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A CoMMUNITY ON THE FRONT LINES:
PUSHING BAcCK THE RISING TIDE OF ANTI-
IMMIGRANT POLICY SINCE SEPTEMBER 11TH

Deepa Iyer'

“As nightfall does not come at once, neither does oppression. In both instances,
there is a twilight when everything remains seemingly unchanged. And it is in
such twilight that we all must be most aware of change in the air, however slight,
lest we become unwitting victims of the darkness.”

-Justice William O. Douglas

It was a cold winter's afternoon in January of 2003. The Asian
Pacific American Legal Resource Center was sponsoring a
“know your rights” session concerning immigrant rights at the
Muslim Community Center, located in a
suburb of Maryland outside of
Washington, DC. The session soon certain classes of
turned into a discussion of a new immigrants did not
Department of Justice imperative called merely originate after

"Special Registration," which required September 11th
males age 16 years and older from desig-

Policies targeting

nated countries to present themselves before the Immigration
and Naturalization Service on certain dates. As attorneys tried
to decipher the new policy’s guidelines and exceptions, audi-
ence members began to speak about their experiences. One
after the other, green card holders, United States citizens,
refugees, undocumented immigrants, and students of
Pakistani, Bangladeshi, Sri Lankan, and Indian descent
described the confusion and fear they have been feeling since
September 11, 2001, as well as the increasing marginalization
and exclusion they had been feeling from mainstream America.
Their words painted a complex and multi-layered picture of
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what it means to be a citizen or immigrant of South Asian
descent’ in America today.

Scenarios such as this one have been occurring throughout the
country for close to two years now. South Asian immigrants,
along with Arab Americans, Muslims, and those perceived to
be “Muslim”, have been caught in a web of suspicion and
scrutiny that has disrupted their lives dramatically. Since
September 11, 2001, policies implemented by the United States
government in the name of national security, coupled with a
rising wave of bias incidents and discriminatory treatment
against those who are or are perceived to be “Muslim” have
taken a serious toll, the consequences of which we have yet to
tully grasp.

At this watershed moment in South Asian American history, it
is important, therefore, to take a critical look at post-
September 11th policies that are affecting our community and
to develop diverse and unifying strategies by which to effective-
ly address them. When taken in tandem with the climate of
bias and discrimination against certain communities, these
policies should both raise several questions as well as encour-
age civic engagement on the part of South Asians.

For example, are the government’s anti-terrorism measures
what they claim to be, or are they actually initiatives to target,
investigate, detain, and deport individuals from predominantly
Muslim countries? Moreovet, are the government's new poli-
cies, as applied to immigrants, in line with the values of equal-
ity and fairness and the presumption of "innocent until proven
guilty" upon which our country is founded? What is the real-
life impact on the lives of South Asians who are both non-cit-
izens and citizens of the United States? Finally, should South
Asians push back the tide of anti-immigrant policies that have
besieged the community since September 11*, and, if so, how?

This article searches for ways in which to answer some of these
questions by exploring two policies that were implemented
after September 11" and discusses their effects on the South
Asian community. It also offers several strategies by which to
address them. For its framework, the piece begins with the
weeks and months after September 11*. However, it is impot-
tant to keep in mind that policies targeting certain classes of
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immigrants did not merely originate after September 11" or
occur in a historical vacuum. Instead, in many instances, they
represent the continuation of anti-immigrant sentiment and
exclusionary tactics that the United States has applied to many
immigrant communities throughout its history.*

The Immediate Reaction to September 11"

Almost immediately after September 11%, the general public
and elected officials began calling for a strong domestic
response to the terrorist attacks that had caused unspeakable
harm to our country. Congress responded quickly. Just six
weeks after September 11th, Congress enacted the USA Patriot
Act’ with virtually no public debate or discussion; the
Homeland Security Act® took effect fourteen months after the
attacks. These landmark laws provided federal government
agencies and their heads - such as the Attorney General of the
United States Department of Justice - with expanded surveil-
lance and enforcement powers in order to combat terrorism
within the borders of our country.

Before the USA Patriot Act even began to take effect, Muslims
and those perceived to be Muslim found themselves to be tar-
gets of a growing public sentiment of suspicion and anger. In
fact, according to published reports, over 600 incidents of bias
were perpetrated against South Asians and Arab Americans in
just the first week after the terrorist attacks.” Advocates collect-
ed scores of examples of racial and religious profiling at air-
portts, public places such as restaurants and stores, and at the
workplace.®

Meanwhile, a number of far-reaching executive orders and pol-
icy guidelines were issued by the Administration in late 2001
and early 2002 which granted government agencies enforce-
ment powers beyond those allowed by the USA Patriot Act
itself. Nancy Chang, a constitutional scholar, has argued that
it was these measures, “. . . which, to the extent that they have
been disclosed to the public, have been implemented without
prior public notice and comment - [that] are responsible for
some of the most egregious civil liberties violations in the his-
tory of our nation.”” For example, on September 20, 2001, the
Justice Department issued an interim rule that would allow for
the detention of non-citizens for 48 hours or longer if neces-
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sary, without any charge against them."” Soon thereafter, the

FBI indefinitely began to detain individuals who were primari-
ly of South Asian and Middle Eastern descent, as described in
further detail later in the piece.

Other Administration policies intended to increase national
security included the “voluntary” interviews of over 3,000
nonimmigrant men from countries in which Al Qaeda was sus-
pected to have links or activities. According to the U.S. General
Accounting Office, which recently reviewed the implementa-
tion of this policy, 42% of the 7,602 names that have been sent
to US. Attorney offices across the country for questioning
have been contacted thus far to come in for interviews."
Despite the voluntary nature of the interviews and their sup-
posed information-gathering motive, some of the men ques-
tioned were arrested for violating immigration laws, such as
overstaying past the expiration dates of their visas or working
without authorization.” Thus, for many of the men who com-
plied while attempting to assist government officials, a volun-
tary government program turned into a serious investigative
process with the risk of deportation.

In January 2002, the Justice Department and the Immigration
and Naturalization Service” began implementing the Alien
Absconder Apprehension Initiative to locate over 300,000 people
with court orders of deportation already against them. As Asa
Hutchinson, Under Secretary of the INS, recently explained
before a congressional committee, the initiative was “aimed at
aggressively tracking, apprehending, and removing aliens who
have violated U.S. immigration law, been ordered deported,
then fled before the order could be carried out.”™* While this
seems like a non-discriminatory enforcement measure to locate
all individuals who have run afoul of immigration laws, the
actual implementation is problematic in terms of the choice of
who would first be located. According to Under Secretary
Hutchinson, the first phase of this initiative would target
“some 5,900 aliens from countries where Al Qaeda is known
to operate or recruit.”’”

While many of these policies and others not mentioned here
have affected the South Asian community since September 11,
2001, the two that have had the most dramatic impact and that
should compel us to ask serious questions about the govern-
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ment’s motives are the detentions and roundups that began a
few months after the terrorist attacks, as well as the Special
Registration policy, which began in December 2002 and con-
tinued through March 2003.

Detention Without Reason

Shortly after September 11th, compounded by the USA Patriot
Act and interim rules and regulations issued by the
Administration behind them, the Federal Bureau of
Investigation and the Immigration and Naturalization Service
conducted nationwide sweeps to detain individuals who might
have links to terrorist activities. Initially, government officials
indicated that approximately 1,100 individuals were taken into
custody as a result'’; a more recent report from the Office of
Inspector General [hereafter referred to as the OIG Report] at
the Department of Justice places that number at 762." By
February 2002, 327 individuals remained in custody, while the
remainder had been either deported or released, having spent
days and even months in detention centers across the country."

Thanks to an interim rule issued by the Administration in mid-
September of 2001, detainees could be held without being
charged, during which time investigations into their lives were
launched. These individuals were effectively denied the consti-
tutional guarantees afforded to “all persons” - regardless of cit-
izenship - to be informed of the charges against them and to
receive a neutral hearing before an authority figure in a timely
fashion."”

In cases where it was revealed that detainees had broken immi-
gration laws, they were held for prolonged periods of time for
even minor visa violations that would never have previously
resulted in jail time.” Moreover, the government refused to
release information about the identities and locations of
detainees, leaving families and community advocates with little
information about those who had all of a sudden “disap-
peared.” The government held over 600 secret immigration
hearings where the public, the media, and even family and
friends were excluded, effectively foreclosing any chance to
hold the government accountable by scrutinizing its actions.”

Recently revealed government information reveals that, for the
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most part, the detainees were men from South Asian or Middle
Eastern nations. According to the OIG Report, the largest
number of detainees (254 or 33%) came from Pakistan. That
number was more than double the number of detainees from
any other country. Egyptian nationals comprised the second
largest number of detainees. India was sixth on the list of
approximately twenty countries of origin for detainees.

It is still unclear what criteria government officials used to
detain individuals shortly after September 11*. In fact, in many
circumstances, FBI agents and local police identified and
detained individuals based not on evidence of their potential
ties to terrorism - what in the legal world is called "probable
cause" indicating criminal behavior - but on tips from the pub-
lic and chance encounters. For example, on November 25,
2001, a resident in Torrington, Connecticut, informed police
that he had heard two “Arabs” talking about anthrax. Police
officers followed the two men [who turned out to be Pakistani]
suspected of having had the conversation. When the two men
reached a gas station, they were arrested. Also arrested were
Ayazuddin Sheerazi, an Indian businessman who had been
working at the gas station, as well as another man from
Pakistan who happened to be at the gas station at the same
time. The police did not offer any explanation for why
Sheerazi was arrested. Instead, he was detained for eighteen
days before being released on bond; meanwhile, the Torrington
caller failed a voluntary polygraph test regarding the issue.”

In addition, human rights organizations raised concerns about
the confinement conditions of detainees. According to the
Human Rights Watch Detention Report, detainees had to
endure harsh conditions including abusive interrogations, lack
of access to counsel, and solitary confinement. Some detainees
complained of verbal and physical abuse inside detention cen-
ters and found it difficult to comply with religious customs
including diet and prayer. The OIG report confirmed many of
the allegations that advocates and detainees had raised with
respect to the selective targeting and deplorable conditions of
detention since September 11%, especially at detention centers
in Brooklyn, New York, and Paterson, New Jersey.

For most detainees, the end result of incarceration was depor-
tation for minor visa violations. During the time in which this

DEEPA IYER -:le 40



piece is being written, six planes will have already transported
detainees back to Pakistan. According to the Embassy of
Pakistan, since Sept. 11, 2001, about 1,400 Pakistani immi-
grants have been deported.* Another 180 Pakistani citizens
remain in detention centers as of October 2003.%

To Register or not to Register...Two Choices, One
Outcome?

On August 12, 2002, the Department of Justice published a
notice in the Federal Register that set forth registration require-
ments for non-immigrant aliens who were entering the United
States from certain designated countries.” The rule stated that
nonimmigrant males 16 years and older [individuals with time-
limited visas, such as students and visitors, legal permanent res-
idents, or green card holders, as well as individuals granted asy-
lum or refugee status were excluded] from specific countries
would need to make reports to the INS upon arrival; 30 days
after arrival; every twelve months after arrival;, upon events
such as a change of address, employment, or school; and upon
departure from the United States.” The notice expressed the
reasons for the registration requirements in the following man-
ner:

Recent terrorist incidents have underscored the need to broaden
the special registration requirements for nonimmigrant aliens
whose presence in the United States requires closer monitoring to
require that they provide specific information at regular intervals
to ensure their compliance with the terms of their visas and
admission, and to ensure that they depart the United States at
the end of their authorized stay.?®

In other words, these requirements, according to the
Department of Justice, were necessary to ensure the country's
national security.  Accordingly, between September and
December 2002, nationals or citizens, aged 16 years and older,
from twenty-five countries with predominant Muslim popula-
tions were required to present themselves to their local INS
office by a certain date for interrogation and fingerprinting,”
These twenty-five countries had significant Muslim popula-
tions for the most part, and included the following:
Afghanistan, Algeria, Bahrain, Bangladesh, Egypt, Eritrea,
Indonesia, Iran, Iraq, Jordan, Kuwait, Lebanon, Libya,
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Morocco, North Korea, Oman, Pakistan, Qatar, Saudi Arabia,
Somalia, Sudan, Syria, Tunisia, United Arab Emirates, and
Yemen.

While the Special Registration policy seemed benign on the
surface, the way in which it was implemented led to harmful
consequences. There were reports of differential treatment
from region to region, with some striking examples of mis-
treatment and improper interrogation. In December 2002, the
INS office in Los Angeles allegedly arrested around 400 indi-
viduals who had come to comply with the requirement, casting
doubt on the program’s information-gathering motives and
adding fuel to the suspicion that the program was, instead, the
most recent method by which to selectively enforce immigra-
tion laws against certain communities. Contributing to this
conclusion were the reports from registrants that, in addition
to a focus on their immigration status, their residence, their
employment status and other matters, Special Registration pro-
cedures also queried them for unrelated information, such as
their credit card numbers and frequented locations for prayer;
even more claimed that they were unfairly detained and
harassed by INS officers.”

Some examples illustrate the dramatic impact of Special
Registration. In San Francisco, two brothers of Pakistani
descent described their experiences at a news conference con-
vened by the American Civil Liberties Union of Northern
California, the American Muslim Voice, and the Pakistani-
American Alliance. Both brothers, aged 17 and 19, were placed
in deportation proceedings even though they had lived in
America for several years. Their mother, a full-time teacher,
stated: “In 1998 we sold our house in Pakistan to come to this
country so that my sons could have a better education...My
sons cannot go back to Pakistan, there is no home for them
there.”

A Bangladeshi newspaper recently reported the story of a
Pakistani citizen who complied with registration require-
ments.” The man had hoped that, since he had a family in the
States, the INS would grant him adjustment of status. Instead,
he was detained and is set to be deported because he is out of
status. His wife, a Bangladeshi citizen, despaired, “We’ve been
trapped. My husband decided to go to comply with the law.
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But they put him in prison instead.””

When Special Registration was completed, 13,000 men of the nearly 83,000
who complied with the program were set to be deported.” Thirty-five per-
cent of those who have been or will be deported are of Pakistani descent.”

Measuring the Impact

The federal government’s immigration-related practices, including Special
Registration and detentions, have had a significant impact on both individu-
als and our community collectively. In addition to casting a wide net and
presuming disloyalty among general classes of immigrants from certain
countries, the government's stance towards and treatment of Muslims and
South Asians also fosters an environment in which it is easier to justify the
discrimination and harassment of such individuals in the public realm. I
would also argue that while the impact of these policies on non-citizens of
South Asian descent is, in some part, measurable, there are also subtle, but
harmful, consequences experienced by citizens of South Asian descent.

Casting a Wide Net

While it seems logical that the government should investigate non-citizens
from the geographic regions from where the September 11" terrorists orig-
inated, what is not reasonable or efficient is to use enforcement measutres to
target all individuals from those regions. The government’s policies assume
that individuals from countries in the Middle East and South Asia are prone

to disloyalty or subversive tactics and, thus, It is reasonable to inves-

tigate people from the
stark contrast to our country's legal safe- MiddleEast and South
guard of "presumed innocent until proven Asia; it is not reasonable
guilty." to investigate them all.

place the burden on these individuals to
prove their loyalty - a phenomenon that is in

ost September olicies reflect what Angelo Ancheta has called “for-
Post September 11" pol fl hat Angelo Ancheta h lled ““f

eigner racialization” - the practice of categorizing all immigrants from a par-
ticular area as having certain stereotypes with the goal of blurring any indi-
* Such categorization has led to the foster-

b

vidual distinctions among them.
ing of stereotypes, such as the “model minority” status often accorded to
Asians or the “ilegal immigrant” perception applied to Latinos. Similarly,
since September 11*, the presumption that foreign-born individuals from
Middle Eastern and South Asian countries are either potential terrorists or
have information or ties to terrorist organizations has been reflected in pub-

lic policies and actions. However, it is important to remember that the gov-
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ernment and the public did not target white men who were Irish Catholics
after Timothy McVeigh was revealed as the mastermind of the attack on the
federal building in Oklahoma City.

The type of profiling that has been taking place since September 11th also
harkens back to World War II, when over 100,000 individuals of Japanese
descent - including American citizens - were interned because of their pre-
sumed disloyalty to the United States. The United States Supreme Court, in
one of its most well-known decisions, stated that the “exclusion of those of
Japanese origin was deemed necessary because of the presence of an
For this decision

2337

unascertained number of disloyal members of the group.
and its ramifications, the Supreme Court, Congress, and the Executive
Branch have made considerable apologies. Unfortunately, our government
seems to have forgotten the immeasurable harm visited upon Constitutional
principles and on the Japanese American community, as policies implement-
ed since September 11th bear an eerie similarity to those implemented dur-
ing World War II. As one scholar has noted:

...[W]artime coupled with racism and intolerance create particular types of mis-
takes. Specifically, we overestimate the threat posed by racial ‘others’ (in WW
I1, Japanese Americans; today, Arab Americans, Muslims, Middle Easterners,
immigrants, and anyone who looks like "them™). Simultaneously, we underesti-
mate how our response to those threats burden those “others™ (in WW 11, shat-
tering lives through the internment; today, intimidation and violence by individu-
als, and racial profiling by the state).®

The type of ethnic and religious profiling, or “guilt by association”, that we
have seen since September 11th fails to consider any other factors - unrelat-
ed to religion or national origin - that might be more likely to signify terror-
ist activity. Moreover, it has failed to be effective in actually capturing the
suspects they are intended to net. As many have argued, in the case of
Special Registration, it is unlikely that possible terrorists will voluntarily pres-
ent themselves to INS officials. As David Cole argues, . . . the proxies of
Arab or Muslim identity or nationality are so inexact and overbroad that vir-
tually all of those questioned, registered, or detained have proven to be inno-
cent of any terrorist activity.””” Thus far, the two individuals who have been
charged with terrorist-related crimes are British and French citizens - respec-
tively, Richard Reid and Zacarias Moussaoui.”

The government’s claims that it is not targeting people who are Muslim but,
instead, is targeting non-citizens from countries with suspected terrorist
activities is simply a smokescreen for sanctioning discrimination based on
race, national origin, and religious affiliation. While it might seem that the
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government's policies are logical methods by which to locate and gather
information about immigrants, their ultimate ineffectiveness, their selective
enforcement, and their relatively tenuous relationship to, or success in, fight-
ing terrorism leaves open the possibility that such policies are, in effect, ways
to purge America of “undesirable immigrants.”

Public Policy, Private Actions

Government policies can have a strong impact on how the public treats
those of South Asian descent. The constant barrage of government poli-
cies tracking Arab Americans and South Asians has contributed to creating
an image of what a terrorist might look like: a brown-skinned man from a
Middle Eastern or South Asian country. They also create an environment
that normalizes the discrimination against those who are or who are per-
ceived to be Muslim.

Since September 11, 2001, South Asians have been confronting an increase
in hate crimes, workplace discrimination, and racial and religious profiling. A
report by Human Rights Watch, entitled, We Are Not The Enemy: Hate Crimes
Against Arabs, Muslims, and Those Perceived to be Arab or Muslim after September
11, sets forth some statistics about the rates of discrimination and bias.*
According to the HRW report, the FBI reported that the number of anti-
Muslim hate crimes rose by 17% in 2001, from just twenty-eight reports in
2000 to 481 in 2001.** Moreover, other government agencies also observed
a rise in complaints of discrimination based on national origin or religious
affiliation. The United States Equal Employment Opportunity Commission
(EEOC), the federal agency responsible for enforcing federal laws prohibit-
ing workplace discrimination, received 488 complaints of September 11-
related employment discrimination as of May 2002.” Similarly, the U.S.
Department of Transportation reported that it had investigated 111 com-
plaints from passengers who claimed that they had been discriminated
against because of their ethnic or religious appearance during the airline
security process.*

While these incidents of discrimination significantly increased during the
days and months after September 11, they are showing no signs of com-
plete abatement two years since, despite education and advocacy by con-
cerned community advocates, academics, and government representatives.
As this article was written, a mosque in Savannah, Georgia, was set on fire
in an act of arson,” and a Muslim student in Cleveland, Ohio, was told not
to return to her high school unless she removed her hijab, an article of reli-

“ A Sikh man is suing Delta Airlines for the harassment by a

gious clothing.
crewmember who allegedly solicited the help of fellow passengers to physi-
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cally subdue the passenger because she felt that the person wearing the “tur-
ban” would cause “trouble” on the flight.”

Actual physical violence against individuals of South Asian descent contin-
ues to occur as well: in early August 2003, a Sikh couple and the couple's
cousin were walking to their home in a neighborhood in Queens, New York,
when they became the targets of a hate crime. Three white men in a livery
cab began to yell slurs such as, “Bin Laden family, go back to your country,”
and then spat on and beat the three South Asians outside their home. The
victims had lived in the neighborhood for nine years.*

The Impact on Non-Citizens: Growing Mistrust and Leaving the Land of Opportunity

Life has changed for many South Asians in America in deeply personal ways
over the past two years. The impact on non-citizens of South Asian descent
has been dramatic. As individuals with precarious immigration statuses - and
in many cases, no immigration status - non-citizens are far more vulnerable
than citizens of South Asian descent. In many instances, they do not have
the ability to challenge violations of their civil rights and are unwilling to
avail themselves of benefits to which they may be entitled.

Advocates have warned of how community members are less inclined now
to turn to law enforcement to report crimes for fear of being investigated
for issues unrelated to such reports, such as their immigration status. South
Asians who do not have legal status have heard of how they can be ques-
tioned about their immigration status if they were to draw the attention of
law enforcement. For example, a recent newspaper article reported the story
of a man named Mahmod who was stabbed in the stomach by three men in
the foyer of his building. When the police and paramedics arrived, Mohmad,
an immigrant from Pakistan who does not have legal status, said he had
stabbed himself.* What was his explanation for not reporting the crime? “I
don't have no papers, no documents. I didn’t want to make a police report,”
he claimed.”

The fear of reporting crimes has ramifications in many different contexts: a
battered spouse is afraid to report her abusive spouse for fear that he might
be deported; advocates cannot amass accurate statistics on the number of
hate crimes occurring against South Asians, as many victims may be afraid
to report crimes; and social service providers cannot convince those who
need their help the most to avail themselves of medical benefits or public
assistance. Recently, one success story emerged in New York City. In
response to some of these concerns, advocates and City Council members
worked with the Administration to successfully produce Executive Order
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No. 41, which prevents government officials to solicit or share information
about immigration status that they receive in the course of their duties, with
some exceptions.”

In some circumstances, the post September 11" climate has meant that
South Asians must leave the neighborhoods and jobs in which they have
invested to find other lands of opportunity. For example, in Brooklyn, New
York, where over 120,000 Pakistanis used to live, approximately 15,000 have
left for Canada, Europe, or Pakistan, according to the Pakistan Embassy.”” A
Wiashington Post article recently described the scene at Brooklyn's Coney
Island Avenue in bleak terms:

The mosque on Coney Island Avenue is one-third empty on Fridays. Restaurants
close at 10 PM. Hairdressers and pizza joints report a 40 percent drop in busi-
ness. Sada-E-Pakistan newspaper, written in Urdu, sells 60 percent fewer ads.>

Facing the possibility of investigation and possible eventual deportation, the
South Asians who have created, worked in, and shopped at the little Indias,
Pakistans, and Bangladeshes that dot cities and towns across America are
beginning to leave. In doing so, many are seeking asylum to escape religious
and political persecution in the United States - a stark illustration of the
treatment they face in America.

Ironically and sadly, the United States, which has long been perceived as a
land in which immigrants can find solace from persecution in their home-
lands, has now turned into a nation from which some immigrants wish to
flee. According to news reports, approximately 5,000 Pakistanis have sought
asylum in Canada since 2001.* A recent Philadelphia Inquirer article told the
story of a Pakistani family who, after their primary breadwinner was told he
had only four months to leave the U.S after he registered with INS, packed
up and left for Canada where the entire family is now residing and have
received asylum.” A family member, Mukeem Butt, enthusiastically states:
“Canada is the greatest country in the world,” echoing a sentiment that many
immigrants have expressed about America in the past.”

The Impact on Citizens: Privileges Do Not Always Apply

Government policies since September 11" have also contributed to a feeling
of isolation among many South Asians - citizens and non-citizens alike. US
citizens of South Asian descent, while not directly facing the consequences
of policies such as Special Registration, nonetheless suffer tangential harm
due to the messages these policies send. As many have argued, the privileges
and guarantees of citizenship are meaningless for immigrants who continue
to be seen as “foreign”. Neil Gotanda, in Citizenship Nullification, argues that
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merely receiving the privileges of citizenship does not ensure the ability of
most Asians to fully participate in American society as citizens.”” That is,
despite receiving the privileges of citizenship, many Asians who are natural-
ized citizens of the United States are still not seen as Americans because of
their “perpetual foreign-ness”.

This sort of citizenship nullification occurs in the post September 11" cli-
mate as well, when American citizens of South Asian descent feel that their
citizenship does not exempt them from discrimination or stereotyping. As
Leti Volpp has put it:

...[O]ne may formally be a U.S. citizen and formally entitled to various legal
guarantees, but one will stand outside of the membership of Kinship/solidarity
that structures the U.S. nation... Thus, the general failure to identify people who
appear "Middle Eastern, Arab, or Muslim™ as constituting American national
identity reappears to haunt their ability to enjoy citizenship as a matter of rights,
in the form of being free from violent attack.*

Thus, US citizens of South Asian descent may feel the indirect results of
governmental policies that ostensibly target non-citizens of South Asian
descent. US citizens of South Asian descent are likely to be discriminated
against, harassed, and mistreated simply because they bear physical resem-
blances to those who are the supposed “targets”. After all, the general pub-
lic does not make distinctions among people based on their immigration sta-
tus. Unlike skin color or gender, citizenship status has few, if any, identifiers.
Therefore, all those who “look” like they could be Muslim - regardless of
their citizenship - are potential targets. As a result, policies intending to sin-
gle out only non-citizens of South Asian descent will have collateral conse-
quences on individuals who are citizens of South Asian descent, as well as
on any individuals who might be perceived to fall within that suspect cate-

gory.
The Road Ahead

What awaits the South Asian community on the road ahead? Cleatly, immi-
gration policies attempting to maintain national security have not run their
course. Already, there is legislation pending in Congress that would empow-
er local and state police to actually enforce civil immigration laws.”

It is our community’s responsibility - now more than ever - to do our part to
respond to the climate in our country today. First is the individual and col-
lective responsibility to educate ourselves about the types of laws, policies,
and real-life impact on South Asians since September 11" Several websites,
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listserves, books, and documentaries are available to assist in the individual
and collective education process.”

Our community must also come together in a unified show of support and
understanding for our shared experiences, both historically and today. The
support of all South Asians - regardless of religious background or country
of origin - is important if we are to demonstrate a strong front both within
our community and outside of it. Categorizing ourselves as falling outside
the parameters of the “suspect group” is not effective in terms of prevent-
ing discrimination or crimes. As explained earlier, those who wish to do
harm to Muslims will not distinguish between Indians, Pakistanis, or
Mexicans, for that matter. No reason remains to avoid working with one
another at this time.

Moreover, while many second-generation individuals of South Asian
descent are already organizing and working along these lines, it is important
to see examples of coalition-building between Hindu, Sikh, Christian, and
Muslim religious leaders and collaborative relationship-building between
Indian, Pakistani, and Bangladeshi communities. The religious centers and
cultural associations that dominate the lives of most South Asians in the
United States must take a leadership role in reaching South Asians with mes-
sages of solidarity and unified commitment to a new consciousness of what
it means to be a South Asian in America today.

Many organizations have already begun to take strong stances on recent
immigration policies, to archive information about the experiences of South
Asians since September 11, and to collaborate with government agencies to
the extent possible to educate South Asian community members about their
rights under anti-discrimination laws. For example, the Hate Free Zone of
Washington held a town hall meeting last year where individuals testified
about their personal experiences since September 11*; 1,000 members from
the local Muslim, Arab, Sikh, Cambodian, and Somali communities attended
the forum to show their support and concern for these issues.” In Southern
California, the South Asian Network and the South Asian American Leaders
of Tomorrow collaborated on a town hall meeting where the audience
viewed a documentary on hate crimes and discussed how to work with local
authorities to bring address bias incidents. In the New York City area, South
Asian organizations have been working with immigrant coalitions to address
the personal and legal needs of detainees and their families. Such work must
be undertaken in all communities across the country and, especially, where
new immigrants are reshaping the landscape, but where institutional
resources and support are still scarce.
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While many non-South Asian American organizations have been at the fore-
front in addressing issues of discrimination and bias on the local and nation-
al levels, it is incumbent upon us as well to create the institutional structures
and mechanisms to advocate on behalf of our community’s needs and to
build strong coalitions with other communities of color. Forging links
between Arab American, African American, and Latino communities on
similar issues, such as racial profiling or anti-immigrant sentiment, will help
to advance our collective goals both today and in the future.

Finally, our community must allocate portions of its significant intellectual
and financial capital to addressing the needs of organizations that work with
community members. Many South Asian organizations that were created
after September 11" to respond to immediate community needs are in need
of financial support to continue the valuable work they have been providing;
And this is the most opportune moment for community leaders to build the
types of long-lasting and viable institutions that can address the civil rights
concerns of South Asians, such as those described in this article.

Collaborative work, individual action, and collective education can go a long
way in responding to the tide of polices and actions that threaten to erode
our civil rights and the lives of South Asians in America at this time. How
we - individually and as a community - respond will surely have an impact
on future generations of South Asian Americans and on our country as a
whole.
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