APRIL 26, 2004


My comments about migration

First, I want to express my great appreciation to Connecticut Immigrant and Refugee Coalition for honoring me and the work of the institute for community research today.  Public recognition of the importance of immigrants and refugees to the economic, social, cultural and political history and current life of our country is extremely important, especially since much of our history still remains unwritten or unknown. It is in large part because of the support of our legislature, and organizations such as those i have mentioned, that we are able to make history live, and show our state how new arrivals, regardless of how we enter, add value to our lives. 

I too am an immigrant. I was born in Canada, and left my country of origin during the 1960s to accompany my husband of that time to study in the u.s. i had always wanted to study in the u.s. – to me it was a place of freedom, creativity, exploration, a place where I could study anthropology, and learn from local communities about their links with the rest of the world.  I was very happy to arrive in Minneapolis with my green card. 

I began my work in an archeological museum, and quickly discovered that first nation/native Americans were indeed living legends. So i shifted to entering the University of Minnesota for a doctorate in applied anthropology research, and to working with a group of Menomenee Indians struggling to build institutions that would forge a positive identity for young people.  What they taught me – the importance of building institutions that refresh and renew history, make it real for those who lived it, support and conserve cultural practices, and reinforce ethnic identity so that people have a place to call their own in the national system they support - has stayed with me to this day and is a core component of the organizations I have helped to found here – the Hispanic Health Council and the Institute for Community Research.  

Living in Mexico for almost two years as a student of rural education was a very important experience. It was easy being a “foreign” student in the U.S. I had Canadian financial support; employment was not difficult; I understood the language; and I could enter into public life as a white woman without difficulty. 

In Mexico, I learned first hand what it meant to be an outsider  - to have to learn Spanish from the beginning, to be unable to communicate, to have to learn things as simple as how to use the bathroom, how to shop at the market, how to take the bus, how to find a doctor I could trust. How to feel when people stared at me or turned away from me or made fun of me on the street, in the shops or in the market. Most of the time people helped me because Mexicans are very friendly and open people. But occasionally they did not; a few of the teachers I was working with wanted to see me fail because they perceived me as an arrogant American who needed to be taught a lesson.  I am Jewish and I was told by Mexican friends never to let people know my religious affiliation because the rural residents were Catholic, taught to believe that Jews killed Christ, and thus might turn me away. That made me uneasy and cautious and limited my relationships.  I also learned about the interface of caste, class, ethnicity and race in Mexico, lessons that stood me well when I returned to the United States to live in Chicago.  

While in Chicago, I participated in the civil rights movement, and the Chicano rights movement, and the feminist movements of the 1970s. There I was living and working and part of an active Mexican community at the time, struggling for recognition. We worked in partnership with community leaders and activists to build schools, day cares, women’s programs, drug treatment programs, museums, parks and to support rich Mexican culture to thrive and grow in its new home.  This experience inspired me to find ways of repeating it elsewhere in partnership with immigrant and refugee communities.  Anthropology, my field, provides tools for finding out about and listening to and documenting others’ experiences. In those times, the stories of middle European refugees, Mexican rural undocumented workers, and unrecognized Puerto Rican garment industry workers, challenged the myth of American Success. People suffered, but still many advanced, and the communities I knew are now vastly more developed and play a far more significant role in the political and social and economic life of Chicago than they did nearly 30 years ago. 

Here in Hartford, my desire for promoting the participation of immigrant groups led me to join the team that founded the Hispanic Health Council and there I remained, welcomed into the Puerto Rican community of Hartford, for nearly ten years. My job was to work with leaders to create infrastructure for a community that was unrecognized, and underserved by the health cultural and economic institutions of our state. The HHC has grown and become a force for change in the state and nationally, but the Puerto Rican community has not fully recovered from economic losses encountered in Puerto Rico in the early part of this century and later in the U.S. including CT., and continues to press for rightful and needed economic and educational changes that ensure that children can look forward to a positive and successful future. This is the written story of one immigrant to Hartford, a story different from mine, filled with struggles that I did not have to face as a white Canadian professionally educated female.

Insert

Now, I have spent the past 18 years supporting programs that create bridges across communities.  The institute for community research has an explicit mission:  using research in collaboration with communities to promote justice and equity in a multicultural /multiethnic society.  ICR works with three different types of communities in our state:  long term residents including African Americans, Italians, Polish refugees, Greeks and French Americans; migrant groups like Puerto Ricans that have civic rights and responsibilities as American Citizens but do not share in all the benefits of American lifestyle; and immigrant groups exiled from their countries of origin or seeking to come in search of social or economic advancement for example Tibetans, West Indians, Central and South Americans, Haitians, and south east Asian groups. 

We develop collaborative programs that link organizations serving these communities around hiv, drug use, cancer prevention, youth education and health promotion, health problems of older adults, women and adult males.  We train people to do their own research on health and cultural issues, to ask their own questions. We support and exhibit and present their cultures through their artists, their words and their chosen artforms and traditions. 

Research and cultural expositions empower individuals, groups, organizations and agencies to:

Identify and Promote issues

Study them

Identify solutions

Work on solutions

Make a difference in our state and nationally

Through ICR we work with all of the 128 ethnic and national groups speaking more than 17 main languages and at least 40 others, that live in Connecticut.  We believe that our collective heritage and presence contributes to the quality of life in our state.  We will continue to present and promote the presence, lives, work and cultural and artforms, of our fellow immigrants who come through choice, through force or through necessity, as a way of bridging differences and making people welcome, forging relationships within and across communities, and building homeland security. 

Until recently I remained a Canadian, unwilling to take on a new national identity, living an American life – playing a role in American politics but never voting, disenfranchised. It is not easy to change one’s national identity. Finally, in 2002 I became an American citizen in order to express my political opinion by voting, a right that cannot be enjoyed in many countries from which our immigrants and refugees come. I felt proud of the company I was in while in the immigration office – people from every continent and country in the world.  This fall I intend to vote for the U.S. presidency for the first time. Everyone who can, should.  I hope everyone who can, will.  
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