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Dignity

In preparing for the Idaho Human Rights Education Center Summer Institute in Boise, Idaho, I solicited some input from a group of people who recently relocated to this country.  There were three Jesuit priests, a medical doctor, an engineer and a visiting professor, all from The Congo.  Some of them had left their country voluntarily and others were displaced by the impending genocide and war in the Rwanda that had spilled over into The Republic of The Congo.  Their stories and reflection are heart-wrenching, compelling, and enlightening.


One of the priests spoke of his work and the Jesuit Refuge Service in the Kampala, Uganda.  He talked about the differences between being internally displaced within one’s native land, and of being a refugee, fleeing a homeland to a completely different country under threat of undue hardship and or death.  “It is a painful life to be a refugee,” he said.  “Our work involved not only providing food and emergency services; we also provided assistance with those in establishing businesses.  One result was that we developed sensitivity for the human condition of life that the displaced are faced with.  To be human and humane is critically important,” he told me.


One of the women in the room, a refugee from the Congo (they prefer to be referenced as ‘displaced’ rather than to be labeled as a refugee), spoke with a sudden passion about the experience of her family before fleeing The Congo.  She said “The Tutsi’s care more for a cow than they do for a person!” She spoke of the way people were indiscriminately slaughtered, and of fleeing with nothing but her brothers, sisters, parents, and their very lives.  She talked about the bureaucracy of being selected to relocate to a safer place, the callous disregard for human life, and compared the indignation of minimizing the concern over the growing numbers of people (civilians) killed in Iraq to the highly publicized deaths of the 3,000 civilians killed in New York on September 11th.  That left many new immigrants with the impression that the Americans only value the lives of their own.  “In every case, a human life is a human life, whether foreign or domestic, and ‘human dignity’ is the overriding need of all people,” she said.  


Her eyes grew wide and her pulse seemed to accelerate as she talked about being treated as a ‘refugee’, a status that despite her medical degrees and experience, she was relegated to in their new home.  There was pain in her voice as she recalled the brokenness of her father, a man of status and position in their home country and head of his household who was reduced to washing cars and dishes to feed his family in their new land.  The absence of his dignity was felt by his children as they witnessed the erosion of their family structure and her mother, having an easier time finding work in this country, became the new head of the household.  That never would have happened in their native environment.


The impact of forced migration is huge, and touches every corner of the lives of displaced people, adults and children alike.  She said “you try to belong but you do not. It’s like being a being a baby again. You have no past, your prior education and training is not recognized, and the language barrier inhibits your ability to understand or to be understood.  You must begin again with nothing.”


The pain that I saw in her face was beyond humbling, way past humiliation, and far beyond disempowering to a depth that I cannot even imagine.  And as if being called a refugee in Africa was not belittling enough, she said that in the US immigrants are formally labeled as ‘aliens’, a tag that implies non-human.

Listening to the stories they graciously shared with me made my experiences of being adrift in Japan, Africa and France seemed so insignificant but, having had those experiences gave me not a window, but a partial view from a tiny keyhole in the overall scheme of life, into their feelings of isolation and despair.  Empathy was inherent.

Being received as an immigrant, one who voluntarily leaves his/her homeland and who can return at will, does not compare with the dehumanizing effects of being treated as a ‘refugee’ who has no hope of returning to the land of their childhood.  But the light of her courage and the strength of her character was revealed when she paused to say, “But I am not a refugee in spirit.  This is not positive but still it is very difficult to label to wear.  I am one of the displaced.” 


Displaced first from the East of the South Eastern Congo, then to Lafayette, LA, then to Maine and finally to California where she and her engineer husband (who worked as a carpet cleaner when I first met them 3 years ago), both now work in their professional fields, own a modest home, have two beautiful children, and continue on their quest to have a better life.  Our challenge and opportunity is to provide access to ways that will enable displaced people and all people, to be heard.  That is a first step in restoring one’s dignity. 
Expectations in the land of equal opportunity

I asked the group: “What were your experiences of life in the US, and were those expectations realized?”   They said that coming to America was the dream of every person in Africa.  It was the land of equality and prosperity, the land of opportunity filled with people of every nation and every creed.  When the immigration service asked them where in the US they wanted to go, the quickly chose Lafayette, LA presuming that people of Louisiana spoke French.  Once there they realized that the French language of Louisiana had been transformed into a kind of patois called Creole, they didn’t understand a word.  

They were also met with unanticipated discrimination not only by whites but by some Black Americans as well who did not receive them with “He is my brother” as they had expected.  Instead there were some African Americans who referred to the new Black African citizens as “They are the ones who sold us.”  With their dreams of finally settling into a home away from Africa crushed, they moved on, this time by Greyhound Bus to Maine.


Their overall, their impression of the people in the US was that “Americans have a strong sense of belonging.”  People in general respect the laws of the land.  They referenced the recent presidential debate and the election of President Barack Obama, and were impressed with the amount of research and follow up on presidential promises.  His election made a very positive difference in the overall view of the American people and of our commitment to our country and to democracy.  “America is a culture of follow-up” they said and for them, that was quite “surprising.”

When asked if the system of education in the US held any comforts or surprises, they emphatically said “yes.”  The US system of education is so much more than was expected.  Additionally, access to the professors, to books and materials was a very nice surprise.   In a different conversation with a Rotary World Peace Fellow from Ghana, he said that in the US one can hardly distinguish the professors from the students because of the casual nature of dress and easy conversations over coffee.  In Africa, university professors enjoy a rather elite status, they are quite formal, and have many jobs thus limiting their availability to students outside of the classroom.


I learned from my neighbors that being displaced by war under threat of death is comparable to what I’ve read about the journeys on the Underground Railroad, always fearful of being discovered and slaughtered.  Wandering in the woods or in the desert with no place to call home, it sounded too familiar, like the writings of Anne Frank.  Watching men, women, and children being hacked to death, or shot or gassed en masse, these are not the dreams for children.

“Know me, see me, hear my voice”

I asked the group how their new neighbors can facilitate the spirit of community with immigrants, be they voluntary or displaced individuals and families.  One of the priests, a sociologist, made a very interesting observation.  He said “Freedom of thinking in the United States is relative.  It’s okay as long as you don’t criticize the American way of life.  Americans are very egocentric and most think they know more about people from other cultures than the people know about themselves.  In that regard, they rob us of the dignity of knowing ourselves.  Americans don’t seem to value education about the world’s cultures at large thus they are not the ‘free thinkers’ that they think they are.”


He went on to express his impressions with Americans of a conscious mind who seek to give voice to people of other cultures in an effort to achieve peace and a better planet.  He said that coming to the US was a dream coveted by many and realized by a comparative few.

When the word went out that I wanted to meet with some African people who are in this country as the result of forced migration or voluntary immigration, all but one of the people invited came to offer insights into who they are as African sin Diaspora, and into the system of survival that comprise their culture groups. (The two people who did not make the session tried to come but could not find their way to the house.)

The group expressed a strong desire for the citizens, particularly students, to know Africa.  Not just the negatives like genocide and poverty, but to realize the contemporary status of African cities, the technological advancement, the partnerships with multinational corporation and organizations, the myriad of achievements that beat in the heart of countries that boast more than a single metropolis.  Many modern African cities are filled with banking centers and mansions, not just huts and the bush so often featured on the Discovery Channel.  It is a struggle to change the perception of American about Africa, and the way in which the American media selectively presents news from around the world, renders the United States a rather closed society.


The clear message to me was that if the world recognizes that actuality and the potential of Africa, the corruption that fuels negative images, the ravages of years of colonialism under oppressive regimes, low literacy rates and the resulting political and socioeconomic instability of the continent as a whole, could be mitigated.

It is important to listen!

Our group took a short dinner break to feast on a meal prepared in the cultural tradition of the people of The Congo.  We had begun our discussion over wine and champagne, cheese, and petit gateau (small cookies), and a crystal bowl of nuts.  Dinner included smoked fish, salt fish, grilled chicken, white rice & red beans, spicy greens, and FuFu.  For dessert we enjoyed Key Lime Cheesecake and coffee.  Our hostess, the physician, served the group with the precision and grace befitting of five-star dining.  We supped together, ate our fill, laughed as the children playing with helium filled balloons, then we moved toward the completion of our discussion.


In crafting our summary, the group spoke about the need for feeling safe and about the need for information, for spiritual, cultural, and organizational support.  They cautioned us not to expect immigrants to know about local associations and services and said it would be helpful if American people would share our cultural practices and traditions.  Our hostess said, “When you flee from war you expect a better situation in the new country.  You want a perfect place where you can feel safe.” When language is a barrier, it is more helpful if information doesn’t come all at once, i.e. a one day orientation session for example.


I asked the group what was the one most important thing that immigrants and displaced people now living in the United States needed in their new communities.  The unanimous answer was…they needed someone simply to listen.  One of the priests spoke of a Compassionate Listening project that they support in the city of Kampala.  Compassionate listening is listening without judgment and listening without interruption because people need to tell their stories.  Listening is challenging and I was cautioned that we must prepare ourselves to listen because many stories will come from victims of rape and exclusion, there will be stories of horrific crimes committed against men and women and children, perhaps even against the story teller.  There will be things that will be difficult to hear but in order for people to exhale in strange and new environments, they must find room for their voice.  Listening lends itself to empathy, and empathy is a keystone to peace.

Summary

In closing, I am reminded of the collective paradigm that all agents of change seek, and it is a cornerstone of African wisdom: There is no “I” in African wisdom. “We” as a community have to succeed together to the mutual benefit of all.  There are sufficient resources in the world to sustain the world’s people, and with economic justice, commitment and adherence to the most basic human rights we will make a better world because “We are condemned to succeed.” We must watch, listen, reach out, speak out and stand up.  For “in the end, it is not the voice of my enemies that I will remember, it is the silence of my friends.”-Martin Luther King, Jr.
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