean in the
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twenty-first century. As detailed in the introductory chapter, a new immigrant
rights movement erupted after the US House passed a bill at the end of 2005
that would have made illegal immigration a felony rather than a civil offense
and made assisting unauthorized immigrants also a crime. Much of this soon
coalesced in the New Sanctuary Movement. Even more than the movement
of the 1980s, this was a decentralized set of local groups that only occasion-
ally came together to share and coordinate their advocacy. It was always a mul-
ticultural movement, but at least in its early years worked especially with
Mexican communities in Chicago, New York, and Philadelphia.

Compared to many other groups of immigrants in recent decades, Mexi-
can immigrant civil society necessarily focused more on claiming rights and
assisting people without legal status. Mexicans also organized a transnational
civil society to address some of the conditions that drove their migration. Of-
ten their work resembled that of other migrant communities, such as Libe-
rian county associations and Southeast Asian community organizing. Still,
issues of legal status, people’s position in the labor market, and generational
changes in Mexican communities produced distinct patterns and histories.

Mexadelphia

Mexicans settled first in rural parts of the Philadelphia region, in the early 1970s
around the mushroom-growing capital of the world, Kennett Square, Penn-
sylvania, thirty miles west of the city. Most came from the state of Guana-
juato and many gained legal status with the 1986 immigration law. By the early
twenty-first century, several thousand Mexicans and thousands of their children
lived around Kennett Square. Across the river in New Jersey, Mexicans settled
in the agricultural centers of Vineland and Bridgeton, where they picked to-
matoes and blueberries, finding work in food processing and other jobs in the
winter. Many others passed through rural parts of the region, moving up and
down the East Coast seasonally, from harvesting peaches in Georgia to pick-
ing apples in upstate New York.”?

The Suburbs

The post-NAFTA migration brought many Mexicans to the Philadelphia sub-
urbs, with the largest number settling in Norristown. The origin story people
tell is of a man of Italian descent who went to Acapulco on vacation and fell
in love with a woman there, whom he brought back. She then invited family
and friends, initiating a chain migration of people from central and southern
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Mexico. Some came to work seasonally in landscaping and construction.
Others stayed permanently, working year-round in janitorial, restaurant, and
factory jobs. Atleast one landscaping firm that was employing people illegally
got in trouble with the INS, which steered it and other area employers into
the US guest worker program, recruiting men from Puebla. Many of these
firms were owned by Italian Americans who had moved to nearby suburbs and
rented their old homes to new arrivals. By 2000, the US Census reported that
about 3,000 people of Latin American origin, mostly Mexicans but also Puerto
Ricans, lived in Norristown, and almost 10,000 a decade later. Mexican immi-
gration reversed population loss that the town had experienced since the
1970s as its textile mills and other factories shut down.*

People from Mexico also settled in other working-class, formerly industrial
suburbs across the region, such as Upper Darby, Pottstown, and Lansdale. Mi-
chael Katz and Kenneth Ginsburg termed such places “reservations for low-
wage labor.” Migrants found affordable rents in these towns and worked in
homes, malls, and office parks in affluent suburbs nearby.”

Most people found jobs through family and friends who had already set-
tled. Carmen Guerrero had less help, but her experiences were otherwise typi-
cal of Mexicans in the suburbs. “Looking through the newspapers in the
trash cans, I started looking for a job. I cut out an ad and I showed it to a taxi
driver and asked him to take me to that address,” she recalled. “I got to a hotel
lobby and using my hands I signaled to the receptionist saying, “Working,
working yo’ [me] as I pointed a finger to myself.”>* A Filipina woman ap-
proached “me and asked ‘trabajo’ [work]? . . . and helped me to fill in the ap-
plication.””” Carmen worked at this Best Western near the King of Prussia
Mall, the largest shopping mall in the East, for the next three years. She cleaned
twenty to twenty-five rooms in a seven-hour shift, for $7.25 an hour. “The first
weeks, I'd fill my stomach with tiny cookies, cheeses and chocolates that we’d
put in baskets for the hotel visitor, until I got my first paycheck and I could
buy some Chinese food. Ohhhh, what a feast!”®

These wages were not enough to cover her expenses plus debts to family
in Mexico for her ransom and coyote fees. So, like many Mexicans, she sought
a second job. She met a woman on a bus who pointed her to a dishwashing
post at a Bob Evans restaurant. She worked seven-to-eight hours at the hotel,
then seven-to-ten at the restaurant, “sometimes more on weekends.” Carmen
justified her exhaustion since this allowed her to save money to bring her
daughters to Norristown sooner.*” Over the next several years, she worked her
way up at Bob Evans to the food prep line, then cook, then manager. She also
worked at the Cheesecake Factory and California Pizza eateries at the mall.
She kept her jobs at Bob Evans and the Cheesecake Factory when she left the
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hotel in 2003, after a workplace injury that the hotel’s managers refused to
acknowledge.®
The apartment where Carmen first stayed “was so little . . . there was no

e

room for” her daughters. Her host told her, “"You can stay here, but you have
to look for a place to live.”” Knowing few people, she saw other Mexicans
mainly at the laundromat, where one day a man referred her to a house nearby,
where she rented a spot.®' But so many people lived in this house, with mat-
tresses and beds crammed into each room, that Carmen spent virtually all her
waking hours elsewhere. She soon found a home to rent just across the river
on the border between the small town of Bridgeport and King of Prussia,
closer to the mall, where she and her daughters could have more space.®

But when the girls arrived, administrators in the school district there re-
fused to enroll them. They threatened to report them to immigration author-
ities after Carmen could not show them a visa in her passport. She gave up
the house and enrolled the girls in Norristown schools instead. They rented a
small room in Norristown and later moved to a town house on a cul-de-sac in
King of Prussia.®’

Mexican immigrants generally had decent relations with their landlords,
employers, and neighbors in Norristown and Bridgeport, but local govern-
ments varied in their responses to their settlement, from sanctuary to exclu-
sion. In 2003, Norristown’s city council passed an ordinance recognizing
Mexicans’ consular identification cards as valid to access local schools, librar-
ies, and health clinics. Copied from the Detroit suburb of Pontiac, Michigan,
this ordinance also aimed to combat payday robberies. Council members got
local banks to recognize the card, so Mexicans without legal status could put
their earnings in the bank rather than keep cash in their pockets and homes.**
Though distinct from policies limiting police and prisons’ cooperation in de-
portation, this offered a certain form of sanctuary, another limited act of pro-
tection and support.®

In addition to safety and access to services, Norristown officials, including
the town’s Kenyan economic development director, cited Mexicans’ role in re-
vitalization as impetus for the act. Mexicans had repopulated the town, reviv-
ing its housing market and the commercial district on West Marshall Street.
This area housed only a small cluster of Mexican groceries when Carmen ar-
rived in 2000, but in the next several years it transformed as Mexicans opened
a large and diverse set of stores. People started calling it “Little Mexico.”

Bridgeport’s council took an opposite stance in passing its Illegal Immigra-
tion Relief Act in October 2006. The act promised to fine and revoke the li-
censes of landlords and employers of people who were in the country illegally
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and declared English to be the town’s official language. Mayor Jerry Nicola and
the act’s sponsor, Councilman John Pizza, cited the rule of law and Congress’s
failure to act on illegal immigration for their action, echoing Hazleton Mayor
Lou Barletta, a fellow Italian American. Bridgeport leaders also expressed anx-
iety over their town’s revitalization and a fear that new immigrants might
dictate its course.”” After the Pennsylvania Immigration and Citizenship Co-
alition advocacy group, which was based in Philadelphia, threatened to sue,
they put the act’s implementation on hold as challenges to Hazleton’s law
made their way through the courts.®

Yet Norristown’s public response to people who were in the country ille-
gally proved inconsistent, particularly in the actions of its police department.
Initially, department leaders tried “to make a bridge between the Hispanic
community and the police,” recalled Carmen, who participated in community
safety trainings that they ran.*’ As in other places, the police sought to build
trust with immigrants so victims and witnesses of crimes would feel comfort-
able reporting them. As a union organizer who worked in the area noted,
they did not want to make this new “part of the community ungovernable.””

But in the late 2000s, Norristown police began to set up checkpoints to ver-
ify that people had auto insurance, thus restricting unauthorized immigrants’

movement.”!

One day in 2011, Carmen went to the police station to find the
parking lot full of vehicles from ICE. “They had a big list of names.” Thereaf-
ter, Norristown police and ICE began raids targeting the local Home Depot
and 7-Eleven parking lots, where men waited to be picked up for day labor. A
city councilman explained to Carmen the police needed to cooperate with ICE
in order to receive federal funds.”

People who were in the country illegally navigated a fragmented landscape
of policing and services in suburban Philadelphia and other regions, especially
after 2005. This was a particular challenge for Mexicans and Central Ameri-
cans, who were most often targeted by ICE. Riverside, New Jersey, also cop-
ied Hazleton’s act in 2006, only to repeal it a few months later. A decade later,
nearby Bensalem, Pennsylvania, explored a 287g agreement with ICE to dep-
utize its police as immigration agents. This sort of partnership was used mainly
by counties in the American South. Bensalem’s mayor backed out in response
to pressure from activists and the county’s human relations council. In other
suburbs, police departments and town governments were more or less accom-
modating to immigrants who lacked legal status, rarely as a matter of official
policy. Their response often varied depending on the politics of individual of-
ficers and employees of other agencies, from schools to town halls.”?
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The City

Philadelphia was a sanctuary city, though in most ways Mexicans’ experiences
of migration and settlement there closely resembled their experiences in the
suburbs. As in the region at large, the greatest number of Mexicans came from
rural origins, especially the state of Puebla. People from Puebla had settled in
New York since the 1980s, and over time they found work and homes in the
broader region from the Hudson Valley to southern New Jersey. A commu-
nity from the town of San Lucas, Puebla, formed in the city of Camden, New
Jersey, by the early 1990s.7*

San Lucas sits in a valley between two snowcapped volcanoes, the dormant
Iztaccihuatl (“white woman” in the Aztec language Nahuatl) and Popocate-
petl (“smoking mountain”), Mexico’s second-highest peak and most active vol-
cano. An eruption in December 1994, spewing ash more than fifteen miles,
prompted the evacuation of towns in the valley. This compounded farmers’
growing struggles to survive off their harvests and drove migration to the
United States.”

Efren Tellez, a farmer from the next town over, San Mateo Ozolco, aban-
doned his corn fields and plum orchards in early 1995. He traveled to Camden
to stay with a friend from San Lucas. As he looked for work, one day he walked
across the mile-long Ben Franklin Bridge to downtown Philadelphia. After
wandering around for a few hours, he spotted a sign he could read: “Tequilas
Restaurant.” He walked in and got a job as a dishwasher in this upscale restau-
rant owned by Mexican chef David Suro. Tellez found a cheap room in a row
house in South Philadelphia, close enough to walk or bike to work. He called
home, encouraging family and friends to join him. A decade later, about half
of San Mateo’s roughly 4,000 residents had moved to South Philadelphia.”

Mexicans” housing and neighborhood experiences in South Philadelphia re-
sembled those of Mexicans in Norristown and of Italians in both places a
century earlier. They lived in brick row houses near old factories that were be-
ing converted to condos, renting largely from Asian and Italian American
landlords. The first people to arrive were mostly men of working age, includ-
ing many in their teens and twenties, who often traveled back and forth from
Mexico before bringing or starting families and settling more permanently.
They often lived together in large numbers so they could send more of their
earnings home. All this echoed the earlier experiences of Italians.””

In the late 1990s and early 2000s, South Philadelphia’s Mexican community
was made up mostly of young men, who experienced considerable violence
and trauma. Some people called it an “island of men,” remembered Cristina
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Perez from Women Organized Against Rape. Many had faced violence in their
migration—abandoned in the desert, beaten by border patrol agents, robbed—
even before cartel violence escalated in the mid-2000s. With fifteen to twenty
people in a house, they experienced problems of theft, fights, and alcohol and
sexual abuse among each other. When some of the first women arrived, in-
cluding women in their teens and twenties living alone with multiple men,
some suffered sexual harassment and rape, finding themselves effectively
trapped by the men who had paid their coyote fees.”® As Jaime Ventura from
San Mateo recalled, “We were too young, a lot of people who came were just
kids, unprepared to live on their own.””

Mexicans in South Philadelphia found a mix of more and less regular em-
ployment. Some worked for Italian family businesses that were still in the area,
though more found jobs in downtown restaurants, to a lesser extent in con-
struction, and when women came, in hotel and home housekeeping and child
care. Some Mexicans also boarded the white vans that passed through the
neighborhood in the early morning, picking up Southeast Asians, African
Americans, and Latin Americans for day labor in suburban warehouses and
chocolate factories. They spent long hours packing produce or cutting fruit
salad and other prepared food sold at convenience stores like Wawa and
7-Eleven. Men from San Mateo most often took restaurant jobs because, as
Ventura explained, “They would feed us, and we could eat well. This allowed
us to save money on expenses, and to save more to send home.” It was also
more regular and safer work than most construction jobs, where wage theft
was more common, especially in day labor.®

Mexicans did the most precarious jobs in construction, landscaping, ware-
house packing, restaurants, and housekeeping. Their bosses and coworkers
regularly subjected them to verbal abuse, calling them “dirty Mexicans™ and
worse. In some settings, especially construction, they kept Mexican laborers
working long hours in tight spaces, unprotected from chemicals or dust, doing
repetitive and exhausting tasks without breaks. Workplace injuries also oc-
curred in restaurants and, especially in the late 1990s and early 2000s, young
Mexican men and women working in restaurants were sexually harassed,
abused, and sometimes raped. Some experienced verbal and sexual abuse from
the drivers of vans taking people to day labor. Some men attained better con-
struction jobs over time, including in a general contracting cooperative formed
by Mexican carpenters who had been active in labor organizing. Many Mexi-
cans opened their own restaurants and stores. But both structural and inter-
personal violence at work persisted for many Mexicans who remained without
legal status, insurance, or benefits, doing irregular and dangerous work.®'
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Outside of the workplace, while relations with most neighbors in South
Philadelphia remained peaceful, violence affected Mexicans’ everyday experi-
ences. For restaurant workers, who were paid in cash and walked or biked
home late at night from downtown, systematic muggings by African Ameri-
cans and sometimes whites became routine. Italian, Irish, and African Ameri-
can neighbors sometimes harassed or threatened them. Mexicans learned to
avoid the blocks where some of their neighbors sold drugs on the street. When
some of the first teenagers living with their parents in the neighborhood went
to South Philadelphia High School, they faced aggression from some of their
classmates. A December 2009 attack by African American students who chased
and beat up thirty teens recently settled in the area targeted mostly youth from
China, but also a few Mexicans and a Dominican boy who suffered permanent
hearing damage in one ear.®

In other ways, though, Mexicans’ relationships with most of their neigh-
bors were deeply symbiotic, driving revitalization in a large swath of the city.
Their labor served a growing population of young white families and other
affluent residents, visitors, and businesses downtown and in surrounding
neighborhoods, including South Philadelphia. Mexican busboys, dishwashers,
and cooks provided the cheap and expandable workforce behind an unprece-
dented boom in high-end restaurants across these neighborhoods, making
downtown and South Philadelphia world-renowned restaurant destinations.*
While poorer parts of the city continued to lose population, these areas grew
enough starting in the 1990s that by 2007 the city was expanding again, thanks
particularly to Mexican immigration. As one title in the Daily News in 2011
quipped, “Let’s put it this way: Philadelphia gained more amigos.”**

Mexican merchants reopened shuttered corner stores throughout South
Philadelphia and revived the historic Italian Market on Ninth Street. Once a
vital neighborhood shopping district and still a tourist attraction, the six-block-
long market had declined as whites left for the suburbs. In 2001, the city’s
planning commission certified the southern half of the market as blighted, not-
ing a preponderance of boarded-up storefronts. But by 2008, every storefront
was reopened or under renovation, mostly by Mexican merchants. Within a
five-block radius from the market, Mexicans had opened eighty-five shops and
restaurants, and they would open more in coming years.®

Initially, they ran just two types of business: restaurants serving other Mex-
icans and some other customers and small general stores with an array of
groceries, household goods, phone cards, sometimes prepared meals, and in
the back, money wiring, package shipping, and travel agent services.* In the
late 2000s a barber and a used bicycle shop opened, signaling that the com-
munity had grown enough to support specialized stores. Then Mexican mer-
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chants opened bakeries and shops selling clothing, soccer shoes and jerseys in
youth and adult sizes, music and electronics, religious statues, and dresses and
decorations for quincefiera celebrations, Mexican girls’ coming-of-age religious
services and parties held at age fifteen.’” In just a few years it had become a
fast-growing community of families, some of whom were starting to buy
homes.

Many Mexicans left the New York region after the September 11 attacks
and more came from Mexico, many from Puebla but also from all over the
country. Between 2000 and 2010, the city’s population of Mexican heritage,
mostly people born in Mexico and their children, expanded from some 6,000
to over 15,000, according to the census. This was almost surely a substantial
undercount, as demographers’ models could not fully account for the recent
growth, nor completely make up for Mexicans’ low census response rates. By
the later 2010s, Mexicans lived in neighborhoods all over the city and region,
especially concentrated around Norristown, Bensalem, and Camden (see
figure 5.1).%¢

South Philadelphia remained the center of Mexican Philadelphia, however.
One local newspaper dubbed the neighborhood “Mexadelphia™ in 2006. Credit
for the moniker “Puebladelphia” went to Marcos Tlacopilco, who, with his
wife, Alma Romero, first worked at an Italian-owned fish market on Ninth
Street, then bought the shop when their boss retired and died, and later opened
a restaurant specializing in breakfast for people on their way to work.%

People began to observe that the Italian Market had become just as much
a Mexican market.”® In its northern blocks, where Italian cheese shops and
butchers remained, the unofficial historic markers erected by a local historian
accentuated the impression that, like other Little Italy districts, this part of the
market had become an “ethnic Disneyland,” as another scholar averred. These
and other signs on shops reminded visitors that Italians had been there lon-
ger, and their foods always “predominated.” A three-story mural of Frank
Rizzo, the city’s notoriously racist police commissioner in the 1960s and mayor
in the 1970s, also adorned this area. Mexican and Southeast Asian merchants,
meanwhile, felt no need to defend their authenticity and claims to the area,
since they largely served coethnic customers who lived in the neighborhood.”

Other Italian Americans reacted to their Mexican neighbors with more bla-
tant racism and xenophobia. “I AM MAD AS HELL! ] WANT MY COUNTRY
BACK!” read a sign that Joey Vento, owner of Geno’s Steaks, one of the city’s
landmark cheesesteak shops on Ninth Street, pasted on the window where
people made their orders. The sign just below it portrayed a bald eagle and
an American flag. It read, “This Is America. When Ordering Please ‘Speak
English.””
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In interviews with local media, Vento lamented that a politics of multicul-
turalism had eclipsed the politics of Americanization that his own immigrant
grandparents had endured. They had “tried” but “had a hard time” learning
English, and rarely left South Philadelphia. “Go back to the 19th century, and
play by those rules,” he proposed. “I don’t want somebody coming here to
change my culture to their culture,” he said. “They want us to adapt to these
people. What do you mean, ‘Press 1 for Spanish’? English, period. Case closed.
End of discussion.”” He seemed unaware that Mexicans were learning En-
glish at a faster rate than Italians and Poles had a century earlier.”? And his cri-
tique of illegal immigration suggested his ignorance of the fact that the
United States had virtually no restrictions on migration from Europe or the
Americas in that era.

This rejection of new immigrants from Latin America and call for “English
only” repeated much of the logic and rhetoric of nineteenth- and early
twentieth-century nativism and assimilationism that had been directed toward
Italians.” Italians “became white” in the twentieth century partly through vio-
lence against their own new neighbors of color: opposing civil rights and
Black Power, school desegregation and public housing for Blacks, including in
South Philadelphia.”” Some turned this racism toward Mexicans in the twenty-
first century.

Vento’s “Speak English” sign gained national attention in early 2006, as de-
bates over illegal immigration blew up. He appeared on Lou Dobbs’s show
on CNN, Fox News, and right-wing talk radio. Vento and his sign survived a
discrimination charge by the city’s human relations commission, and he con-
tinued to push anti-immigrant messages locally and nationally. On occasion,
he drove his Hummer SUV around South Philadelphia with a loudspeaker, de-
nouncing businesses that employed “illegals” before heading home to subur-
ban New Jersey.”® On New Year’s Day 2009, he sponsored a skit in the city’s
annual Mummers parade, a century-old event that grew out of the racist tra-
dition of minstrel shows. Titled “Aliens of an Illegal Kind,” the Philadelphia In-
quirer related, a grinning Vento popped “out of the top of a float. .. with a
“When ordering, speak English” sign.” He tossed fake cheesesteaks into the
crowd. Then an announcer cried out, ““Uh-oh, here comes the border patrol!’”
Band “members wearing Texas-sized cowboy hats and brandishing wooden
rifles pretended to hold back a rioting crowd of ‘immigrants,” white men in
costumes that caricatured different cultures around the world, “from storm-
ing the” cardboard “border fences.” As the immigrants burst forth, they traded
in their country’s flag for an American flag, and a Mummer dressed as

President-elect Barack Obama handed out Green Cards.””
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Vento became the largest individual donor to the legal fund defending Ha-
zleton’s Illegal Immigration Relief Act and gave almost $67,000 to defend the
state of Arizona’s similar law. Hazleton mayor Lou Barletta and Pennsylvania
state representative Daryl Metcalfe traveled to South Philadelphia to raise
money for Arizona’s legal defense fund with a talk radio show broadcast from
under the neon lights of Geno’s facade.”® In the year before he died of a heart
attack in 2011, Vento promoted Metcalfe’s movement to enlist state legisla-
tures to repeal the US Constitution’s guarantee of birthright citizenship.”” This
was part of Metcalfe’s nineteen-point platform to deny unauthorized immi-
grants and their US-born children everything from drivers’ licenses to hous-
ing and public services and to strip sanctuary cities of state funding.'®

Mexican and New Latin American Civil Society

It was in this context that Mexican civil society in Philadelphia, Norristown,
and other new immigrant destinations grew up, with a major focus on immi-
grant rights. At one of the protests held in front of Geno’s, Carmen Guerrero
barely dodged a punch from one of Vento’s defenders, only pulled away from
his swinging fist at the last moment by another activist.'”" Yet standing up to
anti-immigrant rhetoric and violence was just one part of a larger set of pro-
tections and supports that Mexicans and other Latin American immigrants and
their allies built in the early twenty-first century.

South Philadelphia

Cristina Perez had worked just a few years at Women Organized Against Rape
(WOAR), one of the first rape crisis centers in the United States, when she be-
gan to meet fellow Mexicans in South Philadelphia in 2000. While doing
street outreach to find and support people who were experiencing abuse, she
learned about the exploitation and violence that women and men faced at
home and work. In 2002 she met Peter Bloom, who had taken time off from
college along with a friend and recently begun holding volunteer English
classes at St. Thomas Aquinas Catholic Church, which had started a mass in
Spanish. As Bloom related, after class “there’d be a line of students with is-
sues. They’d have pieces of paper that they needed translated . . . my boss
didn’t pay me, or I need to find childcare for my kids, or my husband is beat-
ing me, how do I get out?” Bloom and his friend had no expertise in these is-
sues, “but we could at least understand what the letter said.” They also had a

space to “help the community . . . organize themselves.”!%
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In the run-down room the church provided them to work with Mexican
immigrants, Perez and Bloom agreed on how they would pursue what she
called “sanctuary work.” They embraced the critical pedagogy of Brazilian phi-
losopher Paulo Friere, a method of supporting oppressed people in regaining
their humanity and overcoming their problems. Its proponents integrated
human rights topics into classes such as English lessons, as Debbie Wei had
done with her Southeast Asian students (discussed in chapter 2). Friere’s ideas
deeply influenced South American liberation theology and consequently, the
Sanctuary Movement. Perez had worked as a human rights activist in El Sal-
vador and Nicaragua in the 1980s and recognized that “we needed to recreate
the models of sanctuary that existed at the border” in that era. There in the
room at St. Thomas Aquinas they “started to create a culture of sanctuary,”
she recalled, in which people could feel welcome, identify their capacities and
skills, and do the work of “repair,” addressing individual trauma and collec-
tive social problems.'”

The early work of Perez, Bloom, and their partners focused on accessing
services and confronting the violence that people experienced. Bloom recalled
that Mexican people whom they met told them, “‘Our community’s growing
really rapidly, and we’ve nowhere to go. . . . No one understands what our par-
ticular issues are, and all sorts of shit happens to us.””!** People slowly began
to talk about the violence and exploitation they experienced. Perez formed a
group called Hombres en Transicion (“men in transition”), who worked to
identify and help others confront the abuses and rights violations that Mexi-
can immigrants faced. They did outreach at restaurants, where they met with
groups of men and women and discussed issues of mental health and the chal-
lenges of finding help. They “invited a lawyer to come to the church to give a
workers’ rights training,” related Bloom. And they appealed to the Mexican
consulate downtown to “really understand that there was a growing popula-
tion, that they weren’t getting the services they needed.”'?

The consular identification card was particularly valuable for people who
were in the country illegally. As Bloom explained, “[US] society is pretty
much based on having an identity . . . in a very real, who are you, where do
you live” sense. Accordingly, the first community organizing campaign that
Mexican migrants working with Bloom and Perez launched sought “to get
the Mexican Consulate to come out to the community, and . . . [help people]
understand how this card could help them.” Like leaders in Norristown did
around the same time, they spoke with “banks about accepting the card” so
people could open accounts and avoid getting robbed of their cash. They
also advocated for banks to hire Spanish-speaking tellers at branches in the
neighborhood.'*
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When some of the women with whom Perez and Bloom were working,
who had been raped crossing the border, decided to get abortions, it became
time for them to leave the church. In January 2004, they opened Casa de los
Soles (“house of the suns™), the first Latin American community center in
South Philadelphia, in the ground floor and basement of a two-story row-
house. There they incorporated the community-organizing and immigrant
rights organization Juntos (“together”), which Bloom would direct. Along
with English and computer classes, Casa de los Soles served as “a resource
center and sanctuary for the community at large,” as early member and later
Juntos board chair Carlos Pascual Sanchez put it. Juntos’s first two organiz-
ers, Mario Ramirez and Jaime Ventura, came from Mexico, though its con-
stituency evolved from entirely Mexicans to also include Central and South
Americans.'?’

Their next campaign came from the Safety Committee that Juntos formed,
led by Carlos Rojas, a restaurant worker from Mexico City. They met with po-
lice at Casa de los Soles multiple times and organized a community meeting
on safety at a church, which was attended by over one hundred people. There,
committee members negotiated an agreement with South Philadelphia’s po-
lice precincts to more actively patrol “safe corridors” where people returned
home late at night from downtown jobs. The police also reaffirmed their com-
mitment to protect the neighborhood’s immigrant community without ask-
ing about people’s legal status.'%

In 2006, Perez moved WOAR’s work with Mexican immigrants out of the
row house it shared with Juntos, as they needed their own safe space for women
and others experiencing abuse. WOAR continued to call the spaces it rented
Casa de los Soles, and Perez expanded her work with Latin American women
around the city. They adopted the community health promoters (promotoras)
model of outreach, health education, and organizing by people in their own
communities that is prevalent in Latin America. In the late 2000s, some 300
promotoras worked with WOAR, mainly in recent immigrant communities.'*”
For a few years the organization rented a prominent space on Broad Street in
South Philadelphia to work with an even wider range of people on labor vio-
lence, discrimination, mental health, and HIV/AIDS, as well as domestic vio-
lence and rape. Though it closed after 2015 due to a lack of funds, people in
the neighborhood’s Latin American communities spoke about Casa de los
Soles as if it existed long afterward, Perez reflected. They saw it “in our hearts,”
as a sort of “sanctuary inside ourselves.”!!

Juntos continued to work with many of the same Mexican community lead-
ers, organizing to address other areas of immigrant rights. In 2007, it moved
to the Houston Community Center, not far from the row house it vacated.



NEW SANCTUARY 201

Its Latin American constituents joined Asians and African Americans in the
English and computer classes run by the center. While Juntos staff still helped
people with any problem they brought in the door, its committees of com-
munity members took on more focused campaigns.'! They recognized, or-
ganizer Zac Steele related, that “we needed to help people solve their individual
social issues,” including medical, legal, school, housing, and other needs, “in
order to engage them in organizing.”''* However, he explained, “We do not
want to be a service organization” because in that model “you are just help-
ing somebody without changing the structure of inequality that produces the
problem.”!"

As more children were born and grew up in South Philadelphia’s Mexican
community, people who were involved in Juntos formed an Education Com-
mittee. This group of mostly women, led by Irma Zamora and others, forced
the school district to improve language access for parents and students in neigh-
borhood schools. They organized Latin American parents to engage with
teachers, administrators, and school programs. With partners around the city,
they repeatedly fought proposed funding cuts to the district office that sup-
ported English language learners and their families, which Debbie Wei ran for
a time. They collaborated with Asian communities and organizations in re-
sponse to the violence at South Philadelphia High in 2009, and thereafter part-
nered with the Southeast Asian organization SEAMAAC and its Indonesian
constituents to engage in parent organizing together. Some of their work
helped improve the culture and sense of community at schools such that
wealthier parents became more willing to send their children to neighborhood
public schools. This was yet another way that Mexicans and other working-
class immigrants enabled gentrification.'**

Workers’ rights remained a constant area of Juntos’s work. Staff connected
individuals to Community Legal Services, hospitals, and health clinics to re-
dress wage theft and workplace injuries. In 2008, Mexican and Central Ameri-
can men from Northeast Philadelphia approached Juntos about abuses by
contractors who hired them at a Home Depot parking lot. Twenty percent
of the time they were not paid, and many experienced unsafe and illegal work-
ing conditions, sometimes even being abandoned at faraway work sites.
Working with the Philadelphia Area Project on Occupational Safety and Health
(PhilaPOSH), Juntos ran know-your-rights and safety trainings and organized
these men to protect and advocate for themselves. With Community Legal
Services they won an $18,000 judgment for ten workers who had been denied
pay.'”’ Juntos Labor Committee members and partners at PhilaPOSH, includ-
ing labor organizer and later Juntos board chair Javier Garcia Hernandez, also
did outreach and trainings with restaurant workers. Later, they supported the
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establishment of a chapter of the national Restaurant Opportunities Centers
to carry forward this work.''¢

In US traditions of community organizing, organizers typically build non-
profit organizations like Juntos, PhilaPOSH, and WOAR. But in Mexican and
other Latin American traditions, people practice a great deal of community
organizing and solidarity work outside formally incorporated institutions.
Many of the leaders involved in Juntos and WOAR, such as Carlos Pascual San-
chez, Carlos Rojas, Maximino “Charro” Sandoval, [rma Zamora, and others,
engaged in organizing and assisting other immigrants in numerous ways both
in and outside organizations. According to Ricardo Diaz Soto, a doctoral stu-
dent at the University of Pennsylvania who became involved with fellow Mex-
icans in South Philadelphia starting in 2004, the “natural leaders” in the
community could be found among the women who were most involved in
the churches, merchants such as the Tlacopilcos, and the captains of soccer
teams, such as “Charro” Sandoval, a community leader from San Mateo Ozolco
who served on Juntos’s board.'"”

Diaz Soto began by hanging out at a soccer field in the neighborhood where
Mexican men played, and soon some players asked him to help organize what
became the Amistad Soccer League, based at another field at Fourth and Wash-
ington Avenue. As he recalled, it “was created as a place to offer social ser-
vices and reach those that would not come out to church.” At its peak in the
mid-2000s, “every Sunday I met with near 600 people that came to watch the
games. . . . Our immigration lawyer would sit at one corner of the field, the
HIV testers by the basketball court, and the food vendors,” who were coordi-
nated by the Tlacopilcos, “took turns instead of competing for customers.”
They raised funds to refurbish the playground at Fourth Street but met resis-
tance from neighbors when they tried to name it after Mexican American farm
labor leader Cesar Chavez.''®

After the US House of Representatives passed the bill further criminalizing
illegal immigration in December 2005, Diaz Soto initiated the first “Day With-
out an Immigrant” protest in the nation. He engaged merchants, soccer players,
people at churches, and Juntos and other groups to organize a rally downtown
on Independence Mall. People from the short-lived Orgullo Azteca (“Aztec
pride”) association of Mexican merchants, led by its treasurer Marcos Tlaco-
pilco, raised funds for the event.'”” Organized as a workers’ strike on Valentine’s
Day 2006, one of the busiest days of the year for restaurants, it underlined the
importance of undocumented workers in that industry which Americans in-
creasingly saw as central to the economies and vitality of their cities.

Similar rallies and marches erupted in cities across the country that winter
and spring, including more in Philadelphia. Immigrant rights groups launched
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campaigns targeting members of Congress and other politicians, and lobbied
for sanctuary city policies after the passage of Hazleton’s restrictive act that
summer.'?* While Diaz Soto’s Day Without an Immigrant coalition faded, Jun-
tos and other organizations remained involved in similar advocacy.

In 2007, Juntos members and staff were among the first to join the New
Sanctuary Movement of Philadelphia (NSM), which was initiated by Pastor
Margaret Sawyer and Peter Pedemonti of the Catholic Workers house in North
Philadelphia. Manuel Portillo was one of the only early members connected
to the Sanctuary Movement of the 1980s, and he oriented others to some of
that movement’s pitfalls of paternalism and racism.'* Like the movement of
the 1980s, at the start this new interfaith coalition involved mainly white
churches and synagogues, but later Black churches and sometimes mosques
also joined. Initially, Juntos’s Immigration Committee, including Carlos Pas-
cual Sanchez and others, was its largest conduit for involving immigrants, who
increasingly took leadership roles in NSM.'#

In 2010, NSM and Juntos stepped up advocacy for a stronger sanctuary city
policy, after the Obama administration expanded the Secure Communities pro-
gram begun under George W. Bush to force local authorities” collaboration
with ICE. As Juntos organizer and NSM board member Zac Steele averred,
“The police-ICE relationship . . . is like a covenant of the old Sanctuary Move-
ment, a government practice that is violating God’s law that is objection-
able.”'* They organized a community forum attended by over 400 Latin
Americans and leaders of Haitian, West African, and other communities.
There, Mayor Nutter’s deputy for public safety announced that the city would
stop sharing data on victims and witnesses of crime with ICE."**

Four years later, facing further pressure from NSM, Juntos, 1Love Move-
ment, and fellow advocates organized as the Philadelphia Family Unity Net-
work, the mayor signed the executive order creating one of the nation’s
strongest sanctuary policies. As Peter Pedemonti explained, it was their South-
east Asian allies in 1Love who inspired NSM and other partners to insist that
even people convicted of the most serious felonies should be shielded from
deportation after doing their time in prison. The leaders of 1Love made a com-
pelling case that they were equally valued members of families and commu-
nities, who were just as deserving as anyone of sanctuary protections and of
a second chance after their incarceration.'”

In the 2010s, Juntos’s director position passed to a number of Latin Ameri-
can women, including community organizer Erika Almiron, who was the
daughter of immigrants from Paraguay. Their work focused ever more on
youth. As issues of gender identity and LGBTQ rights gained prominence in
the nation at large, Juntos’s leaders helped Latinx young people advocate for
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themselves and navigate the challenges of growing up in communities with
entrenched histories of machismo and traditional views of gender and sexual-
ity. With the election of Donald Trump, Juntos’s sanctuary work likewise inten-
sified, the details of which are recounted in the final section of this chapter.

While Juntos, NSM, WOAR, and others made sanctuary and human rights
a core focus of Mexican and Latin American civil society, people formed organ-
izations in the 2000s to meet various educational, health, and social needs. In
many ways they resembled civil society in other communities. Yet their work
also underscored the barriers and injustices that Mexican immigrants faced and
how they largely had to build support systems for themselves. One of the ear-
liest was a bilingual Head Start program for some of the first young children
born in or brought to Philadelphia by Mexican parents, which was run by Da-
lia O’Gorman, a woman from Mexico.

Beginning in 2002, Rosalva Ruth-Bull, who was born in Cancun and played
for the Mexican women’s national soccer team, ran soccer leagues for men,
women, and children in South Philadelphia, leading as many as fifty-two
teams.'?® Though not overtly focused on accessing services like the Amistad
league, which faded later that decade, her women’s league was an important
venue for promoting women’s empowerment. Women from Mexico, espe-
cially rural areas, rarely played soccer growing up. Therefore, this challenged
traditional gender roles, and some of their husbands and boyfriends resisted
their involvement in the league. Ruth-Bull confronted some women'’s partners
about this, and Carlos Pascual Sanchez and other men helped watch their kids
during practice and games, making their participation possible. The league also
served as an informal setting for people to help each other with small and big
problems, including connecting to services. Team captains like Irma Zamora
became important mentors to other women.'*’

However, the soccer leagues also pointed up the precariousness of Mexi-
cans’ claims to space and the ironies of their roles in neighborhood revitaliza-
tion. Ruth-Bull’s teams initially played at Columbus Square Park, but neighbors
complained. It was not the Italian American neighbors, who appreciated the
sport and welcomed them. Rather, it was the “white, younger professionals,
with a burgeoning gay community, and . . . tree-hugging families,” said the as-
sistant director of the women’s league, a young American woman. They
voiced concerns about property values and revitalization, which were laden
with undertones of racism. “When it comes to money,” she averred, “people
are willing to turn in their values.”'*® Similar opposition to immigrants’ soc-
cer games and gatherings was repeated in city and suburban parks across the
country, whether in the name of property values, environmental protection,
historic preservation, or less veiled racism.'*
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Ruth-Bull and her teams did much to improve the park, revitalizing a dusty
patch of dirt into a well-manicured field. She used her own money for sup-
plies at first, and later became a seasonal grounds worker for the city’s De-
partment of Recreation since she was already doing the job. Yet neighbors and
city officials proposed moving the leagues to FDR Park, three miles away and
tough for players to access between work, family, and other responsibilities.
In the end, they moved to a closer recreation center, which had another dusty
field that needed sprucing up.**°

The organization formed out of South Philadelphia’s Mexican community
that developed the greatest set of services was Puentes de Salud (“bridges to
health™). Started in 2003 by three physicians from the University of Pennsyl-
vania, Steven Larson, Jack Ludmir, and Matthew O’Brien, along with nurse
Rebecca Bixby, they sought to ensure access to good health care for people who
lacked insurance. Ludmir grew up in South America and led the region’s top
maternity ward at Pennsylvania Hospital. He became the chief obstetrician
for babies born to Mexican women, even as other hospitals” wards closed and
struggled with the costs of serving people who were uninsured.'?! Larson,
whose mother was Puerto Rican, had worked at a clinic serving Mexican farm-
workers in Kennett Square. O’Brien and Bixby worked with Alma Romero
Tlacopilco, Irma Zamora, and others in Juntos’s Health Committee to form
a promotoras team and its health education programs.'*?

The Puentes de Salud health clinic in South Philadelphia grew progressively
over the years. From seeing patients one day a week at Casa de los Soles and
the basements of churches, the Houston Center, or St. Agnes Hospital on
Broad Street, they opened a new;, full-service health and wellness center in a
building donated by the university in 2015. It was funded partly by world-
famous restauranteurs whose workforce Puentes served. In the new facility,
Latin American immigrants came from nearby suburbs and states as well as
Philadelphia. The clinic sometimes also served Africans, Iraqgis, and other im-
migrants and refugees, related its administrator, Carlos Pascual Sanchez.'*?

Seeing that other organizations remained focused on immigrant rights, Pu-
entes’ leaders began a range of social and education programs. First they ran
after-school tutoring for children of Mexican parents, with college student vol-
unteers joining the medical students who helped staff the clinic. Over the
years they expanded with the Puentes Hacia el Futuro (“bridges to the future™)
youth education program, Lanzando Lideres (“launching leaders™) for teen-
agers, Puentes a las Artes (“bridges to the arts”), and yoga. These programs
spanned a continuum from early childhood education and literacy to home-
work help, summer camp, and SAT and college prep for high schoolers.'** Pu-
entes also helped the Mighty Writers youth literacy program start a branch
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for children from Spanish-speaking families on Ninth Street, where Alma
Romero Tlacopilco volunteered to prepare and deliver breakfasts five days a
week for its students.'?

As Juntos, Puentes, and other organizations served an increasingly diverse
Latin American constituency, Mexicans in South Philadelphia established fo-
rums specifically for Mexican cultural expression. This was not just a matter
of recreation but also of people’s rights to space and to their own culture and
identity. Community leaders from San Mateo, led by David Pifa, started the
San Mateo Carnavalero in 2007, a large annual parade and festival celebrating
the Mexican army’s defeat of the French in the Battle of Puebla on May 5, 1862.
The event drew thousands of people from as far away as New York and Mary-
land."*¢ People from San Mateo and other towns where people spoke Nahuatl
started six Aztec dance troupes. While schools and other institutions in Mex-
ico often suppressed indigenous traditions and identities, migration offered op-
portunities to get in touch with and express them more freely.?”

In 2009, Dalia O’Gorman and Juntos board member Leticia Roa Nixon
opened the Casa Monarca cultural center in a South Philadelphia row house.
This was a community-based alternative to the Mexican Consulate’s cultural
center, whose events at places like the downtown symphony hall attracted
more affluent audiences. In the next decade, after Casa Monarca closed, Car-
los Pascual Sanchez helped the Fleisher Art Memorial, a free arts school
founded in 1898 for Jewish immigrants in the neighborhood, to begin bilin-
gual classes, engage more Mexican artists, and start an annual Day of the Dead
celebration, an important holiday in Mexico on the day after Halloween. Its
parade through the Italian Market ended with a Mariachi band and Aztec dance
at Fleisher’s Sanctuary, a former church where artists and community mem-
bers adorned the altar with the customary blanket of flowers.'*®

Radio stations helped connect and assist people in Mexican Philadelphia
from early on. Spanish-language radio mobilized support for the immigrant
rights marches in 2006 and later years.*” In 2013, Edgar Ramirez, a commu-
nity leader from Oaxaca who was involved in Puentes, Juntos, the Carnavalero,
Casa Monarca, and other groups, formed Philatinos Radio. It was a digital sta-
tion and served myriad purposes, from information, entertainment, and cul-
tural programming to helping people access services and promoting workers’
rights.'*°

South Philadelphia Mexican restaurants and their owners also played key
roles in civil society, as demonstrated in the work of the Tlacopilcos, and some
attracted national attention to the community and its issues. In 2016, Bon Ap-
petit magazine named South Philly Barbacoa one of America’s best new res-
taurants. Its undocumented chef and owner, Cristina Martinez, received
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multiple nominations for the prestigious James Beard chef’s award in subse-
quent years. The increased media attention gave her a national platform for
her immigrant rights advocacy.'*' With her husband and coowner, Ben Miller,
she formed a cooperative making masa corn meal, which Carmen Guerrero
joined as a member."*> When the coronavirus pandemic hit in 2020, they
started the People’s Kitchen, making 1,000 meals a week for people out of
work.'” The Tlacopilcos’ restaurant Alma del Mar was featured on national
television that summer with a makeover on the Netflix show Queer Eye."**

The most enduring institutions in many Mexican immigrants’ lives were
churches. “The church is the first place people go looking for services . . . the
first place people come together,” said Irma Zamora. Their basements were
the most accessible “public spaces,” noted Carlos Pascual Sanchez: they pro-
vided places to gather, talk, and launch projects together, including with Jun-
tos, Puentes, and other groups. Almost always at least one priest or nun in each
Catholic parish in South Philadelphia spoke Spanish.'* They accompanied
people to the doctor, translated, and connected them with a wide variety of
social, legal, and health services, too.!*¢

In 2013, St. Thomas Aquinas church opened the Aquinas Center in its shut-
tered convent. Its new programs included counseling for mental health, do-
mestic violence, and parenting, as well as ESL classes, know-your-rights
trainings, food-based micro-enterprises, and a Hispanic Leadership Institute
promoting professional career paths. It ran cultural festivals, a community gar-
den, and a bike-sharing station largely for people who worked in downtown
restaurants. Some of these programs served specific constituencies but most
promoted interaction among the neighborhood’s diverse immigrant and Af-
rican American communities.'*’

Norristown and the Suburbs

In Norristown, as in the suburbs at large, Latin American civil society remained
smaller than in the city, though it expanded in the twenty-first century. Latin
American Community Action of Montgomery County (ACLAMO) in Nor-
ristown and Pottstown originated with the older Puerto Rican communities
in these towns. Its constituency shifted with new immigration. However, after
its director, a Cuban refugee, expressed his opposition to illegal immigration
in the local newspaper, many new immigrants avoided the organization and
its programs.'*8

However, other people formed programs and partnerships to support new-
comers in the area. In 2011, Mexican artist and University of Pennsylvania
lecturer Obed Arango opened the Centro de Cultura, Arte, Trabajo y Educacion
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(CCATE—"center of culture, art, work and education”).'* Initially serving
a handful of families in after-school and computer classes, by the end of the
decade its membership counted over 250 families. The center’s long list of
programs, which were initiated and taught by community members and vol-
unteers, included arts, media and technology, environment, language and lit-
eracy, health, sports, and college and career development. CCATE structured
much of this work as participatory action research in which members con-
ducted research addressing social, economic, and environmental inequities
they faced, using their findings to shape programs and make policy recom-
mendations to different levels of government.°

Some of the new services and organizing among immigrants in Norristown
and nearby suburbs gained traction via the Montgomery County Latino Col-
laborative. This network formed in the late 2000s through the work of Ludy
Soderman, the liaison to community-based organizations at Family Services
of Montgomery County, whose mother was Puerto Rican. Its meetings aided
communication and service coordination among ACLAMO, CCATE, clergy,
and school district officials in Norristown, among other public agencies and

151 Carmen Guerrero was also a member."”? The col-

nonprofits in the county.
laborative faded after Soderman left to direct the Philadelphia School District’s
Office of Multilingual Family Support.

But ACLAMO expanded and transformed its relationship with new immi-
grants, especially after 2015, when it hired a new director, Nelly Jiménez-
Arévalo, a Venezuelan who had worked at Latin American organizations in
Kennett Square and North Philadelphia. She and her colleagues rejected the
notion that organizations serving Latin Americans could work with a single
segment of the community. Recognizing that public funds often cannot be
used to serve people without legal status, they raised money from private and
philanthropic sources to bring services for people without papers up to the
same level as those for people with papers. “Everything I do, I think of all my
people the same,” Jiménez-Arévalo asserted, “and I'm going to offer the same
high-quality services to everybody.”**?

From relatively modest social service and ESL programs, ACLAMO devel-
oped a large set of new educational, health and wellness programs; housing
counseling and assistance; a food pantry; a girls’ empowerment group; a fa-
therhood program; and more. Its leaders pushed other agencies and health
clinics in the county to improve access and services and stop discriminating
against Latin Americans. ACLAMO opened a new office in Lansdale as the
Latin American community grew in that part of the county. And like Puentes
de Salud, it formed a group of community and health promoters, thus giving
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the community greater ownership and leadership of the organization and its
work."**

In most suburbs, though, Catholic and Evangelical churches remained the
chief, and often the only, formal community organizations assisting new Latin
American immigrants. La Puerta Abierta’s therapy and mentoring programs
for Latin American youth (noted in chapter 1) were one exception. La Comu-
nidad Hispana ran social and health programs in rural Kennett Square, while
CATA—the Farmworkers Support Committee—promoted workers’ rights in
Kennett and Bridgeton, both organizations initially founded and sometimes
still run by Puerto Ricans.!”

Some people, however, pursued community work in the suburbs less for-
mally, and probably no one more actively than Carmen Guerrero. In her first
few years in the country, she “saw a lot of injustices,” harassment and racism
at work, school, on the bus. She heard people on the street and in the news
say “so many negative things about me and other people from my country.”**®
“When I spoke to other people from my country, they had the same” experi-
ences and found no organizations that would help. “I decided to do something
that would show us as people with values and culture in the face of a society
blind with hate.”"” She started knocking on doors of people’s homes and busi-
nesses in Norristown, “organizing each other like in Mexico.” First, in 2003
they held a festival for Mexican Independence Day, September 16, which was
attended by over 1,000 people in the town’s largest park. They would continue
to organize Mexican cultural events, sometimes with ACLAMO and area
churches."®

The festival “marked an important point in my work in the community,”
Carmen noted, “as people sought to continue” the effects it yielded, especially
to “help people in the community see us as Human Beings full of dignity and
friendship.”**® Soon after the first event, a man named Jonathan Schmidt “ar-
rived to my house,” and “signaling with his hands, while I spoke a little bit of
English . . . he invited me to be part of some community meetings” of his
Southeast Pennsylvania First Suburbs Project. He said, “Come, there’s no one
who represents Hispanics here, you are a leader.” But “I was afraid to open
my heart to him, because he looked like a police officer,” she recalled. Actu-
ally, he was an attorney at a big law firm in Philadelphia, and First Suburbs
was his project outside work, uniting people to address the social and economic
challenges of the region’s working-class suburbs.'*

Carmen began to attend the First Suburbs meetings. There, organizers from
the Service Employees International Union invited her to help reach out to
immigrant janitorial workers. She began to visit office buildings at night, across
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the suburbs and the city. “I [was] afraid to drive, to be in these places, because
maybe the police [were] going to” pick her up, she recalled. But “I saw how
little money people are making for their work. Not only people who are un-
documented, but also people who had green cards. I couldn’t believe that
people who had papers were abused this way.”*¢!

At First Suburbs meetings, “all the time I brought my notebook . . . trying
to catch the words in English,” and “slowly, I had more connections.” Her En-
glish improved, “and finally we started [being] more active in the commu-
nity . .. and people started recognizing me as doing many things, like
translating in hospitals, in police stations, and in the schools. It was exhaust-
ing work for me, because I also needed to do two jobs. This made me really,
really tired. But I love it.” In 2007, she began volunteering as a counselor and
legal advocate at the nonprofit Women’s Center of Montgomery County, help-
ing victims of domestic violence. They gave her all the Spanish-speaking cli-
ents, whom she met after hours at the center’s offices around the county.'®

The escalation of immigration debates after 2005, and the expansion of de-
portation, changed Carmen’s work. With the Pennsylvania Immigration and
Citizenship Coalition and other groups she visited politicians in the region and
in Washington, DC, advocating for the Dream Act to protect and support
people who were brought to the United States illegally as children, like her
daughters. Then came the first major ICE raids on janitorial and landscaping
workers around King of Prussia, in 2007. Carmen and colleagues formed a
women'’s group, supporting children and families of people who were de-
ported. “T kept in my house four women with children after the raids, and
three children because they didn’t have parents after the raids.” People from
the nascent New Sanctuary Movement “came with so much food, and they
gave money to the families . . . connected them with attorneys,” and helped
find homes for the children. This drew Carmen into work with NSM, Juntos,
PhilaPOSH, and attorneys from HIAS-PA and Friends of Farmworkers (later
renamed Justice at Work).!¢?

Carmen and her partners in Norristown started a “Sunday school” in the
parking lot of one of her employers, where attorneys and organizers provided
know-your-rights trainings. They continued this work in people’s homes, add-
ing ESL classes and support for women who were experiencing domestic
abuse. They organized groups of day laborers and students, mainly from Mex-
ico, to address various human rights issues. They formed the Greater Nor-
ristown Association of Latino Businesses and held mobile consulate events in
Norristown with Mexican, Guatemalan, Honduran, and Salvadoran consular
staff from Philadelphia and New York. When bus companies refused her busi-
ness, Juntos’s leaders helped Carmen arrange buses to bring people to
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marches in Washington, DC. Carmen and her colleagues also joined other
communities’ campaigns, such as rallies for Palestinian rights and sovereignty.
But following another set of ICE raids in 2011, the Norristown area became,
for a time, the site of the second-most deportations in the country. Carmen
and her allies won a partial victory, however, when they organized to stop po-
lice and ICE checkpoints in the town.'**

In 2012, after Carmen experienced a debilitating bout of Lyme disease, “my
daughters retired me” from her day jobs and became her partners in activism.
That June, President Obama signed an executive order creating the Deferred
Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) program, since Congress had repeat-
edly failed to pass the Dream Act. The following year Carmen’s daughters be-
gan organizing other young women, in part to help one another take
advantage of the protection from deportation and the authorization to work
and attend college that DACA promised. Working with their mother, who took
a growing leadership role in the group, they helped women to access child care
and schooling, information about labor rights, and legal aid for family mem-
bers detained by ICE. They also began meditating, knitting, and cooking
together.'®®

As Carmen related, they would ask one another “‘for what are you good?
What is your power?” We empower . . . each other, because some would say
T'm good for nothing.” Thus, part of their work became identifying women’s
unrecognized capacities, “because we are vulnerable people . . . we don't have
stability,” due to legal status and abuse by employers, governments, and men in
their lives. They organized monthly health workshops with doctors and an acu-
puncturist and started a community garden. This was “another way to grow,”
employing Mexican women’s knowledge and skills from their largely rural and
indigenous backgrounds. When men asked to join the group in 2016, they
changed its name from Mujeres Luchadoras (“fighting women”) to Coalicién
Fortaleza Latina (“coalition of Latina strength”). Their mission, Carmen ex-
plained, was to empower each other, educate themselves, “to be respected and
to know our human rights,” and to help themselves and others realize those
rights.'®® As in many immigrant communities, this work was just as active in
“informal,” unincorporated groups and networks like theirs as it was among
more institutionalized nonprofits—both locally and transnationally.

Transnational Communities and Development

Mexican communities in the United States have a strong tradition of transna-
tional community development and have always lived transnational lives. Older
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communities in California, Texas, Chicago, and New York had long-established
hometown associations through which migrants organized to invest in schools,
health clinics, churches, and even roads, parks, water and electrical infrastruc-
ture; and sometimes in agricultural and other enterprises as well. Some played
large roles in cultural affairs and political and community organizing in their
home regions. In these parts of the United States, they formed federations of
hometown associations that gained significant political and economic influence
in Mexico. Politicians in Mexico responded by developing the Tres-por-Uno
(three-for-one) program in 2001, through which local, state, and federal govern-
ment authorities matched migrants’ investments in infrastructure projects.'®”

As a newer destination for Mexican migrants, Philadelphia lacked such in-
stitutionalized transnational development. But new migrants all sent remit-
tances to family, and they formed hometown associations engaged in various
organizing, advocacy, and community development. “Mexicans always help
their communities in Mexico,” said Edgar Ramirez. “Almost all towns raise
money and send it, . . . they fix schools, purchase things people need, rebuild
churches, etc.”'®® Individuals sent much of their earnings to their families, es-
pecially, but not only, when the community consisted mainly of single people.
These funds paid for basic necessities, building and expanding homes, keep-
ing siblings in school longer, and subsidizing family businesses. Like countless
other towns in Mexico with economies dependent on remittances, San Ma-
teo Ozolco and other parts of rural Puebla developed a landscape of “remit-
tance houses,” which were larger and better furnished than their neighbors.
Small shops dotted seemingly every corner, most of which lacked a sufficient
customer base to survive without remittances (see figure 5.2).'¢ These were
some of the most important urban changes produced by Mexican migrants.'”

Because their settlement coincided with a revolution in telecommunica-
tions, Mexican immigrants lived ever more “virtual” transnational lives. In
the late 1990s, people in South Philadelphia could still find pay phones on street
corners, Carlos Pascual Sanchez remembered. At the back of Mexican-run
stores in the neighborhood, people paid to use computers to Skype with family
and friends back home. For a time, one merchant opened an entire Skype par-
lor, as part of the short-lived rise of Internet cafes. But then everyone got a
smartphone, joined social media platforms, and could communicate constantly
with people across borders.'”!

As in other regions of the United States, Mexican communities with large
numbers of people from specific towns sometimes formed their own leader-
ship structures. These mirrored town governments but without the same au-
thority or resources. They helped manage communication with leaders at
home and gave newcomers from the town someone they could turn to for in-
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FIGURE 5.2. A “remittance house,” shop, and bakery built by early migrant Efren Tellez’s family
in San Mateo Ozolco, Mexico. (Photo by Domenic Vitiello, 2007.)

formation and assistance with all sorts of issues, from problems with land-
lords or housemates in Philadelphia to supporting family members in Mex-
ico. People from San Mateo Ozolco elected Maximino “Charro” Sandoval as
their leader for many years.'”

The church was another venue for transnational connections. People im-
ported statues of their hometowns’ patron saints, including from San Mateo
and nearby Domingo Arenas. They held formal ceremonies to install them in
South Philadelphia Catholic churches and paraded the statues through the
neighborhood on their saint’s days and at the start of the Carnavalero festival.

In the 2000s, Juntos played a substantial role in supporting transnational
organizing and development. Its first community organizer, Mario Ramirez,
returned to Mexico City in the mid-2000s and incorporated “Juntos Mexico.”
He began holding charlas (“talks™), which were largely informal discussions
counseling people who planned to migrate north. Like other service organ-
izations and many priests in Mexico, he sought to debunk the myths they had
heard about the United States being an easy place to live and make money and
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to otherwise prepare people for the realities of migration and life in the North.
This included raising their awareness of issues of immigrant rights and know-
your-rights training before crossing the border.'”?

With migrants from San Mateo Ozolco, Domingo Arenas, and the village
of Oyometepec in another part of the state of Puebla, Juntos staff and board
members in Philadelphia pursued other political work. They organized people
in Philadelphia and Mexico to advocate against the privatization of these towns’
water sources, which politicians threatened to sell to corporations. In Oyom-
etepec they launched a reforestation campaign, in which people from San Ma-
teo also helped. They reclaimed and planted ejido lands, which technically
belonged to the village residents collectively but where local politicians had
enriched themselves by allowing a logging company to clear the forest. Halt-
ing the illegal taking of ejido lands, a widespread problem in Mexico, was an
aim of Juntos’s organizing in all three towns.'”*

The hometown association Grupo Ozolco, which was led by “Charro” San-
doval, Juntos’s second community organizer Jaime Ventura, and others from
San Mateo, pursued the most active set of projects, usually in collaboration
with Juntos. First, they raised enough money in Philadelphia to build a high
school in San Mateo Ozolco, which had never had a high school before. Previ-
ously, young people wishing to continue past middle school had to travel nearly
an hour down the mountain to further their education. Members of Grupo
Ozolco also raised funds to fix the town’s main church. Some helped Tequilas
Restaurant owner David Suro, a board member of Juntos and Puentes de
Salud, organize visits to San Mateo with Lisa Nutter, the wife of Philadelphia’s
mayor, in the early 2010s. A Philadelphia-based artist who was originally from
Mexico City came on the first trip and, along with students, teachers, and other
people from the town, painted murals on the side of the new high school, de-
picting migrants who had left. Suro’s foundation donated funds to commu-
nity art and education projects in the town. Grupo Ozolco’s biggest project,
though, came with Ventura’s return to live with his mother, sister, niece, and
nephew in San Mateo, where he wanted to see if he and others could survive
as farmers again.'”

As Ventura wrote in an essay on maize, under NAFTA, agriculture had be-
come “incapable of generating either income or jobs for Mexico’s rural resi-
dents, and is even less capable of feeding the people.” Indigenous farmers “are
condemned to live in the margins of society . . . while their children take advan-
tage of opportunities to migrate.” Indigenous farming methods and seeds
passed down for generations were further threatened by multinational corpora-
tions’ promotion of “industrialized flour” and genetically engineered seeds, and
by “the cultural erosion of our indigenous towns,” due partly to migration.'”®
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Ventura and his colleagues in San Mateo formed a cooperative enterprise
to revive organic production of indigenous blue corn in the town’s ejido lands.
They would toast the kernels over a wood fire on a traditional ceramic platter
called a comal; take them down the mountain to be mixed with sugar and cin-
namon and milled into a flour called pinole; and then ship it to Philadelphia.
In their vision, in addition to preserving indigenous culture, this could pay at
least some farmers in San Mateo enough to survive and perhaps make migra-
tion less attractive and necessary for some people. Ironically, they saw this as
a way to take advantage of free trade under NAFTA, which was one of the
main forces behind their displacement. This was also a chance to capitalize
on migrants’ relatively unfavorable position in the US labor market, selling pi-
nole to the fancy restaurants that employed them.'””

In the project’s initial years, Peter Bloom, with the freedom of movement
afforded by his American passport, traveled back and forth to San Mateo, carry-
ing duffel bags of pinole on his return flights to Philadelphia. Ventura, Bloom,
and their colleagues began working with product development and certifica-
tion experts in Mexico. In Philadelphia, Juntos staff and members of Grupo
Ozolco tried out different recipes using pinole, assisted by Carlos Rojas, who
worked as the head pastry chef at a swanky Asian fusion restaurant downtown
and whose wife was from San Mateo. They made pinole mousse, cheesecake,
and muffins, among other desserts, and crafted a marketing plan with visions
of creating an import cooperative owned by Grupo Ozolco members. A ma-
jor grant from Hispanics in Philanthropy and the Packard Foundation sup-
ported this project, with a little more than half of the funds going to the
work in Mexico.'”®

To some observers in the migrant community, this project was just crazy,
and in Philadelphia its success remained limited. As one community leader in
South Philadelphia opined, “JUNTOS runs this as a transnational project to
resolve an economic and migration problem. If it was a cultural project, it
would be better . . . but as an [economic] project it doesn’t work.”'”® Grupo
Ozolco members did import some large batches of pinole and sold it to res-
taurants, cafes, and specialty food shops. But only one member continued to
import and sell pinole, and at a small scale. Years later, though, “Charro” San-
doval opened a well-reviewed restaurant called Blue Corn in the Italian Mar-
ket with his siblings, all of whom had worked at upscale restaurants downtown.
They sourced pinole and unsweetened blue corn flour by the ton from the co-
operative led by Ventura in San Mateo, making blue tortillas and huaraches
and pinole cheesecake and cupcakes staples of their menu.'®

Both Juntos and Hispanics in Philanthropy abandoned their transnational
community development work in 2011. The Mexican women who made up
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most of Juntos’s board of directors decided to focus the organization’s work
more on children growing up in South Philadelphia. People’s mindset had
changed from earlier years, in which most imagined they would soon return
to Mexico, especially as they had children in Philadelphia. The philanthropy’s
leaders were so daunted by the complexity and limited economic returns of
the projects they funded that they shut down the entire program supporting
this sort of work after just one grant cycle and a few projects. Transnational
community development indeed holds many challenges that make it difficult
to succeed on traditional economic terms. Moreover, some critics argue that
migrants should not be expected to solve their home countries’ economic or
political problems.'®!

But in San Mateo the cooperative flourished, a relatively rare example of eco-
nomically successful transnational development and rural small enterprise in
Mexico, with notable impacts on migration. With forty members by 2010 and
more later, their big break came when they gained a contract selling pinole
baked goods to the state of Puebla’s indigenous school-meals program. This
rough equivalent of the free school-meals program in the United States priori-
tized sourcing traditional foods from indigenous producers. Slow Food and
other international artisan food organizations promoted the cooperative and its
products and they shipped blue corn flour to customers in Guatemala and Costa
Rica, though this all proved less important for their business than markets in
central Mexico.'®

Members of the cooperative in San Mateo grew blue corn on ejido and pri-
vate land, converting some of it back to organic production after years of grow-
ing transgenic crops using chemical fertilizers. Farmers earned over 100 percent
more for their organic blue corn than they could for other corn harvests. They
also fermented pulque, a strong drink made from juice of the maguey cactus
cultivated by many farmers in the area. In 2012 they started an annual pulque
festival, which attracted thousands of people and became a venue for promot-
ing their corn products, too.'® By the end of the decade they ran four lines of
business, selling blue and white corn, pulque, and fruits and vegetables.'®*

At least as important was the fact that the cooperative was based at San Ma-
teo’s new high school. Its members worked with students daily, contributing
to environmental, cultural, business, and other areas of education. Migration
to the United States slowed for multiple reasons in the 2010s. But young people
who left San Mateo were generally older, more educated, and better prepared
for life in the United States or Mexico City than Ventura’s generation before
them.'®

While the transnational activities of Juntos and Grupo Ozolco faded in the
2010s, Mexicans in the Philadelphia region launched other work. In 2014, with
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the disappearance of forty-three students in Mexico, Carmen Guerrero “joined
international groups dealing with my homeland’s issues of violence, misery
and wars,” and femicide.'®® After Trump’s election in 2016, she and her col-
leagues in Coalicion Fortaleza Latina sought out attorneys who specialized in
international family law to aid families that had been separated by deporta-
tion. Carmen and other advocates from the Philadelphia region became in-
creasingly involved with the Border Angels and other cross-border networks.
Members of Coaliciéon Fortaleza Latina collaborated with people who had
been deported from Pennsylvania, looking into the well-being of other people
in Mexico. They helped people find and assist relatives who disappeared or be-
came stuck without money or family in the border region of northern Mex-
ico, as some cartels began kidnapping and recruiting people who were
deported.’® These constituted key transnational dimensions of an energized,
but only in some ways new, sanctuary movement.

What’s New about Sanctuary?

While echoing older visions and practices of sanctuary, the politics, violence,
and injustices of the twenty-first century rendered America’s immigrant rights
movements even broader projects of solidarity and human rights. After Trump
came to power, ‘nothing changed regarding many hours working within the
community” and supporting people, Carmen reflected. But she and her part-
ners in Coalicién Fortaleza Latina “started organizing immediately after the
election,” expanding their know-your-rights workshops and partnerships with
university- and community-based advocates. This included the Shut Down
Berks coalition, with Juntos and others, which sought to close the only im-
migrant family detention center in the Northeast United States, in nearby
Berks County (see figure 5.3). They engaged attorneys to help Central Amer-
icans and Haitians in the Norristown area keep their Temporary Protected Sta-
tus. Working with students from Bryn Mawr College, they started a “piggy
bank” emergency fund for families of people detained by ICE. They supported
people as far away as Kennett Square, almost an hour from Norristown, with
clothing drives, donated beds, paying for dental care, and accompanying and
interpreting for people in meetings with ICE. They helped churches in Nor-
ristown connect with NSM.'$®

The Trump administration ushered in a new, but not entirely new, era of
immigration politics and of detention and deportation practice, spurring
greater immigrant rights and sanctuary activism. Through his first three years
in office, the United States deported fewer immigrants annually than under



218 CHAPTER 5

FIGURE 5.3. Carmen Guerrero (right) and Blanca Pacheco, codirector of NSM, at a rally to end
family detention in 2018. (Photo by and courtesy of Sabrina Vourvoulias, Generocity.)

Obama. But under Trump, ICE targeted a wider range of people, while under
Obama it focused on people with criminal records, even if its raids also swept
up others. The Trump administration detained more people in immigration
prisons, for longer periods, including many more children and families.'®
Moreover, Trump took steps to dismantle the entire immigration, refugee, and
asylum system, as detailed in prior chapters.

Trump’s rhetoric escalated fears of detention and deportation among Mex-
ican and other immigrants. He continually railed against immigrants and
refugees in openly xenophobic and racist speeches and social media posts, start-
ing with his campaign launch in June 2015. “When Mexico sends its people,
they’re not sending the best,” he proclaimed. “They're sending people that
have lots of problems and they re bringing those problems. . . . They’re bring-
ing drugs, they're bringing crime. They’re rapists.”'*® In the nation’s immi-
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gration debates, facts mattered little, including criminologists’ consistent
finding that Mexican and other immigrants were less likely to commit crimes
than native-born people and played a major part in the decline of violent crime
in American cities in recent decades.’! Trump promised to build a “big, beau-
tiful wall” on the southern border, make Mexico pay for its construction, and
form an expanded “deportation force” to expel some three million “illegal

aliens.”!9?

As in Central American communities profiled in chapter 1, many
Mexicans withdrew from public life to some extent during the Trump era. Or-
ganizers canceled the San Mateo Carnavalero in May 2017 out of fear that
ICE would target the festival to detain and deport people.'**

Yet well before Trump’s election in 2016, Mexican migration to the United
States had slowed and return migration to Mexico was increasing, even if Phil-
adelphia’s Mexican population continued to grow and the second generation
expanded significantly. The recession that started in 2008 limited job opportu-
nities in the United States, while opportunities in Mexico improved. By 2018,
for the first time Mexicans accounted for fewer than half of all people living
illegally in the country and China replaced Mexico as the top sending country
of immigrants to the United States.'** In Philadelphia, people’s practice of in-
viting family and friends from Mexico to join them diminished. Trump’s rhe-
toric along with stepped-up border enforcement and detention deterred new
migration and made people without legal status more afraid to visit Mexico
due to the risks involved in trying get back into the United States.'*

The legal status of the great majority of recent Mexican immigrants re-
mained an intractable issue, despite repeated proposals in Congress to give
people a path to citizenship in the early twenty-first century. The Obama ad-
ministration’s DACA program granted only tenuous protections to a limited
set of people, and courts quickly struck down Obama’s attempt to give simi-
lar protections to unauthorized immigrant parents of children who were US
citizens. As Peter Bloom noted back in 2008, “the dream” is “just to be legal,
to be decriminalized, and to be able to live our lives with dignity.” With the
growth of the second generation, “part of the future has happened already . . .
it’s all about the kids, what happens with them . . . really determines what hap-
pens in the community.”**® But sanctuary remained relevant, especially for
their parents and for millions of other families in Mexican and other commu-
nities across the country.

South Philadelphia’s Mexican community was well established by the time
of Trump’s election, and in some ways it was more accepted than a decade
earlier. Mexican merchants joined the Italian Market’s 9th Street Business As-
sociation.'” Members of the San Mateo Carnavalero participated in the Mum-
mers Parade on New Year’s Day in 2016."® In October that year, Geno Vento



220 CHAPTER 5

removed the “Speak English” sign that his now-deceased father had posted in
the window of their cheesesteak shop.'” In 2020, during nationwide protests
over police violence and racial injustice, city officials painted over the mural
of Frank Rizzo in the Italian Market. They vowed to replace it with a mural
celebrating the area’s many cultures.*®

Philadelphia’s city government increasingly supported immigrant commu-
nities, and sanctuary, in the later 2010s. After Mayor Nutter brought about a
brief hiatus in the city’s sanctuary policy in the weeks before he left office in
January 2016, Mayor Kenney not only revived the policy on his first day, he
also expanded the Mayor’s Office of Immigrant Affairs, which Nutter had
started. It soon became a permanent city department, coordinating services
to newcomer communities and supporting immigrant advocates. In 2018 the
city’s new district attorney committed to do all he could to prevent the de-

201 After successfully

portation of immigrants accused of nonviolent crimes.
defending its sanctuary policy against the Trump administration in court, the
next year Mayor Kenney announced a pilot program in which the city would
pay for the legal defense of some immigrants in detention. His administra-
tion also launched a municipal ID card to ease immigrants’ access to city ser-
vices.?* Still, Pennsylvania’s state capitol remained a hotbed of anti-immigrant
legislators, and police in the suburbs continued to collaborate with ICE.*”

These local and state dynamics were not all new, but Trump’s rhetoric, his
emboldening of anti-immigrant movements, and his administration’s actions
inspired a dramatic expansion of immigrant rights and sanctuary movements.
Straightaway following his election, thousands of people flocked to the New
Sanctuary Movement, including participants in the 1980s Sanctuary Movement
who had been unaware or disinterested in joining the new group in its first de-
cade.”* More congregations expressed interest than NSM could accommodate.

Compared to the 1980s, NSM advanced a similar but expanded definition
of sanctuary. NSM’s geopolitical vision of global solidarity, as well as many of
its practices, from legal and material aid to sanctuary in churches, closely re-
sembled those of the Sanctuary Movement of the 1980s. So did its founda-
tions in religious faith, for immigrant and receiving community members
alike. But it was a broader human rights movement, embracing the most re-
peated slogan of twenty-first-century immigrant rights advocates, Holocaust
survivor Elie Wiesel's observation that “no human being is illegal.”** Most
obviously, NSM was not just focused on Central Americans. It was not an an-
tiwar movement, and its national political platform was much less specific
than that of its predecessor’s asylum and foreign policy demands. Yet its cam-
paigns for city and state policies were more specific and mattered more to a
much greater share of Philadelphia and other cities’ residents.
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People in the New Sanctuary Movement in Philadelphia and across the
country expressed an intersectional critique of injustice much like, but per-
haps even more than, activists did in the 1980s. Especially after the presiden-
tial election of 2016, this constituted a response to Trump and his allies” assault
on immigrants, people of color, and LGBTQ rights. Since its start in 2007, NSM
had always asserted that Black and brown lives mattered, whether immigrant
or native born.** This all echoed, but usually went beyond, efforts to link the
oppression of Central Americans, Haitians, Chileans, South Africans, and Af-
rican Americans in the 1980s.

The practices of sanctuary activism took both old and new forms. The New
Sanctuary Movement in Philadelphia and other parts of the United States had
only occasionally harbored people in churches before 2016. Angela Navarro,
who fled violence in Honduras, was the first immigrant on the East Coast to
enter sanctuary in the twenty-first century, in NSM member church West Ken-
sington Ministry in North Philadelphia on November 18, 2014. Fifty-eight
days later she won her case against deportation in court and left the church.?””
But after Trump’s election this older tradition of sanctuary revived.

By April 2018, at least forty-two people were living in sanctuary congrega-
tions in twenty-eight cities around the United States.**® In Philadelphia, NSM
counted thirty member congregations by 2020, including immigrant-led
churches in Haitian, Indonesian, and Latin American communities. Several,
including the historic African American Church of the Advocate, Germantown
Mennonite Church, and the city’s first two sanctuary congregations in the
1980s, Tabernacle United and First United Methodist Church of Germantown,
harbored families who had fled violence in Honduras, Jamaica, and Mexico
and had orders of deportation against them. The second family from Hondu-
ras that entered sanctuary in a Philadelphia church won its appeal to stay in
the United States in 2020, as did the family from Jamaica.?*®

Unlike Central Americans in sanctuary in the 1980s, some of these fami-
lies stayed many months or years inside the church itself, in arguably more
public acts of civil disobedience. They held solidarity dinners and other events
with no bandanas covering their faces. Their asylum and other legal claims
still hinged on the details of their specific experiences, but their cases were not
usually tied to broader claims that a much larger group of people from par-
ticular countries merited protection, as in the 1980s.

Like sanctuary workers in the 1980s, people in the New Sanctuary Move-
ment pursued a variety of community-based organizing strategies, especially in
Philadelphia, but again they supported immigrant communities more broadly.
NSM’s campaigns to gain Pennsylvania drivers’ licenses for immigrants with-
out legal status, and to end Philadelphia’s practice of impounding cars driven
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by people without licenses, predated Trump’s election. So did its continued
sanctuary city campaigns, as well as opposition to bills in the state legislature
that sought to end sanctuary city policies.”’* NSM and Juntos also provided ma-
terial assistance to people who were in the country illegally, including those
whose family members were detained. In 2019 NSM supported more than 225
new legal cases for immigrants who were fighting deportation. During the CO-
VID pandemic in 2020, NSM issued “stimulus checks” to 400 families who were
out of work and whose legal status meant they would not receive the stimulus
payments from the government.*!!

Some of this work highlighted the more urban focus of twenty-first-century
sanctuary activists, their greater promotion not only of sanctuary city poli-
cies but also of mobility, neighborhood safety, and other issues in the city. In
late 2016, NSM launched its Sanctuary in the Streets campaign, which trained
people to disrupt ICE raids when their neighbors were detained. In at least
one case people succeeded in driving away ICE agents attempting a raid. Jun-
tos started a similar Community Resistance Zones program in South Phila-
delphia, held protests blocking ICE vans from exiting the agency’s local office,
and, along with other advocates, protested plans for new “shelters” in the city
and suburbs to detain unaccompanied migrant children.?"

NSM, Juntos, and their allies celebrated their victories in convincing city lead-
ers to strengthen sanctuary protections, but they continually pointed out the lim-
its of sanctuary city policies. On the eve of Trump’s inauguration in January 2017,
Juntos issued a statement declaring, “Philadelphia is NOT and has never been a
Sanctuary City.” Aslong as “ICE continues to deport our loved ones by either get-
ting people on the streets or by raiding their homes,” genuine sanctuary remained
unattainable. “What Philadelphia does do is abide by the fourth amendment in
that it requires ICE to produce a warrant signed by a judge if they want the city
to hold someone” for ICE. “That alone does not make us a Sanctuary City.”*'?

Indeed, after Trump’s election Mayor Kenney eschewed the term sanctu-
ary city. “We do not use that term,” declared his Office of Immigrant Affairs.
Instead, his administration called Philadelphia first a “Fourth Amendment
City” and then a “Welcoming City.”?"

The sanctuary city’s limits were painfully obvious to immigrants. In Octo-
ber 2018, reporters publicized what immigrants and activists already knew: “On
two dozen occasions, police, probation officers and even one of Kenney’s top
deputies have quietly provided tips to ICE about undocumented immigrants who
were charged with crimes. Other forms of information-sharing still continue,” as
well. These were just the two dozen instances documented in court or acknowl-
edged by city officials, which were part of a larger and longer pattern.*”® After
ICE detained a pregnant Honduran woman who was dropping off her child at a
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South Philadelphia elementary school in early 2020, Juntos launched a survey of
teachers and administrators that found little awareness that the school district
was bound to follow the city’s sanctuary policy*'®* While officially a “sanctuary
district,” its leaders did not use that term and it meant little in practice.

Activists around the country made similar critiques of the limits of sanctuary
cities, echoing 1980s sanctuary workers but again going further.?"” They argued
that American cities could not be true sanctuaries without affordable housing,
good schools, safety, and decent wages for all. They demanded an end to dis-
criminatory policing, mass incarceration, and other injustices.*'® Juntos’s leaders
repeatedly railed against public school closures and gentrification in South Phila-
delphia, including the replacement of their own office to make way for a coffee
shop. They likened the displacement of immigrants in the neighborhood to
their displacement from their home countries, both of which resulted from a
neoliberal world order with few protections for working-class people.’* NSM’s
leaders and members decried the erosion of “labor protections . . . and social
infrastructure,” including welfare and public housing, with the Trump adminis-
tration’s “resurgence of white supremacy.”*° Amid the rallies for racial justice
and threats of city budget cuts during the pandemic in 2020, they advocated for
antieviction and renter protection policies; funding for parks, homeless services,
libraries, public health, arts and culture; and defunding of the police.”*!

For activists in the twenty-first century, sanctuary came to mean something
all-encompassing and never-ending. People involved in NSM often repeated,
“Sanctuary is not a noun, but a verb.”?** At the same time it was, as expressed in
NSM’s 2017 Statement on Sanctuary, “a vision continuously created through . . .
thousands of years of struggle . . . a vision of collective and personal transfor-
mation,” of “collective liberation.” All the movement’s “work, campaigns and
community building are part of a larger vision to build Sanctuaries within our-
selves, our cities, and our world.” Sanctuary was “the umbrella that covers all
of us from the storm, and the womb to birth a new world.”?*

Ultimately, while intensely focused on assisting and protecting the human
rights of vulnerable immigrants, sanctuary was not just about newcomers.
Rather, as the reverend of one member congregation expressed in her sermon
welcoming a Mexican mother and her children into sanctuary in her North
Philadelphia church, “We benefit ourselves when we love radically” and “stand
for and with each other to fight for justice.”** As Carmen Guerrero said to
her partners in NSM in 2018, “We're living a new global dis-order. The human
rights situation in our own countries is serious.” In the United States, “we’ve
experienced abuses all the time.” For her, “the most important work that” sanc-
tuary activists “can do is one of unification, to accomplish the changes neces-

sary to recognize everyone as one humanity.”?*
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What Do We Owe Each Other?

The bosom of America is open to receive not only the
opulent & respectable Stranger, but the oppressed &
persecuted of all Nations & Religions; whom we shall
wellcome to a participation of all our rights &
previleges, if by decency & propriety of conduct they
appear to merit the enjoyment.

—George Washington to the Irish “lately arrived” in
New York City (December 2, 1783)

It is difficult to square the United States” history
of enslavement, exclusion, oppression, and expulsion of foreign peoples with
what has also been at times a deeply generous and humane experience of wel-
coming and assisting newcomers. Often, individual communities, cities, and
states have taken different stances on who deserves protection and support.
This is one reason why sanctuary is an appropriately complex and contested
frame through which to understand our history of immigration.

America and its cities have not been open in the same ways to different
groups of immigrants and refugees, especially “the oppressed and persecuted
of all nations and religions” whom George Washington indicated. Nor have
newcomers enjoyed the same sorts of welcome “to a participation of all our
rights and privileges.” The meanings of sanctuary—the protections and assis-
tance people seek, receive, and build for themselves and one another—have
therefore varied in different communities, places, and times.

The many chapters of our nation’s history have made the question of what
we might owe immigrants and refugees fragmented, complicated, and often
disputed. The United States has had different relationships with different na-
tions and peoples of the world. Throughout our history we have demanded
foreign peoples” labor, but Americans and our leaders have been less willing
to grant those people full membership in our society or full rights as human
beings, especially, though not only, when they have black or brown skin.! The
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actions of our government, military, and corporations overseas have often
played a part in displacing the people who come to the United States as im-
migrants and refugees. Most Americans are not taught to think of our nation
as an imperial power in this way. However, this is crucial for grasping not just
our relations with other nations but also the ways in which we have racial-
ized, excluded, and oppressed, yet also assisted and sometimes helped save,
some of their people through our actions abroad and at home.? This is one of
the reasons why immigration and sanctuary must be understood in transna-
tional perspective and at other scales simultaneously.

A sanctuary city is something that most Americans define narrowly, relat-
ing only to local governments that resist our federal laws. This is presumably
not relevant to refugees or immigrants who are in the country legally. But sanc-
tuary means far more than sanctuary city or state policies and procedures.
Sometimes, for some people, sanctuary policies matter little if at all, even if
at other times they matter greatly for people who are in the country illegally,
and for their families and communities. Often the protections and assistance
offered by individuals, communities, and civil society have been more endur-
ing and more meaningful. Newcomer and receiving communities’ experiences
of comparatively mundane aspects of life—housing, employment, neighbor-
hoods, and relations with neighbors—have influenced people’s well-being and
life trajectories, as individuals and groups, usually more profoundly than the
sanctuary declarations of city halls or state capitols. Moreover, these things
matter for far more people than only those among us who lack legal status.

Some of the newcomers discussed in this book experienced more comfort-
able, welcoming histories of settlement, work, and inter- and intragroup rela-
tions. They all fled violence and experienced various sorts of trauma. They
came to the United States with different legal statuses, but those statuses were
frequently contested and often changed. Some people, like most Iraqis and
many Liberians, arrived with relative advantages of education, wealth, and ex-
tended families and coethnic receiving communities that were ready to help
them. Others, including Cambodians, Central Americans, and Mexicans, usually
came without wealth, often from places far different from urban America, and
sometimes as children without parents or guardians. Those who came in the
1970s and 1980s settled in a city that was declining, while those arriving in the
twenty-first century found improved housing, neighborhoods, and sometimes
work conditions and opportunities in a revitalizing city. These and other details
of their histories before, during, and after migration to the United States, includ-
ing their subsequent migrations and transnational relationships, help explain
their varied outcomes and trajectories over time.
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These histories also help explain why civil society has taken diverse forms,
with varying emphasis, aims, and challenges in different communities, at the
local and national and transnational levels. Sanctuary movements have focused
intense love and assistance on relatively small numbers of people, especially
in the 1980s. But viewed in the perspective of more enduring solidarity and
human rights work, the sanctuary movements of the late twentieth and early
twenty-first centuries both had broader effects on communities and public pol-
icy. Meanwhile, the resettlement system was almost never sufficient in itself
for refugees to attain self-sufficiency. This was essentially by design. Instead,
to a great extent each group of refugees and immigrants resettled themselves,
took control of their own protection and support, and over time moved be-
yond survival to repair and rebuild their lives and communities. They almost
always had key allies in receiving communities, who were often prior immi-
grants and refugees themselves. Civil society, in its more and less formal con-
figurations, offers a vital way to understand these dimensions of sanctuary.

Comparing immigrant and refugee groups has great pitfalls as well as pos-
sibilities. It can help us grasp the diversity of newcomer communities; but
when done too casually, it can reproduce ignorance, racism, and injustice.
Some Americans ask why many Southeast Asians, Mexicans, or Africans have
not achieved the same upward mobility that many Koreans, Indians, or Chi-
nese immigrants have enjoyed.’ Others ask, like Joey Vento did, why today’s
immigrants cannot play by the same rules as their ancestors did. Many Ameri-
cans of “old immigrant stock” have viewed newcomers through the lens of
their memory, and often fictions, about their ancestors.* These lines of ques-
tioning repeat “model minority” myths and mask the class and ethnic diversity
within many groups. They fail to sufficiently appreciate the distinct political,
economic, and social contexts of immigration for different groups arriving at
very different times in history. They also fail to grasp—and in doing so they
help to reproduce—contemporary global and local structures of inequality,
oppression, and advantage that shape the experiences of different groups.

Reflecting on sanctuary offers a way to grapple with the histories and com-
plexities of immigration and newcomers™ relationships to the places they
settle, as well as the places they leave and often return. Sanctuary, as a way to
think about migration and cities, enables us to transcend the limitations of
seeing immigrants and refugees from the reductive perspective of costs and
benefits. It lends a more critical perspective and points up some of the limits
of even the more positive and multifaceted, but still sometimes fraught, terms
of revitalization and integration.

The history of sanctuary, of the protections and assistance some human
beings offer others, also reminds us that we all have choices in how we view
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and treat newcomers. To paraphrase Judith Bernstein-Baker, the longtime di-
rector of the Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society—Pennsylvania (HIAS-PA), in her
response to Joey Vento’s demands that Latin American immigrants assimilate
in the same ways his Italian grandparents were forced, but struggled, to do:
We can say, like he did, that our people suffered, so new immigrants should
suffer, too. Or we can decide we do not want newcomers today to suffer like
many of our ancestors did and we can help them experience a different Amer-
ica.’ Or as Thoai Nguyen put it, “We must fight to keep the doors open for
those who come after us.”®

Ultimately, considering sanctuary forces us to confront what we owe one
another as people, as neighbors in a local and global sense. Some people feel
greater responsibility toward their neighbors than toward strangers who live
farther away. Some nations operate this way, with borders that remain open,
or more open, to people from countries nearby, often out of a recognition that
they share labor markets, economies, histories, and cultures. Following this
logic, the United States should treat people from Mexico, Central America,
and the Caribbean quite differently than we have (US border and employment
policy is generally friendlier toward Canadians, as they come from a wealth-
ier country and usually have white skin).

However, if we perceive neighbors not just as people who live in physical
proximity but also as people with close ties of different sorts, whether politi-
cal, economic, or otherwise, then the United States has many “global neigh-
bors.”” Our long history from the slave trade to wars, colonial relationships,
and economic interdependence, including dependence on foreign people’s
labor on their own soil and ours, renders many of these ties quite intimate.
This history also suggests that we owe a great deal of our prosperity and free-
doms to the hard work and oppression of our global neighbors. Recognizing
this history and the fact that it is not all in the past has inspired much of Amer-
ica’s sanctuary and other immigrant rights movements.

Each chapter in this book ends during or shortly after the presidency of
Donald Trump, which was a particularly intense period of anti-immigrant na-
tionalism. But practically all of US history, including the several prior decades
explored in this book, has been a time of tension and conflict over immigra-
tion, including questions about who deserves protection, assistance, and mem-
bership in US society, cities and communities. Even the most sweeping
changes to the US immigration system, including those legalizing the great-
est number of people who were in the country without permission, as in 1986,
never created a nation that was entirely without unauthorized immigrants.
Nor did they do away with people’s need for protections and assistance of
other sorts.
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President Joe Biden undid many of the immigration, refugee, and asylum
policies of his predecessor, Donald Trump, through executive orders issued
during his first days in office. Still, his administration continued to treat differ-
ent groups of immigrants differently, casting some as deserving and others as
not deserving. The country and the world remained bitterly divided over im-
migration, and anti-immigrant sentiment and movements persisted.

As the different chapters of this book reveal, sanctuary has taken on many
meanings and is continually debated and redefined. “The competing mean-
ings of sanctuary,” writes Ann Deslandes—the ancient purpose “to preserve
the lives of murderers; to create temporary safety for fugitives; to maintain
basic well-being for people fleeing oppression; to guarantee human rights—
may keep the global debate about our obligations to each other alive.”® As the
world confronts climate change and new waves of environmental refugees,
the meanings and work of sanctuary promise to take new forms, even as their
old forms persist in some fashion.

Sanctuary is both a noun and, for many people, a verb—a set of actions and
processes. It is just as much a vision, a bundle of aspirations for a better, more
peaceful world. Sanctuary is about more than immigrants and refugees, even if
itis centrally about them. It is fundamentally about solidarity with other people,
and in another sense it is about our relationships to the places that sustain us.

To many people, “sanctuary” evokes, first and foremost, a physical space,
whether religious or secular space where people feel at peace with them-
selves and one another. As the communities explored in this book demon-
strate, sanctuary spaces exist at multiple scales. From churches, synagogues,
mosques, homes, or schools, sanctuary also operates—as a vision and prac-
tice—in larger geographies, including neighborhoods, cities, states, and trans-
national communities.

As members of the Chicago Religious Task Force on Central America and
the Tucson Ecumenical Council Central America Task Force wrote in their
manual on sanctuary in 1982, not only were violent regimes “profaning the
human through torture and terror . . ., but the very sacredness of the earth
is being violated. Whole areas must be officially designated as sanctuaries for
birds and other wildlife to protect them from extinction,” and from “the on-
slaught of private developers, bull-dozers, and strip-mining. All around us we
find the need to sanctify spaces in order to protect the sacredness of the earth,
its animals, and its people.”® This warning and this vision remain even more
prescient in the twenty-first century, with an unprecedented number of people
around the world displaced by wars, persecution, climate change, and related
disasters. The protection and support of the most vulnerable among us offers
a chance to save not just some “other people,” but also ourselves.
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Concord Friends Meeting, 36

consular identification card (Mexican), 190,
199

Contra rebels, 46

Corbett, Jim, 6, 28, 30, 35, 42, 52-53

costs and benefits (of immigration), 9-10,
187, 226

Cote d'Ivoire. See Ivory Coast

Cote d’Ivoire Association, 129

Council on American-Islamic Relations, 2,
164

county associations (Liberian), 110-11, 117,
120, 132-37, 139, 188

Cousar, Mary, 80

Cousin’s Markets, 153, 156

Cox, Dick, 35-36, 47

critical refugee studies, 8-9

Crown Fried Chicken, 157

Cruz, Jesus, 28, 42

Damascus, Syria, 143, 150, 174
Dang, Chally, 96
day labor, 92, 191, 193, 210
Day Without an Immigrant protests, 16,
202-3
death squads, 26-27, 29, 31, 40, 54
Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals
(DACA), 211, 219
Deferred Enforced Departure (DED), 23,
109-10, 139-41
de Graauw, Els, 11
deindustrialization, ix, 18, 66-67, 74
Delaware County Pledge of Resistance, 44,
48-49
Dennis, Dahn, 135-36
Denver, Colorado, 115
Department of Defense, 176, 260n23
Department of Health and Human Services,
64
Department of Justice, 15, 37, 79
deportation, 1-5, 14-15, 17, 21, 137, 141, 178
Central Americans, 27, 37, 45, 57
Mexicans, 181, 184, 190, 203, 210-11,
217-22
Southeast Asians, 63, 88, 94-98
Deslandes, Ann, 228
detention, 1, 3, 11, 15, 42, 57-58, 95, 131,
178, 211, 217-20, 222
Diaz, Nelson, 14-15, 176
Diaz Soto, Ricardo, 202-3
disappearances, 6,25-27, 29, 31, 35, 39,
42-43, 47,186, 217, 234n8
Diversity Visa Lottery, 18, 110, 152
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Dobbs, Lou, 197

Doe, Samuel, 104-5, 251n19, 252n23
Domingo Arenas, Mexico, 213-14
Dream Act, 210-11

drug war (Mexico), 185-86

Dulles, Allen, 27

Dulles, John Foster, 27

Ebola, 109, 138
Economic Community of West African
States (ECOWAS), 105-6, 252n23
Edji, Eric, 107, 130
Education Law Center of Philadelphia, 82
Egypt, 146-47, 151, 154, 166, 174
Eisenhower, Dwight (and Eisenhower
administration), 27, 235n14
ejido lands, 214-16
Elmarzouky, Nora, 150, 167
Elmwood, 115
England, 104
English as a Second Language (ESL, also
English classes), 40, 110, 119, 121, 126,
128
Southeast Asians and, 67-68, 70-71, 73,
75,77, 81-82,91-93
Latin Americans and, 198-201, 207-8, 210
Middle Easterners and, 154, 157, 164—65,
168
Episcopal Diocese of Guatemala, 51
Episcopal Diocese of Pennsylvania, 51, 67
Ernesto (pseudonym), 35, 39
Escuintla, Guatemala, 25, 47
Esperanza (pseudonym), 40
Ethiopian Community Development
Council, 91
ethnic cleansing. See genocide
Ewing, Anne, 6, 28, 35-36, 43, 46
Exclusion Acts (Asian/Chinese), 185
extermination. See genocide

Family Planning Council, 128

family reunification, 53, 88, 109-10

Farm Labor Services Center, 73

Far Northeast Philadelphia, 158

FDR Park, 205

Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI), 38,
42,162-63

Federal Electoral Institute, Mexico, 180

Federation for American Immigration
Reform, 140

Federation of Lofa Associations in the
Americas, 132-33

Feltonville, 55, 153, 170

Fife, John, 28, 30, 42, 47

Firestone Tire Plantation (and company),
102-3, 105, 108, 251n5

First Financial Bank (Liberia), 134

First United Methodist Church of
Germantown (FUMCOG), ix-x, 28,
35-40, 42—-44, 47-48, 221

Fleisher Art Memorial, 206

Foglietta, Tom, 46

food stamps, 73, 91, 99, 129, 164, 172

Ford Foundation, 91

Fort Dix, 163

Fort Indiantown Gap, 62-63

Fox, Vicente, 15

France, 13, 103

Free Library of Philadelphia (and libraries),
3,68, 167, 190, 223

Freetown, Sierra Leone, 137

Frente Democratico Revolucionario (El
Salvador), 35

Friends, Peace, and Sanctuary project,
166-67

Friends of Farmworkers, 210

Friere, Paulo, 199

Fugitive Slave Act, 13

Funkhouser, David, 5, 34, 46, 49, 52

Garcia Hernandez, Javier, 201

Gaza, 147, 165, 175

Gblah,]ohn, 114,117,122, 128, 134

General Services Agency (Liberia), 105

Geneva, Switzerland, 96

Geneva Conventions on War and War
Victims of 1949, 31

genocide (also ethnic cleansing, extermina-
tion), 2, 4, 27, 61, 69, 92, 95, 105, 109,
235n15

Geno’s Steaks, 195, 198, 220

gentrification, 84, 100, 111, 115, 201, 223

Germantown, ix, 36, 40, 54

Germantown Friends Meeting, 31, 36-37, 40

Germantown Mennonite Church, 221

Germany, 39, 46, 105, 146

Ghana, 123, 140

Ginsburg, Kenneth, 189

global neighborhoods, 158

global neighbors, 227, 280n7

Goodman, Adam, 181

Grand Gedeh County Association, 135

Gray, Bill, 37

Gray, Jacob, 118, 120, 123, 130

Greater Norristown Association of Latino
Businesses, 210



Greater Philadelphia Coalition Against
Hunger, 129

Great Migrations (of African Americans,
also internal migrations), 18, 112

Greenwood, Ernie, 129

Green Zone, Baghdad, 14445

Grupo Ozolco, 214-16

Guam, 61-62

Guard, Gloria, 69-70

Guate en Philly, 55, 57

Guatemala City, 25, 48, 52

Guatemala Health Rights Support Project,
52

Guatemalans. See Central Americans

Guatemala Partners, 52

Guerrero, Carmen, 179-80, 182-86, 189-91,
198, 207-11, 217-18, 223

guest worker program (also seasonal work
visa), 181, 189

Guinea, 102, 106, 128, 130, 256n123

Gulf War, 147, 162

Gym, Helen, 96

Haiti, 37, 48, 138, 140

Hawaii, 62

Hawkes, Philip, 71

Hazleton, Pennsylvania, 16, 191, 198, 203

Head Start program, 204

Healthplex Hospital, 113

Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society-
Pennsylvania (HIAS-PA), 67, 72, 90,
99-101, 210, 227

and HIAS national office, 250n205
and Middle Easterners, 148, 153-55, 164,

167-68, 174

Helms, Jesse, 260n27

Hermosillo, Mexico, 28, 183

Hewitt, Elinor, 73-74

hidden homelessness, 117

Hispanics in Philanthropy, 215-16

Hispanic Soccer League of Philadelphia, x,
55

Hmong, 41, 66-68, 74, 79, 82, 86-88, 90-91.
See also Southeast Asians

Hmong Association of Philadelphia, 86

Holland, 104

Hombres en Transicion, 199

Home Depot, 191, 201

homeownership, 86, 131, 254n81

hometown associations (also district
associations), 11, 128, 132, 135-38, 173,
212-16

Honolulu, Hawaii, 83
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House of Representatives (US), 15, 188, 202

Houston, Texas, 74, 176

Houston Community Center, 200-201, 205

Hussein, Saddam, 142-43, 145, 147, 154,
260n20, 261n28

Hutchins, Horatio George, 103

lheoma, Jude, 129

Illegal Immigration Reform and Immigrant
Responsibility Act of 1996, 14, 94, 96,
109

Illegal Immigration Relief Acts, 16, 190-91,
198, 203

Immigration and Customs Enforcement
(ICE), 1-2, 95, 98, 131, 137, 141, 191,
203, 210-11, 217-20, 222

Immigration and Naturalization Service
(INS), 6, 14, 37, 41-42, 44, 72, 89, 181,
189

Immigration Reform and Control Act of
1986, 6, 181, 188, 227

imperialism, 8-9, 13, 59, 63, 89, 1024, 107,
118, 185, 225, 227, 234n66, 251n3,
251n5

Indochina Migration and Refugee
Assistance Act of 1975, 61

interfaith movements, 5, 33, 151-52, 162,
164, 171, 203

International Organization for Migration,
106, 136, 156

Iraqis. See Arabs

Iraq War, 24, 14245, 147, 167

Irish Pastoral Center, 126

Islamic Circle of North America (ICNA)
Relief, 167-69

Islamic Revolution, Iran, 147

Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant,
145-47, 149-50, 161

Islamophobia, 149-52, 161, 169

Israel, 13, 41, 146-47, 152, 165, 260n27

Italian Market, 194-95, 206, 215, 219-20

Italy, 13

Ithaca, New York, 5, 40

Ivory Coast, 105-8, 129-30, 138

Iztaccihuatl volcano, 192

Jabateh, Voffee, 110, 114, 118, 122-23, 129,
141

Jalil, Aziz, 153, 157, 167, 173

Jalisco state, Mexico, 180

Jallah, John K., 102-7, 109, 111, 113-15, 117,
120-22, 129, 132, 134, 139

Jerusalem Furniture, 156
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Jewish Employment and Vocational Service
(JEVS), 73-74, 114, 151, 154, 156

Jewish Family Services, 67

JEK Airport, 106, 145, 148

Jimenez, Tamara, 2

Jiménez-Arévalo, Nelly, 208

John F. Kennedy (JFK) Memorial Medical
Center, 104, 106

Johnson, Agatha, 137

Johnson, Lyndon, 63

Johnson, Prince, 105, 252n23

Jones, Stephen, 46

Jordan, 144-47, 151, 174-75

Juniata, 55

Juntos, 1, 200-207, 210, 213-17, 222-23

Kaba, Tiguida, 127-30

Kamara, Gore, 124

Kamara, Portia, 114, 117-19, 122, 124-27

Katz, Michael, 189

Kawah, Alphonso, 122, 128

Kennett Square, Pennsylvania, 188, 205,
208-9, 217

Kenney, Jim (and Kenney administration),
16, 101, 138, 220, 222

Kensington. See South Kensington

Kensington Welfare Rights Union, 162

Kent, Mary Day, 34-35, 39, 43-44

Khmer Rouge, 61-62, 68-69

Kiernan, Mia-lia Boua, 94-95, 97

King of Prussia, Pennsylvania, 189-90, 210

Korean Business Association, 72

Korean Dry-Cleaners Association, 72

Korean Retail Grocery Association, 72

Koroma, Lansana, 131

Kostmayer, Peter, 48

Kouassi, Jean Marie, 137-38

Kou Yorway Foundation, 135

Kreidie, Marwan, 162, 164

Krol, John, 41

Kurashige, Scott, 89

Kuwait, 14647

La Comunidad Hispana, 209

Ladder 71 fire station, 167

Lansdale, Pennsylvania, 189, 208

Laotians. See Southeast Asians

La Puerta Abierta, 55, 57, 209

Larson, Steven, 205

LaSalle University, 154

Las Anonas, El Salvador, 50

Latin American Community Action of
Montgomery County (ACLAMO),
207-9

Lawncrest, 153
Le, Tuan, 70-71
League of Nations, 251n5
Lebanon, 146-47, 149, 174-75
Lehigh Valley Sanctuary Support Group, 44
lending money, 124, 170
Lewin, Evans, 251n3
liberation theology, 34, 36, 54, 199
Liberian-American-Swedish Mining
Company (LAMCO), 103—4
Liberian Association of Pennsylvania, 117,
121-22, 127, 129, 135
Liberia National Cultural Troupe, 132
Liberian Immigration Fairness program,
141
Liberian Ministers Association of the
Delaware Valley, 121
Liberian Redevelopment, 122
Liberians
employment (and jobs), 104, 106, 110,
112-14, 117-19, 122-24, 127, 137
housing, 113-15, 117-18, 122, 126,
128-29, 139
migration and resettlement, 104-10, 112
transnational advocacy and development,
110-11, 132-39
Liberians in Blood (L.L.B.), 119, 126
Liberian/Swedish Vocational Training
Center, 103
Liberian Women'’s Chorus for Change, 132
Libertad (pseudonym), 40
Libya, 105, 146, 150
Linda (pseudonym), 35, 38-39
Little Italy, 139, 195. See also Italian Market
Loder, Ted, 37, 42-43, 45
Lodge, Henry Cabot, 235n14
Lofa County, 102-3, 105, 133
Lofa County Association, 134
Logan, 55, 67-68, 73, 75-76, 78, 80, 84, 92
Logan Democratic Club, 73
Logan Multi-Cultural Task Force, 80
Loma University Alumni Association, 133
Los Angeles, 5-6, 18, 30-31, 83, 176, 184
Lower Northeast Philadelphia, 55, 100, 126,
153, 157-59, 168, 176
Ludmir, Jack, 205
Luis (pseudonym), 40
Lutheran Children and Family Services
(LCES), 67-68, 72, 83, 91, 99, 101, 106,
113-14

Mali, 128-29, 256n123
Manh, Do, 79
Martinez, Cristina, 206—7



masjids (mosques), 126, 128, 150-51, 153,
157, 161-64, 167, 169-73, 203, 228
Mauricio (pseudonym), 40—41
Mayor’s Commission for African and
Caribbean Immigrant Affairs, 120-21,
130, 137
Mayor’s Cup soccer tournament. See
Philadelphia International Unity Cup
soccer tournament
Mayor’s Office of Immigrant Affairs, 220
McCreesh Playground, 89
McKenna, Margaret, 31, 41, 46
Media, Pennsylvania, 54, 113
Media Friends Meeting, 36, 50
Medicaid, 73, 99
Medical Mission Sisters, 41
Mendin, Rufus, 122
Meskhetian Turks, 99
Metcalfe, Daryl, 198
Mexican-American War, 181, 269n37
Mexican Consulate of Philadelphia, 199,
206, 210
Mexicans
employment (and jobs), 180-81, 185-95,
198-202, 205, 209-11, 214-15, 219
houshig,190793,198,208,210,212713
migration, 179-89, 192-95
transnational advocacy and community
development, 188, 211-17
Mexico City, 28-29, 179, 182-84, 200,
213-14, 216
Midwest (US), 71, 88, 96
Mighty Writers program, 205-6
Millbourne, Pennsylvania, 126
Miller, Ben, 207
Ministry of Health, Liberia, 104
Ministry of Industry and Minerals, Iraq,
142
Minneapolis-St. Paul, Minnesota, 115
Minnesota, 86, 140—41
Mishkan Shalom synagogue, 36, 41, 50
Miss Liberia USA pageant, 112
Mitchell, Konah, 118
model minority myth, 73, 226
Mohamed, Dana, 156, 168—69
Moneygram, 134
Monrovia, Liberia, 103-6, 108, 118, 120, 122,
133, 137
Monrovia College Alumni Association in the
Americas, 131-32
Montgomery County Latino Collaborative,
208
Morales, Gabriela, 26-28, 30, 33, 36-39,
41-43, 45, 47
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Morales, Joel, 25-28, 30, 33, 36-39, 41-50,
53-54

Morales, Joelito, 45, 47

Morales, Jorge, 4348, 50, 53-54

Morales, Lucy, 26-28, 30, 33, 36-39, 41-43,
45, 47

Morelos. See Morales

Morgan, Betsy, 40-41, 50, 53

Morgan, Ron, 50

mosques. See masjids

Mt. Airy, ix, 37, 47, 54

Mukhmas, West Bank, 173

Multicultural Community Family Services
(MCES), 124-27, 132, 137

Mummers parade, 197, 219

Muslim American Society Islamic Center,
170-71

Muslim ban (Donald Trump), 17, 150, 172,
175

Muslim Student Association, Northeast
High School, 166

Muslim Student Association, Temple
University, 175

Muslim Youth Center of Philadelphia, 167

mutual assistance associations (MAAs), 11,
70, 90-93

napalm, 39, 61
Narenj Tree Foundation, 174-75
National Association of Arab Professionals,
164
National Defense Authorization Act
2006, 144
2008, 144
2020, 141
National Institute of Statistics, Mexico,
180
Nationalities Service Center (NSC), 114
Iraqi and Syrian resettlement, 157, 164,
166-68
Southeast Asian resettlement, 67, 73,
76-77, 84, 90, 99, 101
National Patriotic Front of Liberia (NPFL),
105-7
National Public Radio, 119
Nation of Islam, 152
nativism, 197
Naturalization Act of 1790, 149
Navarro, Angela, 221
Nazis, 46, 64
neoliberalism, 184-85, 223
Network in Solidarity with the People of
Guatemala (NISGUA), 35, 46, 52
New Haven, Connecticut, 16
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New Sanctuary Movement of Philadelphia
(NSM), 2, 17, 24, 57, 95, 185, 188
203-4, 210, 217, 220-23

New York City, 7,17-18, 57,91, 96, 103, 145,
150, 152, 168, 176, 210

Liberians, 105-6, 112, 115, 133, 140

Mexicans, 183-84, 186, 188, 192, 195, 206,
212

Sanctuary Movement (1980s), 5, 31, 35, 38

September 11, 2001, attacks, 15, 145, 162

Nguyen, Nancy, 93

Nguyen, Thoai, 59-63, 65, 71-72, 74-75,
89-92, 227

Nicaraguan Adjustment and Central
American Relief Act of 1997, 45

Nicaraguan Solidarity Network, 34, 52

Nicgorski, Darlene, 28, 37, 42

Nicola, Jerry, 191

Nigeria, 123, 138

Nimba County, Liberia, 103, 105, 135

Nimba County University College, 135

Nimba Youth Organization, 135

Nixon, Leticia Roa, 206

Nixon, Richard, 63

Nol, Samien, 91

Norristown, Pennsylvania, 21,170, 184,
186-92, 195, 198-99, 207-11, 217

North American Free Trade Agreement
(NAFTA), 179-81, 185-86, 188, 21415

Northeast (US), 40, 71, 217

Northeast High School, 165-66, 173-75

Northeast Philadelphia, 21, 41, 55, 66, 73,
99, 100, 126, 201

Middle Easterners in, 148, 153, 155-59,
164-76

North Philadelphia, 55, 67,153,158, 175-76,
203, 208, 221, 223

Northwest Philadelphia, ix, 36, 46

Nuevo Gualcho, El Salvador, 50

Nutter, Lisa, 214

Nutter, Michael (and Nutter administra-
tion), 1, 16, 130, 203, 220

Obama, Barack (and Obama administra-
tion), 16, 55, 109, 140, 167, 197, 203,
211, 218-19

O’Brien, Matthew, 205

Office of Refugee Resettlement, 71, 90

O’Gorman, Dalia, 204, 206

oil (and oil industry), 142-43, 146, 185

Olney, 55,67,73,75,78-79, 84,92, 153

Olney High School, 79-80

Operation Wetback, 181

Orgullo Azteca merchants’ association, 202
Ortiz, Angel, 46

Oxford Circle, 55, 153

Oyometepec, Mexico, 214

Packard Foundation, 215

Palestinian American Community of
Greater Philadelphia, 173

Palestinians. See Arabs

Palms Solutions, 137-38

Pan-African organizations, 111, 121, 129-32,
137-39

Pan-Arab organizations, 151, 173

Pascual Sanchez, Carlos, 200, 202-7, 212

paternalism, 29, 44, 203

Patriot Act of 2001, 15, 109

Paz (pseudonym), 39-40

PEACE for Guatemala, 49-50, 52

Peace Hermitage, 41

Peacemakers Reflection Center, 41

Pedemonti, Peter, 203

Penn State Agricultural Extension Urban
Gardens Program, 68

Pennsylvania Department of Welfare, 90

Pennsylvania Immigration and Citizenship
Coalition, 191, 210

Pennsylvania Refugee Task Force, 167-70

Pentagon, 15. See also Department of
Defense

People’s Kitchen, 207

People’s Paper Co-Op, 167

People’s Redemption Council, 104

Perez, Cristina, 192-93, 198-200

Permanent Commissions of Guatemalan
Refugees in Mexico, 49-50

Philadelphia African and Caribbean Cup of
Nations for Peace, 138

Philadelphia Area Project on Occupational
Safety and Health (PhilaPOSH), 201-2,
210

Philadelphia Bible College, 114

Philadelphia City Council, 1, 4-6, 12-13, 96,
120, 140, 152, 161

Philadelphia Corporation for the Aging, 121

Philadelphia Department of Human
Services (DHS), 114, 117, 122

Philadelphia District Attorney, 89, 92, 120,
220

Philadelphia Family Unity Network, 1, 203

Philadelphia Folklore Project, 132

Philadelphia Health Department, 67, 127

Philadelphia Human Relations Commission,
67, 80-81, 92, 118, 120, 129, 162, 197



Philadelphia International Unity Cup soccer
tournament, 138, 159
Philadelphia Managing Director’s Office, 76
Philadelphia Pledge of Resistance, 50
Philadelphia Police Department (and
Philadelphia police), 1-3, 14-16, 57
and Africans, 118, 120, 130
and Mexicans, 195, 200, 203, 222
and Middle Easterners, 152, 161-63, 171,
176
and Southeast Asians, 80, 82, 89-90, 95
Philadelphia Rapid Response Network for
Guatemala, 46-47
Philadelphia School District, 67, 77, 79,
81-82, 119-20, 201, 208, 223
Philadelphia Yearly Meeting, 34-35
Philatinos Radio, 206
Phnom Penh, Cambodia, 95
Pifia, David, 206
pinole, 215-16
Pipes, Daniel, 163
Pittsburgh, 15
Pizza, John, 191
Playgrounds for Palestine, 175
Pledge of Resistance, 35
Pontiac, Michigan, 190
Popocatepetl volcano, 192
Portillo, Manuel, 29, 44, 54-55, 203
Pottstown, Pennsylvania, 189, 207
Powelton, 88
Prak, Vanny, 79
President’s Commission on Migratory
Labor, 181
Prime Ecumenical Service to Refugees, 67
Proeung, Chanravy, 97
Project Tamaa, 124
promotoras (community health promoters),
200, 205, 208
Providence, Rhode Island, 83, 96-97, 133,
136
Puebla (state), Mexico, 1, 182-84, 189, 192,
195, 206, 212, 214, 216
Puentes de Salud, 205-8, 214
Puerto Cabezas, Nicaragua, 7
pulque, 216

Quetzaltenango, Guatemala, 51
Quifiones, Dagoberto, 28, 30, 42

Radio Free Vietnam, 93
Radio Tam Tam, 130
Radio Xalaat, 130

Ramic, Juliane, 99, 101, 114
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Ramirez, Edgar, 206, 212

Ramirez, Mario, 200, 213

Raymond Concrete Pile Company, 103

Reagan, Ronald (and Reagan administra-
tion), 4, 27, 31, 69, 104, 251n19

Refugee Act of 1980, 31, 64, 67, 98

refugee camps, 27, 46, 49-50, 61-62, 65, 69,
94, 106, 140, 145, 175

Refugee Service Center, 68

Refugee Task Force (Philadelphia), 67, 71,
73,76, 78

Republican National Convention of 2000,
162

Restaurant Opportunities Center, 202

returnees (to Cambodia), 94-97

revitalization, 9-10, 12, 23, 100, 111, 124,
138, 173, 176, 187, 190-91, 194, 204-5,
225-26

Rhawnhurst, 153

Richards, Oni, 128

Rights Action, 52

Riverside, New Jersey, 16, 191

Riverside Church, 37-38, 40

Rizzo, Frank, 195, 220

Rojas, Carlos, 200, 202, 215

Romero Interfaith Center, 50-51

Roosevelt, Franklin D., 146

Ruth-Bull, Rosalva, 204—5

Sacred Heart Church, 28

St. Agnes Hospital, 205

St. Francis de Sales Church, 68

St. Maron’s Church, 162

St. Martin in the Fields Church, 51-52

St. Paul, Minnesota, 83, 115

St. Thomas Aquinas Church, 198-99, 207

St. Vincent de Paul Church, ix, 36-37, 50

Salvadoran Humanitarian Aid, Research
and Education (SHARE) Foundation,
40, 52

Salvadorans. See Central Americans

Samuel Morris Center for Global Engage-
ment, 134

sanctuary city policies, 1, 3-17, 33, 44,
57-58, 95, 159, 167, 186, 192, 198, 203,
222-23, 225

Sanctuary Model, 124, 255n106

sanctuary state policies, 5, 16-17

Sandercock, Leonie, 9

Sanders, Bernard, 7

Sandoval, Maximino “Charro,” 202, 213-15

San Francisco, 4-5, 7, 31

San Lucas, Mexico, 192
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San Mateo Carnavalero, 206, 213, 219

San Mateo Ozolco, Mexico, 192-93, 202,
206, 212-16

Santa Fe, New Mexico, 30

Santoyo, Marlena, 31

Sapper, Ellyn, 76-77

Saradar, Nasr, 150, 157, 159

Sawyer, Margaret, 203

Sayed, Hazami, 165

Schmidt, Jonathan, 209

seasonal work visa. See guest worker
program

Seattle, Washington, 5, 7, 74, 83

secondary migration, 66, 83-84, 86-88, 100

Second Intifadah, 165

Secure Communities program, 203

segregation (and desegregation), 111, 115,
118, 139, 158

self-sufficiency, 32, 58, 64-68, 71, 77, 82-84,
88, 92,101, 113, 153, 157, 226

Senate (US), 16

Senegal, 127-30

September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks, 15,
109, 145, 147, 150, 162—-65, 176, 178
195

Service Employees International Union, 209

settlement houses, 11

Shahid, Ammar, 169

Shut Down Berks Coalition, 217

Sierra Leone, 105-7, 123, 128-29, 131,
137-38, 141

Sierra Leone Women’s Club, 129

Singer, Audrey, 17

Sinoe County Association, 134

Sirleaf, Ellen Johnson, 133, 135, 139

sister cities, 7, 50

Skype, 96, 175, 212

slavery (also forced labor), 13, 36, 103, 107-8,
111, 118, 152, 184-85, 224, 227, 251n5

Slewion, Sam Togba, 112, 114, 118, 120,
133-34

Slow Food, 216

soccer, 11, 55, 125-27, 129, 138, 159, 195
202, 204

Social Health and Medical Services
(SHAMS) Clinic, 168-69

Soderman, Ludy, 208

Sonora Desert, 28, 183-84

Sorn, Sarorng (“Rorng”), 62, 65, 92, 95

South Africa, 5, 37, 48, 135, 138

Southampton Friends Meeting, 36

Southeast Asian Freedom Network
(SEAEN), 96-97

Southeast Asian Mutual Assistance
Associations Coalition (SEAMAAC),
91-93, 100, 122, 201

Southeast Asians

employment (and jobs), 64, 66-68, 70-74,
79, 81-84, 91-92

houﬂng,64,66—68,74—79,82—84,8&
91-92

migration and resettlement (see also
secondary migration), 61-78, 8088,
90, 92-95, 97

transnational advocacy and community
development, 94-98

Southeast Pennsylvania First Suburbs
Project, 209-10

South Kensington (also Kensington), 153,
163-65

South Philadelphia, ix, 21

Southeast Asians in, 63, 67—68, 74-75,
77-79, 84, 86, 91-93, 98, 100

Middle Easterners in, 152, 158-59,
171-72,176

Mexicans in, 192-95, 197-202, 204-7,
212-13, 215-16, 219, 222-23

South Philadelphia High School, 75, 194,
201

South Philly Barbacoa restaurant, 206-7

Southside Presbyterian Church, 28

South Vietnamese Army, 59-61

Southwest (US), 4, 17, 30, 42, 181, 186

Southwest Philadelphia, 21, 84, 89, 91, 172

African and Caribbean immigrants in,
111-15, 119, 122, 128-32, 139

Special Immigrant Visa (SIV), 14445,
148-50, 155, 175-76
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