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ABSTRACT
Desis and Racial Minority Politics: Disrupting Assumptions of Ethnoracial Solidarity
By this point in the Twenty-First century, many of us have likely heard the
following at least once in our familial circles or social networks: “2042!” (give or take a
few digits), “The year that people of color will be the majority! People of color are going
to unite, and whites will no longer be in power!” Before beginning my data collection
process in 2015, while I understood racial solidarity could not be implied through a mere
sense of shared cultural consciousness as people of color, I still felt a glimmer of hope
that a “majority people of color” population could shift the nation away from a
historically (and reemerging) white supremacist legacy. By the time I finished collecting
data, reminders about this demographic shift were ubiquitous. They surfaced in
conversations with participants – and in my broader social and academic networks.
Now, as my dissertation comes to a close, my mind gravitates to a specific
“people of color” subgroup that is the focus of this study. I contemplate what role South
Asian Americans,1 often referred to as Desis, will play in this significant transformation.
The South Asian diaspora includes people who trace their roots to multiple nations,
including Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, Nepal, Pakistan, Sri Lanka, the Maldives, and who
have migration histories connected to Africa, Europe, North America and the Caribbean
(Hoeffel et al. 2012). When contemplating Desi’s relationship to racial minority politics
amidst the potential demographic changes in this nation, I am further skeptical that the

                                                                                                                
1

While I understand the term “American” includes the Caribbean, Latin America, South America, North
America and Canada, I utilize the term “United States of America” and “America” interchangeably in this
paper. Hence, the term “America” refers to the United States of America.
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category of “ethnoracial identity” is enough to motivate Desis toward common cause
with other groups of color. Rather, a range of issues and categories beyond racial or
ethnic identity motivate how they position their political interests in the U.S.
Throughout this study, I argue that our understanding of Desi political interests
can be better understood through integrating the “assimilation” and “racialization”
theoretical models in a paradigm I identify as the “assimilation-to-racialization
continuum.” Current analyses from social science literature are incomplete because they
gravitate toward flattened identity-based understandings of Desis. The “assimilation-toracialization continuum” directs social scientists toward a more holistic understanding of
Desis’ divergent interests: it illuminates how politics get activated in subgroups, along
the margins, and fragmentally – rarely through a shared ethnoracial experience.
Across a range of racial and ethnic identity groups, public and mass media
attention toward a specified ethnoracial community favors individual political elites and
public service representatives, often while disregarding the interests of subgroups and
those on the margins (Beltrán 2010; Mishra 2016; Taylor 2016). When mainstream media
concerns itself with “South Asian Americans” and “politics,” it generally highlights Desi
elites in public service positions (for instance, conservatives who align themselves with
the Republican Party such as Nikki Haley, Seema Verma, and Ajit Pai; or liberals who
align themselves with Democratic values, such as Ro Khanna, Pramila Jayapal and
Kamala Harris). These high-profile individuals are presumed to represent the interests of
the entire Desi community. While some reports focus on everyday Desis’ political
participation and civic engagement trends, even these endeavors undertheorize the Desi
political interests at the subgroup level. Accounts that complicate Desi political values
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remain centered on electoral politics, for instance sharing that although a majority of
South Asian Americans “lean left” on political issues, their prominence is felt across
party lines – both as spokespeople and representatives of the Trump Administration and
Republican Party and of former Obama Administration and Democratic Party
(Mangaldas 2017; Posner 2012). While these accounts allude to Desis having diverse
values, they focus on diversity through an electoral rather than a multi-dimensional lens
that also considers grassroots and protest politics, erasing Desi interests at the fragments.
On the one hand, the fact that news agencies and researchers are concerned with
the political interests of South Asian Americans is impressive, especially since the whiteblack binary has traditionally dominated the literature on racial politics in the U.S. On the
other hand, it concerns me that these reports on South Asians (and ethnic/racial groups
more broadly) make such homogeneous claims about their political engagement. These
portrayals assume racial and ethnic minority groups to operate as a cohesive unit, or
“ethnic bloc,” that shares a political consciousness. Left out of mainstream social and
political discourse are the agendas that represent sectors of South Asian America. While
it is true that Desis are “flexing their political muscle” more so than in past decades
(Rouse 2017), the need to document the political interests of South Asians in ways that
do not presume ethnoracial solidarity is becoming more urgent, notably as the population
grows, and becomes more socially- and economically- stratified. Issues of immigration
and displacement, socioeconomic class, educational background, nationality, occupation,
religion, gender, sexuality, and language interact with and influence their politicization.
These factors inspire my study of four South Asian political organizations, and
my analysis of each group’s political agendas and alliance-building efforts. While these
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four organizations do not represent the totality of South Asian political interests, each
group represents a distinct constituency of South Asian diasporic members living in the
U.S and engages in unique political advocacy and leadership development activities. The
following research questions anchor my study: 1) What are the political agendas of South
Asian political organizations?; 2) What major political activities do they engage in to
address those agendas?; 3) In what ways do they share similarities and differences with
other groups included in this study?; and 4) What is the nature of the alliances and/or
coalitions they participate in within and outside the South Asian community?
The first organization, the Washington Leadership Program (WLP), cultivates the
political leadership of future generations. WLP promotes educational leadership and
political awareness by organizing internship programs in Washington, D.C. for South
Asian college students. The second organization, South Asian Americans Leading
Together (SAALT), is also based in the Washington, D.C. metropolitan area. SAALT
advocates on issues affecting Desi communities through a social justice framework, often
in U.S. Congressional and national policy circles. Through the National Coalition of
South Asian Organizations (NCSO), SAALT supports a membership-based network of
54 political organizations that run advocacy campaigns and offer social services to their
members. The third organization, Seva New York (Seva), is a community-based
organization located in the Richmond Hill neighborhood in the borough of Queens.
Focusing on the mobilization of residents in the South Asian and West Indian enclaves of
Richmond Hill, Seva addresses the needs of one of the most under-resourced immigrant
neighborhoods in New York City. The final organization, Desis Rising Up and Moving
(DRUM), is a community-based organization – also in the borough of Queens but in the
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Jackson Heights neighborhood. Their mission is to mobilize a membership base of lowwage South Asian workers and youth around economic, immigrant, racial, education,
gender, and global justice campaigns. DRUM organizers train low-wage immigrant
workers to see themselves as agents of change, influence policy, and build campaigns
that fight for long-term societal transformation.
In order to understand how these four organizations articulate, activate and
construct political agendas and alliances with their respective set of constituents, I
conducted in-depth, semi-structured one-on-one interviews with organizational leaders
and rank and file members. I supplemented these interviews with participant observations
of key events and meetings. These interviews were conducted with employees, working
and non-working members, and board members of each organization between July 2015
and August 2016. Specifically, I interviewed 12 leaders from WLP, 9 leaders from
SAALT, 8 leaders from Seva NYC, and 11 leaders from DRUM.2 In total, that amounts
to 40 in-person interviews. Overall, the data in each chapter illuminate each group’s
unique approach to activating a political agenda and mission, responding to periods of
racialization, evolving their programs and objectives, breaking/marking boundaries of
ethnoracial solidarity, and constructing cross-racial alliances.
The first empirical chapter, “Establishing Divergence: The Varied Political
Origins of Desi Organizations;” examines how leaders described the core issues,
programs, and vision that defined each group’s foundation. Specifically, this chapter

                                                                                                                
2

The breakdown of interviews by category of leadership for each organization are the following: WLP (3
board, 5 rank and file, and 3 staff members); SAALT (2 board, 3 rank and file, and 4 staff members); Seva
New York (3 board, 2 rank and file, and 3 staff members); and DRUM (3 board, 3 rank and file, and 5 staff
members).
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considers: 1) The social and political issues that drove each group’s formation; 2) The
programs characterizing their nascent years; and 3) Their early visions for social change.
It introduces the reader to WLP’s mission to teach (U.S. Citizen) Desis how to build
political power by joining Washington, D.C.’s political elites and by following the
leadership of successful Jewish American groups; SAALT’s aim to mobilize Indian
Americans toward civic leadership and racial equality; Seva’s mission to empower
Richmond Hill’s low-income immigrant residents to overcome barriers to civic
engagement; and DRUM’s vision to use mass-based, grassroots models and social justice
values to organize working-class Desi immigrants in Jackson Heights, New York. This
chapter establishes a case for the divergent interests of South Asian organizations.
The following chapter, “And Then 9/11 Happened: Racialized Fear and the
Spectrum of Desi Politicization Made Visible” turns to participants’ recollections of the
aftermath of September 11, 20013 and summarizes how each organization responded to
the racialized fear and violence that Desis collectively, and also fragmentally,
experienced. Although I did not prompt interviewees about the tragedy of 9/11 and how it
affected their political motives, almost every participant in the study highlighted 9/11 as a
“turning point” for their racial and political consciousness. WLP continued strategizing to
get more Desi representatives a “seat at the table” as elected officials, partially by

                                                                                                                
3

In this study, I use the term “9/11” to refer to the tragic attacks that took place on September 11, 2001 in
the United States. I recognize other nations and regions of the world have had their own share of catastrophic events take place on September 11th in various years. Take for instance September 11, 1973. On
this day, Chilean socialist president Salvador Allende was overthrown by the armed forces and national police in a coup at that was supported by U.S. President Richard Nixon. This incident led to the repression of
leftist movements across Chile and the death and disappearance of thousands of leftists across the nation.
As well, on September 11, 2012, a textile factory in Karachi, Pakistan caught fire, and 250 textile workers
who manufactured clothes for European brands died in the incident. Thus, while I use the term 9/11 here
for brevity, I also recognize the way in which it is used in U.S.-centric ways.
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broadening their internship program to a panethnic South Asian (not only Indian)
diaspora. More so than WLP, the aftermath of 9/11 shifted SAALT’s political agenda
more considerably toward confronting racial discrimination in legislative policies and
practices: in addition to initiating an advocacy arm to their organizational structure,
SAALT’s leaders testified about unlawful government practices at Congressional
hearings and lobbied to pass tougher hate crimes legislation. Seva’s mostly Sikhidentifying members experienced significant vulnerability during the period of post-9/11
racialization. Recognizing the absence of social resources in Richmond Hill’s
predominantly low-income immigrant community, leaders mobilized to formally launch a
non-profit and worked to bring more visibility to Sikhism through city-wide cultural
parades in New York City. DRUM’s location, in a heavily South Asian neighborhood
with a sizeable Muslim working-class population, meant its residents were the most
negatively targeted by post-9/11 policies and structural programs. DRUM members
responded to the aftermath by working with grassroots communities to build workingclass immigrant power and by constructing cross-racial coalitions to protect their
neighborhood from mass detentions, state-sanctioned surveillance, and FBI entrapment
cases. The data in this chapter reveal that although the aftermath of 9/11 triggered the
vulnerability of South Asians to racialized fear and violence across their fragmented
identities, one’s relation to structural privilege – often dictated by categories of class,
immigrant and citizenship status, religious identity, and gender – significantly influenced
the quality or type of violence (e.g. individual or systemic) they experienced. In response,
each organization utilized a range of political strategies that were not aligned toward a
shared purpose. The findings illustrate the obliviousness, disregard, and awakening of
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Desi elites to the systemic violence that plagued subgroups on the margins. Rather than
affirm the dominant paradigms of homogeneity attached to ethnoracial identity, the
findings shed light on the divergence in Desi political interests. The divergence signals
why the assimilation-to-racialization continuum that I propose is better equipped to
theorize the multiple, intersecting factors motivating Desi political mobilization – both in
a post-9/11 era of racialization and in a peri-Trump era of emboldened white supremacy.
The final chapter, “What United Front?: How a Continuum Best Explains Desi
Politics,” explores how each Desi organization has advanced or evolved their vision for
political advancement in the decade and a half since September 11, 2001. In recent years,
WLP’s shift to: 1) Broaden the placement of interns across D.C. agencies and
Congressional offices; 2) Strengthen Desi networks through multi-generational
connections; 3) “Make unremarkable” South Asian presence in political and
governmental spaces; and 4) Fill more “seats at the table” delineates innovation in a
model that is committed to training and networking the next generation of South Asian
leaders into the realm of D.C.’s political elite. SAALT’s leaders are evaluating what it
means to represent a diverse base of Desis. Their civil rights and social justice agenda has
gotten incrementally more progressive in the decade and a half since 2001. Leaders have
stepped up their efforts to resist the oppression and criminalization of working-class,
immigrant, Muslim, women and queer/trans Desis. Seva New York has adopted new
programs to achieve its mission by: 1) Actively training youth to organize their neighbors
to vote and register for the Census; 2) Launching a language access campaign (NY
Speaks Punjabi!); and 3) Working to plan a neighborhood-based restaurant week. These
modifications in Seva’s agenda signify the significance of local politics to this Richmond
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Hill-based community of low-wage Sikh immigrants. DRUM continues to resist the
systemic racialization of their members. Recently, DRUM prioritized a transformative
justice approach to building low-wage Desi power through the following programs and
campaigns: 1) South Asian Workers Center (SAWC); 2) YouthPower!; 3) Racial and
immigrant justice; and 4) Eckshakte, its gender justice program. By revealing the
continued divergence in how each group evolved their campaigns, this final empirical
chapter signifies the absence of a united front, across South Asian subgroups.
Certainly, the narratives and observations from this study affirm the need for
academics to explore South Asian engagement in the political arena. At the same time,
the data also emphasize the limitations of frameworks that homogenize ethnic and/or
racial identity groups. Although Desis “do politics” in different ways, existing
frameworks characterize Desis as if they are already a cohesive force, favoring elitist
perspectives at the expense of uplifting political interests at the subgroup level. As a
result, political resources are allocated, and characterizations attributed, based on media
portrayals of Desis as a “model minority” monolith rather than a fragmented group.
This study contributes specifically to the “sociological imagination” of Desi
politics in the U.S. It contributes, broadly, to sociological understandings of racial
minority politics. Prevailing frameworks on racial minority politics are validated by the
empirical data in this study. The narratives, however, also reveal that “ethnic inclusion”
and “racial exclusion” paradigms are generally confirmed by studies that prioritize South
Asian elites. The overshadowed interests of marginalized Desis highlight the “internal
cleavages” of this ethnoracial community, disrupting notions of a unified ethnoracial
solidarity (Mishra 2016). The data demonstrate how social scientists can enhance their
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understanding of racial and ethnic groups by integrating, rather than separating, the
dominant frameworks of assimilation (or ethnic inclusion) and racialization (or racial
exclusion). Building on the contributions of Valdez and Golash-Boza (2017), the findings
illuminate why any wholesome assessment of racial minority and immigrant politics
needs to intersect the tenets of assimilation and racialization paradigm along a spectrum
of political engagement, or an “assimilation-to-racialization continuum.”
While the potential demographic shift of 2042 is approaching, we are also
witnessing an era of emboldened white supremacy, Islamophobia and ethnonationalism
in this nation. Writing during the peak of the recent “Muslim Ban” policy, legal scholar
and community organizer Chaumtoli Huq (2016) urged us to consider how identity
politics erase the interests and needs of Desis on the margins:
When working class Muslims and South Asians say they have already experienced
what Donald Trump is proposing, it is true; but we [the greater society] are not
aware of these narratives because we have not lifted up the experience of Muslim
and South Asian low-wage workers, not just in terms of their racial and religious
identities but also as workers. When such racial, religious, and immigration
policies are enforced, it impacts the poor and working class. [emphasis added]
Huq’s words echo the narratives in this study, and encourage scholars, media
outlets and organizations to consider the agendas of marginalized Desis, whose basic
rights and lives are consistently devalued by Desi elites in mainstream political spaces.
Similar to Beltrán’s (2010) findings on the incomplete nature of a unified panethnic
rhetoric and discourse concerning Latinx groups, the findings of this study suggest that
those concerned with the shift to a “majority-minority” nation critically scrutinize the
assumption of panethnic unity among and within “people of color” subgroups in future
research.
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DEDICATION
In the Name of the Universal Creator and Our Spirit Guides,
In Honor of Our Ancestors and Revolutionary (S)Heroes,
In Awe and Gratitude to Our Contemporary Freedom Fighters,
In Celebration and Hope for Our Future Legacies.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION:

Srinivas Kuchibhotla: Desis, Hate Violence, and Political Action
Srinivas Kuchibhotla and Alok Madasani had little idea that their “happy hour”
visit to Austin’s Bar and Grille would end so tragically for Kuchibhotla on the evening of
February 22nd, 2017. Both had immigrated from India as students and were employed as
engineers at Garmin, a nearby Global Positioning System (GPS) technology firm and
were regulars at this bar. That evening, they encountered 51-year old Adam Purinton on
the restaurant patio. Purinton, a U.S. Navy veteran, assumed Kuchibhotla and Madasani
were “illegal immigrants” and began questioning them about their legal status. When
Purinton shifted to shouting racial slurs, the staff at Austin’s asked him to leave. Initially,
he did. Shortly afterward, however, Purinton returned to the bar further enraged. Opening
fire with a stream of bullets on both men, he yelled, “Get out of my country” and
“Terrorist!” at Kuchibhotla and Madasani, and quickly fled the scene of the crime (Fuchs
2018). A bystander, Ian Grillot, tried to intervene but was also shot. Kuchibhotla died,
and Madasani and Grillot sustained injuries. Purinton was later arrested at an Applebee’s
nearly 70 miles away, where witnesses recall hearing him brag about killing “some
Iranians” (Fuchs 2018).
Six days after Kuchibhotla’s murder, President Trump condemned the shooting in
his address to a Joint Session of Congress – where he refrained from directly addressing
the act as a hate crime. Instead, Trump expressed, “We are a country that stands united in
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condemning hate and evil in all its forms” (Berman 2017; Gowen 2017). The irony of
Trump’s denunciation is not lost on those who suspect that the anti-immigrant and
Islamophobic platform upon which he ran his 2016 Presidential campaign emboldened
attacks like Purinton’s. His presidency has set the tone for racialized violence and
nativism to become more deeply entrenched in the everyday lives of Arabs, Muslims, and
South Asians of all ethnic/racial groups – and of people of color more broadly.
Kuchibhotla’s murder coincided with a report released later that year. Prepared by
sociologist Radha Modi in conjunction with South Asian Americans Leading Together
(SAALT), the report cites 301 documented incidents of hate violence and xenophobic
public rhetoric directed at Arabs, Muslims and South Asians between November 9, 2016
and November 7, 2017 (Modi 2018). The racialized categories of “foreigners,” “illegals,”
or “terrorists” continue to influence how Desis4 are perceived in the public eye.
Kuchibhotla’s murder is certainly not the first incident of racialized violence that
South Asians experienced since they began immigrating to the U.S. in the early 1900s.
Nativism and racialized violence have been consistent themes affecting the lives of South
Asians, particularly peaking in times of significant public fear. One of the more obvious
examples of these peak periods of racialized backlash was the era that followed the
September 11, 2001 attacks in New York City and Washington, D.C. South Asians faced
racialized violence at the individual, interpersonal and systemic levels in the aftermath.
Not only did their susceptibility to various forms of violence vary significantly by factors
such as socioeconomic class, immigration status, and religion (Kazi 2017; Mishra 2016),
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I use the term “Desi” and “South Asian” interchangeably as “Desi” refers to a person of South Asian descent who is living abroad.
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but also many of the examples of state-sanctioned violence went unnoticed by the general
public. The public is more cognizant of the rise in hate violence against communities of
color in the wake of President Trump’s election. This may be one reason why
Kuchibhotla’s murder received significant public attention. Sociologists need to be able
to make sense of the current and future racialized moments we inhabit and how they
influence South Asian political engagement.
Despite Kuchibhotla’s status as a middle-class Indian immigrant from a Hindu
family, a white supremacist vigilante did not care to distinguish Arabs, Muslims, and
South Asians as ethnically different from one another. In other words, Kuchibhotla was
still racialized as a “terrorist, a “threat,” and an “illegal” despite his attempt to assimilate
to the surrounding social and economic environment. He and Madasani were typecast in
this way because the broad racial and ethnic categorization of South Asians in the U.S.
allows for them to be lumped together with other nonwhite communities that loosely
share cultural, linguistic and phenotypical traits (Naber 2008b). I share this anecdotal
glimpse into Kuchibhotla’s racially-motivated murder in the introduction because it is a
case that depicts how both of the dominant frameworks of “ethnic inclusion”
(assimilation) and “racial exclusion” (racialization) inform the layered socio-political
realities of South Asians in the U.S.
The levels of engagement (or lack of engagement) by South Asian groups in
response to Kuchibotla’s murder also demonstrate the valuable, albeit incomplete,
contributions that the frameworks of assimilation and racialization make with regard to
comprehending their political activities. In the immediate aftermath of Kuchibhotla’s
murder, a number of South Asian civil rights and advocacy organizations in the U.S.
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pressured the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) to investigate Kuchibhotla’s murder
as a hate crime. Some organizations working with South Asian bases abstained from
taking a stance because their legal status as a 501(c)(3) restricts them from lobbying on
certain political issues.
Other groups working for decades to draw attention to the criminalization and
systemic racial profiling of working-class Desi immigrants by the FBI, New York Police
Department (NYPD), and law enforcement agencies also abstained from taking political
action. Their silence may be related to limited resources, a commitment to running local
campaigns, and a critique for reform-based methods that rely on searching within the
system for justice. For instance, Desis Rising Up and Moving (DRUM), an organization
profiled in this study and based out of Queens, New York, has been working proactively
on a campaign to develop “Hate Free Zones” across New York City neighborhoods
because they realize how vulnerable frontline communities5 are to hate violence.
Although DRUM leaders likely felt empathy toward Kuchibhotla and his family, they did
not issue a unique statement or urge the U.S. government to investigate it as a hate crime.
There is also a contingent of right-leaning, well-financed Hindu groups who
strongly supported Trump’s candidacy and also remained mute on Kuchibhotla’s murder.
Although Kuchibhotla was a Hindu, the ultra-right Republican Hindu Coalition (RHC)
did not call for an apology or condemnation of hate violence from the President. They
organized large-scale fundraisers for Trump, held prayer ceremonies asking Hindu gods
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The dictionary defines frontline as “the most important or influential position in a debate or movement.”
Community organizers refer to frontline communities as the ones who are most disproportionately impacted by policies of social oppression and structural violence. Organizers often suggest that the leadership
of frontline communities should be centered in social movements.
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to bless his victory, and pledged to support his campaign to fight “radical Islamic
terrorism” in the run-up to the 2016 election, but remained silent when a “member” of
“their community” – a Hindu Indian immigrant – died from a related case of hate
violence only a few months later. The RHC did, however, pressure the Trump
administration to carry forward the tradition of lighting a diya (candle) in The White
House for Diwali, a Hindu holiday (Haniffa 2018). The RHC President, Shalabh “Shalli”
Kumar ensured that high-profile Desi politicians such as Nikki Haley, Raj Shah, and Ajit
Pai attended the celebration (2018). In reading the stories above, one might ask, why is it
remarkable that the RHC was more concerned with the Trump Administration’s
celebration of a Hindu holiday and the President’s support for (Hindu) Indians than with
the government addressing the racial and xenophobic dynamics of Kuchibhotla’s murder?
Similarly, why is it remarkable that several South Asian civil rights groups and activists
advocated for Kuchibhotla’s murder to be considered a hate crime while other Desis
focused their attention on developing community-controlled “Hate Free Zones”? I posit
that what makes these realities remarkable is that sociologists continue to interpret South
Asian political engagement in the U.S. through homogenizing and binary frameworks of
“assimilation” and “racialization” even though such a bifurcated approach is incapable of
theorizing the full scope of their activities. Further, I argue that what makes these
narratives worthy of further sociological inquiry, is that each of these groups operate
under the umbrella of a South Asian (or Desi) identity while endorsing a wide range of
social, political, and economic values, and working with diverse constituencies.
The narratives of Kuchibhotla and high-profile South Asian politicians who
interact with, and are appointed by, the current administration demonstrate that there is
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no one story about how South Asians experience ethnic inclusion and that inclusion can,
at times, be complicated with brutal experiences of racial exclusion. Simultaneously,
these aforementioned narratives – alongside those of working-class South Asian
immigrants illustrate that there is no one story about how South Asians experience racial
exclusion, and that exclusion can also be complicated with aspects of inclusion. Indeed,
there are multiple narratives that characterize South Asian political engagement. This
research project seeks to fill the existing gap in sociological literature by examining the
mobilization efforts of organizations that use community organizing, national advocacy,
political leadership, and community-building models to represent South Asian interests.
In this study, I examine the political agendas and campaigns of four South Asian groups
in New York City and Washington, D.C. from 2015 to 2016, specifically in the lead up to
the 2016 election.
Based on the narratives from participants and leaders in these organizations, I
make a case for why sociologists need to expand their theoretical lens for interpreting
South Asian political agendas and locate Desi politicization along a spectrum between the
paradigms of assimilation and racialization. The “assimilation-to-racialization
continuum” that I propose intersects the two paradigms in conversation with one another.
Specifically, this model situates the organizational efforts of Desi organizations along
nodes of a spectrum. The categories between the “assimilation-to-racialization
continuum” are as follows: “Wholehearted Assimilation (of Racial Minorities into the

6

  
Mainstream Elite),” “Model Minority Assimilation (into "Honorary Whiteness”)6,”
“Normalizing Minority Representation and Racial Diversity,” “Racial Justice and
Progressive Inclusivity,” and “Empowering the Most Marginalized for Social Justice &
Transformative Change.” The data indicate that the political agendas and activities of
each organization shift and evolve in response to racializing moments. Thus, instead of
fixating the organizations as assimilation or racialization, I posit that Desi organizations
need to be placed more fluidly along a continuum. Although this study reveals the
specificity of an “assimilation-to-racialization continuum” and its application to the
political lives of South Asian Americans, we can nevertheless think of ways that this
model can be extended to other ethnic and racial groups in the U.S.
Desis in America: An “Emerging Political Force” or a Fragmented Fabrication?
Between 2000-2010, Desis were the fastest growing major ethnic group in the
nation (SAALT 2015). Moreover, the most recent U.S. Census Bureau, in 2010, shows
that there were over 3.5 billion people of South Asian descent living across the country.
The most recent American Community Survey (ACS) estimates indicate there may be
over 5 million people of South Asian origin living in the United States (Bureau 2016).
The South Asian diaspora includes people who trace their roots to multiple nations,
including Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, Nepal, Pakistan, Sri Lanka, the Maldives, and who
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In discussing the paradigm of “color-blind racism,” Bonilla-Silva defines the concept of “honorary
whites.” He explains that subgroups of people of color, namely high-achieving non-black people of color
can access a mid-level rung on the racial hierarchy (between “white” and “black”). He refers to this category as the “honorary white” category (Bonilla-Silva 2013). I borrow here from his theoretical model to
consider how some of the Desi groups in this study use factors like merit, economic status, and cultural values to maintain ethnic distinction but still assimilate into the mainstream.
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have migration histories connected to Africa, Europe, North America and the Caribbean
(Hoeffel et al. 2012). The 2016 ACS estimates suggest the following population
breakdown by national origin: 4.1 million of Asian Indian, 500,000 of Pakistani, 18,000
of Bhutanese, 102 of Maldivian, 187,000 of Bangladeshi, 160,000 of Nepalese and over
58,000 of Sri Lankan descent (Bureau 2016; SAALT 2015). The continuous, multigenerational growth of people of South Asian origin has left several researchers,
journalists and advocates interested in the influence of South Asians on current political
matters – even going so far as to label them as an “emerging political force” (Gottschlich
2008).
While the claim of South Asians as an emerging political force carries validity,
the focus by politicians, scholars, journalists, and mass media on the promising political
power of the South Asian diaspora also assumes that this ethnoracial community carries
similar values. For instance, in an International Women’s Day-themed News India Times
article from 2018, Ela Dutt remarked on the incredible ways that Indian American
women have “shattered glass ceilings” in the U.S. (Dutt 2018). Dutt included examples of
Indian American women who have become incorporated in mainstream political spaces
and are succeeding in corporate, governmental and civil and human rights arenas,
mentioning that they serve as United Nations Ambassadors (Nikki Haley), health care
administrators for Medicare and Medicaid (Seema Verma), and U.S. Senators (Democrat
Kamala Harris), and are also heading up progressive think tanks (Neera Tanden) and
organizing grassroots struggles for economic and social justice (Saru Jayaraman and
Bhairavi Desai) (2018). Dutt’s inclination to group these female Indian American leaders
by ethnicity despite their diverse ideological interests and socioeconomic backgrounds is
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not out of the ordinary. The society we live in routinely attaches fixed cultural meanings
to those who are racialized as non-white (Hunt 2004). After a number of Indian
Americans rose to high-profile positions in the current Presidential administration,
reporters questioned how this came to be, remarking that because “Indian Americans lean
left” based on voting records, their presence in the Republican Party is surprising
(Kuruvilla 2017). The juxtaposition of political leaders of South Asian origin as
homogenous, despite their diverse backgrounds and political beliefs, follows a trend that
presumes similarly racialized ethnic communities intrinsically share a common collective
consciousness (Kurien 2003). Also embedded in this notion is the assumption that the
specific ideological beliefs and distinct political interests of Desi subgroups are less
noteworthy with regard to their political engagement.
Marginalizing the Margins: Pan-Ethnicity and its Homogenizing Effect
While the desire to comprehend how South Asians activate their political agendas
makes sense given their shared experience of racialization in a white dominant culture,
the tendency toward homogeneity happens at the expense of highlighting the internal
diversity within the community. Consequently, the most privileged Desis are often
invited to speak for the entire group. In some regard the “South Asian” category could be
considered inclusive; however, it also tells us little about the diversity of South Asian
subjects. Often, these all-encompassing categories omit details such as one’s country of
origin, length of time residing in the U.S., religious background, caste, level of English
fluency, migration history, citizenship status, gender, sexuality, educational background,
and economic class.
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With regard to national origin, religious background and caste diversity, the
tendency for Asian Indian upper-caste Hindus to represent the face of South Asian
interests is a pressing concern (Kurien 2007). For instance, because the U.S. Census
offers a box for “Asian Indians” and other South Asian populations have to write-in their
ethnicity on U.S. Census and government documents, non-Indian South Asians are
frequently miscounted and demographically misrepresented. Additionally, those who
“look South Asian” are often viewed as representing the same religious identity (Hindu)
rather than a range of religious communities and sects. Furthermore, we also have
inaccurate representations of South Asian Americans’ religious diversity because of the
warranted fear amongst people of certain ethnic and religious backgrounds – namely
Muslims and those from Muslim-majority nations – to participate in such surveys
(SAALT 2015). Finally, due to the enduring influence of caste-based oppression,7 upper
caste (also referred to as Savarna) Hindus, both in the U.S. and transnationally, continue
to serve as the spokespeople for South Asia: at the group level, they contribute to the
rewriting of South Asian history in ways that erase caste from U.S. educational textbooks
(Soundararajan 2018). These realities further the systemic erasure of lower-caste (also
referred to as Dalit) and non-Hindu communities’ voices as well as their experiences of
structural and interpersonal violence.
The South Asian label also encompasses many identities with regard to
citizenship, immigration status, and migration patterns. Almost fifty percent of the South
Asian population holds U.S. citizenship status – whether naturalized or born in the U.S.
                                                                                                                
7

The caste system is a traditional system of social hierarchy used in India and Hinduism used to subject
people to dehumanizing treatment and work on the basis of being born into a certain caste or social group.
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(Cohn, Wang, and Parker 2013). From the population of non-U.S. citizen South Asians, a
significant portion are here on temporary work visas for skilled labor; Indians represent
the majority of beneficiaries of H-1B visas (Migration Policy Institute 2014b). Adding to
this diversity are the growing numbers of immigrants who do not have legal authority to
live in the U.S. – many of whom migrated as a result of displacement (Walia 2013). It is
estimated there are over 450,000 undocumented immigrants of Indian origin living in the
U.S., making India the fourth highest source of undocumented immigrants after Mexico,
El Salvador, and Guatemala (Passel and Cohn 2014). Since these estimates refer
specifically to migrants from India, the size of the undocumented South Asian migrant
population is greater.
Recent reports indicate a diversification of modes of arrival of undocumented
people from Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, Nepal and Pakistan, with some asylum seekers
taking dangerous treks through South America to reach the U.S. (Michel 2015). U.S.
citizens, skilled-visa holders, undocumented immigrants, and refugees/asylees of South
Asian origin have distinct political interests. Despite this reality, the narratives and
interests of English-speaking, U.S. citizen Desis become prioritized over those of Desi
migrants with fewer privileges through the deployment of an all-encompassing label. The
“model” immigrant-citizens who are either second-generation immigrants or have
assimilated to the existing structure benefit from the presumption of South Asian unity.
The assumption of South Asian homogeneity also results in the tendency to see
Desis with advanced educational backgrounds, higher social capita,l and higher-income
backgrounds as representatives of the entire diaspora. The focus on upper-income,
educated South Asians has some historical validity: Asian immigrants who arrived and
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settled in the 1960s and 1970s came primarily through skilled-worker visas and therefore
had access to professional careers. These socio-historical factors are the most significant
reason why South Asians in the U.S. hold bachelor and advanced educational degrees at
higher rates than the general U.S. public. Breaking this down by national origin, Asian
Indians in the U.S. hold advanced degrees at four times the rate of the general public.
Moreover, those of Pakistani and Bangladeshi origin, on average, hold advanced degrees
at twice the rate of the general public (Migration Policy Institute 2014a; Migration Policy
Institute 2014b; 2014c).
Often after encountering discrimination in trying to access high-status jobs, many
South Asian immigrants join the self-employment industry, for instance as owners and
managers in hotels, motels, and other small businesses (Dhingra 2012): this includes
approximately 77,000 convenience stores and more than 17,000 hotels (Migration Policy
Institute 2014b). Asian Indian immigrants are “roughly twice as likely to be employed in
management, business, science, and arts occupations, at 73 percent, compared to the
overall foreign- and native-born populations, at 31 percent and 38 percent, respectively”
(Batalova and Zong 2017). As an important contrast, the Pakistani (32 percent) and
Bangladeshi (31 percent) diaspora’s presence in professional or managerial positions
matches that of the general U.S. population, reflecting their lower educational levels
relative to the Indian diaspora (Migration Policy Institute 2014a; Migration Policy
Institute 2014c). Together, these figures indicate that a significant portion of South
Asians living in the U.S. occupy several highly-skilled, managerial and professional
positions in America.
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Figure 1. Median Household Income by Detailed Origin

Simultaneously, while South Asians have one of the highest average incomes in
the country and are highly visible because of this economic clout, scholars suggest the
South Asian “community” 8 may also be the “most economically stratified ethnic group”
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While I often utilize the phrase “South Asian community” or “South Asian American community” in this
dissertation, it is important to note that we cannot truly assume “South Asian” unity amongst the people
who trace their roots to this region. I use the term “community” in quotes for this reason. I utilize the term
“South Asian” to refer to those who trace their ancestry to all of the aforementioned nation-states in the
South Asian region and “South Asian community” because this study seeks to understand if people of
South Asian descent share common political agendas.
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in America (Prashad 2012). As depicted in Figure 1, data from the American Community
Survey’s 5-year (2008-2012) estimates of median household income support this
hypothesis that income levels, while high, also exhibit significant diversity by national
origin (and by other categories): Asian Indian ($95,000), Sri Lankan ($70,000),
Bangladeshi ($46,950) and Pakistani ($61,890) (Ramakrishnan and Ahmad 2014). Asian
Indians have the highest household income amongst Asian American and Pacific Islander
households (and higher than whites in the U.S. ($56,203)) and Bangladeshi families have
the lowest household income among Asian Americans (Ramakrishnan and Ahmad 2014).
Not only is there stratification by national origin, significant fractions exist across class
and gender category within each national origin group (Ramakrishnan and Ahmad 2014).
Hence, the data suggest significant variation in socio-economic and educational status
among South Asians in the U.S. by national origin; they also suggest the high-income
levels of Desis in professional careers overshadow the low-income levels of low-skilled
Desis. As a result, the political agendas and activities of economically and socially
marginalized South Asians may go undetected by mass media.
Researchers at the Asian American Center for Advancing Justice (AACAJ)
explain how mainstream media outlets and the 2012 Pew Research Report on “The Rise
of Asian Americans” routinely hand-pick data on social, economic, and political
preferences that corroborate the “model minority myth” (Srisavasdi 2012). The
inclination among reporters to cater to the “model minority myth” results in the portrayal
of South Asians as a “homogeneously privileged group” of well-educated, high-income
earners (Chou and Feagin 2008; Das Gupta 2006). Not only are these assumptions
factually invalid, but researchers at the AACAJ explain that reporting on data in ways
14

  
that cater to the norm, versus the margins, overrides the profile of working-class and
undocumented South Asians. The AACAJ and other advocacy groups encourage scholars
to dig beyond the stereotypical image of Asian Americans and pay attention to the
disparities within and between subgroups in the Asian American population.
Because scholars who look at Desis as a homogeneous entity continue to look at average
income trends, it is difficult to find comprehensive data documenting the presence and
demographics of working-class South Asians. Many of these immigrants are employed in
nonprofessional sectors such as service, restaurant, taxi, domestic, and retail industries.
Seven percent of Indian immigrants live in poverty, which is lower than the poverty
levels of the foreign-born and U.S. born populations (17 percent and 14 percent,
respectively) (Batalova and Zong 2017). These rates of poverty are nearly equivalent to
that of Sri Lankans and are much higher for Bangladeshis and Pakistanis (SAALT 2012).
Qualitative research that considers the diverse political interests, modes of mobility, and
patterns of mobilization among various South Asian groups – by national origin,
migration status, educational attainment and income-levels – is needed yet rarely
explored in social and political science literature.
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Table 1. South Asian American Population (2000, 2010) and
Population Estimates* (2013-2017)

Nation of
Origin

Bangladesh

2000

Percent
Change

2010

Single
Ethnicity

Single &
Multiple
Ethnicities

U.S.
Citizens
(Foreign
Born &
Native)

41,280

128,792

212%

164,907

174,896

69,825

180

15,290

8,255%

--

--

--

India

1,678,765

2,843,391

69%

3,672,647

3,966,849

2,545,055

Nepal

7,858

51,907

561%

--

--

--

Pakistan

153,533

363,699

137%

462,470

502,396

258,298

Sri Lanka

20,145

38,596

92%

48,374

55,094

---

27

98

263%

--

Bhutan

The Maldives

The table above uses data from the U.S. Census (2000, 2010, Percent Change) and the American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates* (2013-2017) to approximate the population by national origin of
South Asians. Not included in the estimates are the population of people from Bhutan, Nepal, and the
Maldives.
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Figure 2. Educational Attainment by Asian National Origin

Desis and Electoral Politics
In this study, I maintain that because research on South Asian political
incorporation focuses largely on electoral political participation, it does not offer a
holistic understanding of South Asian political activities. Still, the data on electoral
political participation reveal significant findings. In a 2012 Slate article entitled, “Why
Did Asian Americans Mostly Vote for President Obama?,” political economist Richard
Posner argues that, on the surface, many Asian Americans share “demographic

17

  
characteristics that would seem to make them support low taxes, fiscal austerity,
conventional family values, and hostility to affirmative action (especially in higher
education) – policies strongly associated with today’s Republican Party” (Posner 2012).
However, it is commonly known that racial and ethnic minorities in the U.S. identify
more strongly with Democrats than Republicans with the degree of identification varying
by ethnicity and race, as well as within minority communities (Posner 2012). The
majority of Asian Americans, including South Asians, support the Democratic Party, and
data indicate that their support for the Democratic Party has increased in recent decades.
With respect to “overall political ideology between 1992 to 2000, 50 percent of Asian
Indians considered themselves moderate, 25 percent liberal or very liberal, and 19 percent
conservative or very conservative” (Khagram, Desai, and Varughese 2002). Years later,
“The Rise of Asian Americans” study stated that Asian Indians – the highest earning
Asian American subgroup – are the most heavily Democratic of the six major Asian
American subgroups; in 2012, 65 percent of Asian Indians identified with the Democratic
party (Cohn et al. 2013; Street et al. 2012). Although surveys on sub-groups within the
Asian American population have traditionally focused on Asian Indian political behavior,
the 2016 National Asian American Survey included Bangladeshi and Pakistani groups
(Ramakrishnan et al. 2016).
Recent results from the 2016 National Asian American Survey show that 77
percent of Asian Indians, 90 percent of Bangladeshis, and 88 percent of Pakistanis voted
for Hillary Clinton; 16 percent of Asian Indians, 4 percent of Bangladeshis, and 5 percent
of Pakistanis voted for Donald Trump in the 2016 Presidential election (Ramakrishnan et
al. 2016:15). Overall, research on the past twenty-five years of poll results indicate
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support for the Democratic party has grown amongst Asian Indians and that the
Democratic Party has an even stronger following amongst Bangladeshis and Pakistanis.
While the majority of Desis support a Democratic Agenda, a noteworthy segment
of the South Asian American population also holds high-profile positions in the
Republican Party. For instance, many upper class South Asian conservatives, such as
Nikki Haley, Bobby Jindal, Seema Verma, and Ajit Pai, have become the face of racial
diversity for the Republican party (Kuruvilla 2017). Quoted in a July 2017 Huffington
Post article, political scientist Sanjay Mishra shared,
In the Republican Party, if you’re a minority face and you’re serious about
succeeding, then there are chances you’ll get an opportunity. …Even though
Indian-Americans are en masse voting for the Democratic Party, given the
professional, economic and educational profile of the community, there are a
significant number of professionals and technocrats who have made their way
through the bureaucracy and party apparatus to get important positions (Kuruvilla
2017).
Furthermore, a noticeable segment of the general South Asian Americans population,
namely right-wing Hindus (and Indians), rally behind the conservative political agendas
of the Republican Party (Gottschlich 2008) and donate to the Republican Party (Kurien
2007). They also organize rallies in support of Republican candidates – as demonstrated
by the emergence of the Republican Hindu Coalition (Republican Hindu Coalition 2019).
Leading up to the 2016 elections, members of the Republican Hindu Coalition vowed to
donate over $2 million to President Trump’s campaign (Swan 2015). While the draw
toward conservative political interests may be explained by a desire amongst high-
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income South Asians to protect their individual economic interests (Cohn et al. 2013),9
for some South Asian immigrants, supporting a Republican agenda is about “using their
political clout to seek advantages on visas and quotas at the expense of other immigrant
groups” or marking themselves as different than non-Hindu, lower-caste, or non-Indian
communities (Soundararajan 2018). Soundararajan reminds us that, “Most IndianAmericans have different caste, political, religious, and class privileges than do
immigrants and refugees from Bangladesh, Pakistan, or Sri Lanka, for example, and
certainly more than immigrants from other regions” (2018).
Soundarajan (2018) adds that more recently, a coalition of South Asian immigrant
groups – including the Republican Hindu Coalition, Immigration Voice, and Skilled
Immigrants in America – aligned themselves with Trump’s racialized immigration
agenda by offering to pay for the President’s “border wall.” They have supported
Trump’s call to end family-based reunification policy in favor of a “merit-based”
immigration system that benefits H-1B, or in their eyes “highly-skilled,” visa holders
(Republican Hindu Coalition 2019; Soundararajan 2018). Soundararajan argues that
because Indian Hindu immigrants are socialized into a larger caste-oriented/based
mindset that upholds class-based privileges, they often take divisive and desperate
positions against other immigrants in the United States, including other South Asians, to
preserve their caste and class statuses (2018). Using the concepts of “legality” and
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In an article that responded to the Pew Research Study, the Asian Pacifica American Legal Center
(APALC) noted that, while Pew used median household income to measure the community’s economic
power, APALC prefers to use per capita income because Asian American households tend to be larger,
with more workers and several generations living under one roof. This can skew perceptions about a household’s income. For instance, when per capita income is taken into account, some Asian American groups’
economic power better resembles that of Latinos than non-Hispanic Whites (Hing 2012).
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“skill,” they make a case for why conservative policies ought to privilege “good”
immigrants above “bad” immigrants who are undocumented and/or have unskilled labor
positions. Although electoral data shows that the majority of South Asians support
Democratic agendas and are concerned with issues of discrimination and xenophobic
rhetoric, the inroads that South Asian Republican groups are making due to their
mobilization of resources and donor power cannot be dismissed when considering the
electoral trends of Desi immigrants in the U.S. (Kurien 2007).
While the above trends illuminate why some members of the South Asian
diaspora gravitate toward conservative fiscal and anti-immigrant policies, political
theorists, economists, and activists also theorize on what factors influence South Asian
American gravitation toward the Democratic party or values that lean left of liberalism.
Posner suggests that Asian American groups are “conscious of being a minority” (2012).
Gottschlich adds that their political interests are influenced by non-economic motives
such as their sense of racial consciousness (2008). Esther Wang, who serves as the
Project Director of the Committee Against Anti-Asian Violence (CAAAV) argues that
“structural racism is a reality for [Asian American] communities” (2012). As evidence to
this claim, Wang reminds us of the more recent police targeting of Southeast Asian youth
as “gang” members, the dramatic increase of racist attacks against South Asians since
9/11, and the domestic spying and surveillance on South Asian communities – namely
Muslims – by local police force and FBI and CIA officials (2012). South Asians,
regardless of economic achievement, are still a “socially marginalized ethnic group” and
members of this group still “negotiate [their] ethnic identity” (Purkayastha 2005). The
above research indicates that although caste- and merit-based differences, advanced
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education, and higher-income levels sway a sector of South Asians toward conservative
agendas, their experience of racialization, alongside its exacerbation in a post-9/11
environment, sways other Desis toward liberal or leftist policies. Despite the valuable
revelations of research according to electoral political participation, we are limited in
understanding the full spectrum of South Asian political agendas when we assume them
to be a unified ethnic group and when we only study their electoral political trends.
Existing research on South Asian political participation largely focuses on
electoral politics, assuming that political participation is best measured by understanding
how South Asians are acclimating to the existing socio-political structure. As a result,
social science researchers have an incomplete understanding on the different ways that
South Asian organizations advocate for their community’s political interests. Given the
ever-diversifying nature of the South Asian American population – by economic class,
religious identity, citizenship status, national origin, and other factors, social and political
scientists must interrogate the different ways they participate in their social environments.
The Limitations of Binary Frameworks
While scholars of racial and ethnic relations have investigated the political
participation of different racialized minority groups in U.S. society for decades,
sociologists continue to theorize about their engagement and mobilization either through
a framework of racialization or one of assimilation. South Asian Americans are not a
monolith: they are a heterogeneous “community” exhibiting a vast diversity of identities,
experiences, and interests. Despite the fact of heterogeneity, researchers undertheorize
the impact of such heterogeneity on their political agendas and ideological leanings. My
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research suggests that rather than locating the political efforts of South Asian Americans
through a binary framework, sociologists ought to consider their patterns of participation
as existing along a fluid assimilation-to-racialization continuum.
This Research Study
South Asians participate in politics in a multitude of ways – not simply through
electoral participation and voting; hence, this study explores how the they participate in
various aspects of the political process. I study the political participation of South Asian
communities living in the U.S. by examining the agendas, activities, coalitions, and
alliances of four political organizations that work with South Asian constituents.
My dissertation explores South Asian interests by analyzing the agendas and
alliance-building efforts of political organizations that represent this ethnoracial
community. In developing this study, I spoke with representatives of these organizations
and asked the following research questions: 1) What are the political agendas of South
Asian political organizations?; 2) What major political activities do they engage in to
address those agendas?; 3) In what ways do they share similarities and differences with
other Desi groups included in this study?; and 4) What is the nature of the alliances
and/or coalitions they participate in within and outside the South Asian community?
I examine the construction of political agendas and alliances by observing four
organizations that engage in political advocacy and leadership development with their
respective South Asian communities and constituents. The first organization, the
Washington Leadership Program (WLP) – formerly the Indian American Center for
Political Awareness (IACPA) – cultivates the political leadership of future generations.
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WLP promotes educational leadership and political awareness by organizing internship
programs in Washington, D.C. for South Asian American college students. The second
organization, South Asian Americans Leading Together (SAALT) – formerly the Indian
American Leadership Center (IALC), advocates on issues affecting South Asian
communities through a social justice framework. Further, through the National Coalition
of South Asian Organizations (NCSO), SAALT supports a membership-based network of
54 political organizations that run advocacy campaigns and offer social, economic and
community services to their members.10 The third organization, Seva New York (Seva),
is a community-based organization located in the borough of Queens, in the
neighborhood of Richmond Hill. Seva works to address the needs of one of the most
under-resourced immigrant neighborhoods in New York City; they focus especially on
the South Asian and West Indian enclaves in Richmond Hill. The final organization,
Desis Rising Up and Moving (DRUM), also in the borough of Queens, mobilizes a
membership base of low-wage South Asian workers and youth in Jackson Heights around
economic, immigrant, racial, education, and global justice campaigns. While these four
organizations do not represent the totality of South Asian political interests, each group
represents a distinct constituency of South Asian diasporic members living in the U.S.
Based along the east coast, mainly in Washington, D.C. and New York City, these
four organizations mobilize their constituents on a range of local, regional, and national
issues. In order to understand how these organizations articulate, activate, and construct
political agendas and alliances with their respective set of constituents, I conducted in                                                                                                                
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Aside from SAALT, two organizations in this study, Seva New York and DRUM, are members in the
NCSO. DRUM plays a more active role in the NCSO; its members attend annual meetings and help inform
SAALT’s national agenda. My interviews indicate that Seva plays a more nominal role in the NCSO.

24

  
depth, semi-structured one-on-one interviews with organizational leaders and rank and
file members. I supplemented these interviews with participant observations of key
events and meetings as well as with content analysis of newsletters, websites, and social
media pages that advertise their events and campaigns.
The data from my research reveal significant variation regarding the core issues
and concerns of each organization and constituency; they also delineate remarkable
differences in the political objectives, modes of mobilization, and alliance-building
efforts of each group – all of which have serious implications for social science
understandings on racial minority politics. Before sharing these findings in subsequent
chapters, I first recount the socio-historical experiences of South Asians in America and
examine the demographic and socio-economic profiles of each major wave.
South Asians in the United States: A Socio-Historical Perspective
Transnational, geopolitical, social, and economic factors – both in South Asian
nations and across the diaspora – have colored the socio-historical experiences of South
Asians in the country. Due to the enactment of substantial immigration reform acts, the
experiences of South Asian immigrants before 1965 are profoundly different from their
experiences after 1965 (Khagram et al. 2002). The post-1965 era can be further broken
into two distinct periods due to the difference in the socioeconomic profiles of South
Asian migrants, thus creating three major waves. Throughout the duration of these three
immigration waves, South Asians have participated in politics to influence ethnic
meaning, the construction of racial categories, and the enactment of legal practices and
policies in the U.S.
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While early U.S. Census records indicate people of South Asian ancestry first
immigrated during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, their participation in
American society was largely characterized by their experiences as British colonial
subjects and by explicit policies of racial exclusion and white supremacist nativism. Prior
to 1965, institutionalized racism and white supremacy characterized the experiences of
South Asians in their home countries and in the United States. Historically, people of the
Indian subcontinent11 faced a brutal form of racialized colonialism by the British that
simultaneously exploited the people and resources in South Asia and coerced Indian labor
to fuel the “Coolie Labor System” in British colonial states across the globe (Bonacich,
Alimahomed, and Wilson 2008).12 Many of the immigrant pioneers arrived because
colonialism left them and their families landless and impoverished; they were desperate
to find economic opportunities abroad (Takaki 1998).
During the initial wave of migration to the United States (approximately 19001924), Asian Indians represented the third largest Asian community in the country;
Punjabi immigrants – overwhelmingly males of the Sikh faith – constituted 85 percent of
these six to seven thousand immigrants (Khagram et al. 2002). Census figures from 1910
indicate that 2,544 “Hindus”13 lived in the U.S. (Leonard 2007); the population grew to
no more than 6,000 Asian Indian immigrants between 1910 and 1924. These immigrants
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While definitions of the “Indian subcontinent” vary in popular context, I use the term to refer to the
southern region of Asia that includes Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, the Maldives, Nepal, Pakistan, and Sri Lanka.
12
The Coolie Labor System did not solely target South Asian laborers. It also targeted people of Chinese
descent.
13
In this context, the term “Hindus” did not necessarily refer to those who followed the religious practice
of Hinduism. During that era, the U.S. Census categorized all immigrants from British India as “Hindus.”
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primarily sought work as railroad and farm laborers in California and Washington (Mitra
2012).
White Americans greeted these initial pioneers with nativist racism. Members of
labor unions discriminated against Asian Indians in the workplace because of the
immigrants’ willingness to work for lower wages. In the case of the Bellingham Riots in
1907, a mob of 400-500 white men attacked South Asian Indians in their homes – an act
that drove approximately 125 Asian Indians to flee the U.S. to British Columbia, Canada
only days later (Khagram et al. 2002). Similarly, members of the Asian Exclusion League
(AEL) campaigned to halt all Asian immigration to the United States (Khagram et al.
2002). The anti-immigrant attitudes, discriminatory violence, and campaigns had a
tremendous impact on the subsequent immigration policies and Supreme Court decisions
that influenced Asian Indian migration streams and rights to naturalization as citizens.
Immigration policy remained a central political concern for South Asian migrants
during this time period. Many of them pursued legal strategies to access naturalization by
pushing for categorization as “white persons.” Despite their efforts, the 1923 United
States vs. Bhagat Singh Thind ruling reversed lower-court decisions to categorize Asian
Indians as “white” and officially categorized them as non-white, thereby making Asian
Indians ineligible for citizenship and property ownership (Haney-López 2006; Koshy
1998). In 1924, the enactment of the Asiatic Barred Zone Act completely banned the
entry of any Asian group into the U.S. (Kibria 2007; Leonard 2007). The first wave came
to a halt as a result of these exclusionary immigration policies. The combination of the
Asiatic Barred Zone Act and the Thind court decision limited avenues for their
immigration to the U.S. and advancement in U.S. society; in fact, the harshness
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surrounding their circumstances encouraged the gradual decline of the Asian Indian
population and the “repatriation of 2,000-3,000 Indians” (Koshy 1998:303). U.S. Census
figures show that approximately 2,405 “Hindus” lived in the U.S. by 1940, (Koshy 1998;
Takaki 1998:299–300, 314). Despite their drastic reduction in numbers and presence,
some Asian Indians remained active in political processes in the United States. For
instance, in 1956, Dalip Singh Saund, a resident of California who was naturalized in
1949, was elected to the House of Representatives in 1956 (Khagram et al. 2002).14
Saund was the first Asian American to be elected to Congress.
Although xenophobic immigration acts discriminated against all Asians during
this era, records do not mention the existence of pan-ethnic or pan-Asian advocacy
coalitions during this time period (Khagram et al. 2002). This may be due, in part, to the
restrictive immigration policies. The liberalization of U.S. immigration and naturalization
policies via the Immigration and Naturalization Act (1965) and McCarran-Walter Act
(1952) drastically shifted the future of South Asian immigration to the U.S. In addition to
abolishing discriminatory quotas by nation of origin and race, these policies permitted
South Asians to immigrate for skill-based, and family reunification purposes. Thus
followed a fifty year influx of South Asian immigrants arriving to the U.S. from largely
socially and economically privileged backgrounds. Once the Luce-Cellar Act (1946),
McCarran-Walter Act (1952) and Hart-Cellar Immigration Act (1965) abolished racial
restrictions to citizenship and restrictive immigration policies, South Asians began once
again to embark on a migrant journey to the U.S.
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Until 2004, when Bobby Jindal was elected to a seat in Louisiana, Saund remained the only person of
South Asian origin to be elected to Congress in America’s history.
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The second wave of South Asian migration occurred during the African-American
Civil Rights Movement and less than two decades after the birth and independence of
India, Pakistan, and Sri Lanka. Since 1965, numerous factors have conditioned the
incorporation and experiences of South Asians into U.S. society. These factors include:
racialized and selective immigration policies, worker visa programs, U.S. foreign policy,
U.S.-India nuclear agreements, transnational politics, religious identities, politicized
Hinduism, caste-based oppression, socioeconomic status, 9/11, the “War on Terror,”
Islamophobia, national security programs, and hate-based discrimination.
The totality and complexity of these issues greatly inform the ethnic identification
and politicization of South Asian Americans. Significantly, because the 1965 act included
an employment-based provision that permitted immigrants with specific technical and
professional skills entry into the nation, immigrants of the second wave had an
overwhelmingly middle-class occupational profile, generally arriving with a bachelor’s
degree at minimum (Kibria 2007). The number of South Asian immigrants arriving in
America drastically grew and maintained a steady flow during the second wave, thus
making them a more visible part of the U.S. population. The Asian Indian population
jumped from 8,736 in 1960 to 387,223 in 1980 (Leonard 2007:459). Similarly, the
Pakistani immigrant population grew from 2,500 in 1965 to 32,620 by 1980 (Kibria
2007:613). Few immigrants of Afghani, Bangladeshi,15 Burmese, Nepali, and Sri Lankan
origin arrived during the second wave.
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Pakistan still held dominion over Bangladesh (“East Pakistan”) during the beginning of the second
phase. The nation of Bangladesh gained independence in 1971.
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The largest population of South Asian migrants began arriving in the 1980s, at the
start of the third wave. Over one-half of the current population of South Asian
immigrants arrived in just one decade, between 1990 and 2000 (Kibria 2007). While
India continues to send the largest proportion of immigrants from South Asia to the U.S.,
the number of immigrants from Bangladesh, Nepal, Pakistan, and Sri Lanka have
increased during this more recent era. Within a span of three decades, the number of
Bangladeshi immigrants grew from approximately 5,880 (1980) to 270,000 (2014) while
the number of Sri Lankan immigrants grew from 5,780 (1980) to 25,922 (2000) (2007;
Migration Policy Institute 2014a).16 Immigrants arriving during this third wave are more
diverse in socio-economic, religious and geographic regional backgrounds than the
second wave of mostly professional and middle-to-upper class South Asians, largely
because the specific class of admission or mode of entry shifted. The majority of South
Asian immigrants during the third wave arrive via Family Reunification Visas (Kibria
2007). Family-related admissions constitute the major mode of legal entry for South
Asian immigrants from Bangladesh, Pakistan and Sri Lanka. Such family-related
admissions also constitute a significant mode of entry for Indian immigrants during the
third wave (Kibria 2007).17
Many of these immigrants are employed in labor-intensive, working-class
occupations. Some Asians also immigrated through temporary worker visa systems such
as the H-1B and L-1 programs (Migration Policy Institute 2014b). By 2000, the number
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The breakdown of their immigrant population by decade is as follows: Bangladesh–5,880 (1980); 21,749
(1990); 90,235 (2000); 270,000 (2014). Sri Lanka—5,780 (1980) to 14,057 (1990) to 25,922 (2000).
17
The percentage of immigrants who came from Bangladesh, Pakistan and Sri-Lanka through family-related admissions between 1996 and 2002 are 57.4, 75.9 and 41.8, respectively (Kibria 2007).
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of Indian immigrants residing in the U.S. rose to 623,940 (Leonard 2007), and the
number of Pakistani immigrants rose to 233,020 (Kibria 2007). While South Asians have
been immigrating to the U.S, for over a hundred years, given the exclusionary acts and
restrictive immigration policies, the size of the Desi population has fluctuated over time.
The socio-historical conditions of various immigration waves help explain the socioeconomic and regional variation that characterized each wave, as well as how the “model
minority” stereotype was conceived (and how it speaks for a specific segment of Desis).
Moreover, while emerging research discusses the theoretical significance of crossracial alliances, there is little empirical research on the relationships that South Asian
organizations build across racial and ethnic identities – particularly how existing relations
are an indication of the alliances and coalitions they are already developing. While
scholars have studied these questions, how South Asian political organizations form and
articulate their political agendas, whether they are aligned around a common political
agenda, and how they construct alliances and coalitions are an area of study that merits
further investigation. This study investigates how South Asian organizations perceive
their political agendas and considers the issues that drive them to construct political
alliances and coalitions outside the South Asian community.
Dissertation Road Map
The following chapter reviews social and political science literature regarding the
politicization of South Asians in the U.S. The literature review considers scholarship on
the “political incorporation” of racial minorities and the dominant paradigms (the
assimilation and racialization frameworks) that are used to understand their engagement.
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The review points to a need to integrate the dominant paradigms used to interpret South
Asian political engagement and approaches to alliance- and coalition-building. In chapter
3, I share my methodological approach to collect data. I conducted one-on-one interviews
and participant observations with representatives of political organizations in my study.
The second half of the dissertation centers the narratives of participants in this
study and considers how their engagement relates to the dominant paradigms of political
incorporation. Chapter 4 describes the early origins and visions of the political
organizations in this study, including each group’s approach to negotiating identity and
membership and to designing programs for their constituencies. Chapter 5 explores the
experiences and responses of members of the South Asian community to post-9/11
violence, noting the ways that constituents of each group were uniquely vulnerable to
structural violence and how their differently structured positions influenced their
responses to hate violence and national security programs. Chapter 6, the final data
chapter, explores how organizations have advanced their visions for political
advancement in the decade and a half since September 11, 2001,18 and what those
evolutions indicate about the alignment of South Asian political values. Finally, in the
conclusion, I consider how these narratives point to the need for sociological literature to
position the political values and agendas of Desi organizations along a continuum from
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In this study, I use the term “9/11” to refer to the tragic attacks that took place on September 11, 2001 in
the United States. I recognize other nations and regions of the world have had their own share of catastrophic events take place on September 11th in various years. Take for instance September 11, 1973. On
this day, Chilean socialist president Salvador Allende was overthrown by the armed forces and national police in a coup at that was supported by U.S. President Richard Nixon. This incident led to the repression of
leftist movements across Chile and the death and disappearance of thousands of leftists across the nation.
As well, on September 11, 2012, a textile factory in Karachi, Pakistan caught fire, and 250 textile workers
who manufactured clothes for European brands died in the incident. Thus, while I use the term 9/11 here
for brevity, I also recognize the way in which it is used in U.S.-centric ways.
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assimilation to racialization. Future research on the political interests, ideologies and
projects of racialized minority communities would benefit from frameworks that integrate
existing paradigms through an “assimilation-to-racialization continuum” rather than
through ones that bifurcate them.
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CHAPTER 2
LITERATURE REVIEW

Sociological studies concerned with the political engagement of racial minorities
and immigrant newcomers in the United States frame their research primarily through the
purview of the two dominant lenses governing this topic: the framework of “ethnic
inclusion” and/or the framework of “racial exclusion.” While both of these paradigms
greatly expand our understanding of immigrant and racial minorities and their
experiences of political participation in their host society, the binary orientation that
sociologists use in applying these frames leaves us with incomplete understandings on the
political lives of South Asian Americans. This chapter reviews the dominant frameworks
for understanding the political incorporation of newcomers. The limited theoretical
capacity of these frames reveal why a paradigm that integrates the dominant frameworks
in conversation with each other is needed. I propose using an “assimilation-toracialization continuum” to build a more complete understanding of the political lives of
South Asian Americans and their groups.
Chapter Roadmap
In the literature review that follows, I begin first by examining how social and
political scientists and urban studies scholars, theorists who first conceived the notion of
“political incorporation,” define the concept’s relationship to racial minorities and new
immigrants. Next, I discuss the contributions sociologists have made to the conversation
on political incorporation by using the assimilation, or ethnic inclusion, paradigm;
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subsequently, I review the findings of scholars who examine the experiences of
newcomers through the racialization, or racial exclusion, model. Subsequently, I assess
the limitations of these models by considering their shortcomings and shared
assumptions.
Next, in deliberating what researchers have uncovered about the origins of the
“South Asian” identity, I consider the ways that groups have organized around a Desi
identity to unify and achieve cultural and/or political objectives. In alignment with
broader literature on "panethnicity” (Espiritu 1993; Okamoto and Mora 2014), this
section emphasizes the inherent tension in efforts to unify around a South Asian identity.
Despite having intentions toward inclusivity and solidarity, a collective identity
sometimes assumes unified ethnoracial solidarity in ways that mute marginalized voices
or subgroup diversity. The subsequent sections engage research on the political
engagement of South Asian Americans – via electoral and political representation, social
justice advocacy, activism and mass politics, and cross-racial alliances. The empirical
evidence from these studies further clarify the homogenizing influence of the
“assimilation” and “racialization” paradigms in their tendency to prioritize the interests of
Desis of dominant cultural backgrounds. Because these frameworks prevent us from
recognizing the heterogeneous ways that Desis “do politics,” they prove inadequate in
grasping the layered political lives of Desis. The final section explains why an
“assimilation-to-racialization continuum” that positions the interests and agendas of Desi
groups along a continuum is more effective at theorizing the political realities of South
Asian American organizations.
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Racial Minorities and Political Incorporation
For decades, scholars from a broad range of disciplines and academic
backgrounds have been studying how racial minorities and new immigrants become
involved in the political climate of their host society and influence the governing
practices affecting their lives. The notion of “political incorporation” has primarily
gained currency within the fields of urban studies and political science. These scholars
define the concept broadly, as the process by which new social forces enter and
participate in their surrounding political structure (Mishra 2016; Shefter 1986). Focusing
largely on the process of ethnic succession and the dynamics of party support, Shefter
(1986) theorized political systems to be malleable to new social forces and thus willing to
accommodate and be inclusive of diversity. Within early political incorporation literature,
scholars identify multiple modes of mobilization and stages – such as voting, attending
local meetings, writing to an elected official, running for office, policy influence, mass
politics and protest – as contributing to the development of political power for a
community or group with a common interest (Browning, Marshall, and Tabb 2002).
Their characterization is broad in the scope of political activities that are recognized. As
inclusive as these definitions seem, critical perspectives suggest early definitions
privilege the recognition of groups that engage via electoral or representative political
engagement and are therefore biased toward elitist modes of participation (Hochschild
and Chattopadhyay 2013; Wong 2002).
Recent studies have expanded to understand the different ways that new groups
“do politics.” For instance, Michael Jones-Correa’s research on Latino (and Hispanic)
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immigrants’ interaction in informal political arenas in New York City acknowledges the
complex incorporation patterns affecting immigrant integration (Jones-Correa 1998). In
addition to policy influence, Ramirez and Fraga include self-identified group formation
as part of the political process (Fraga and Ramirez 2008). Focusing on the political
behaviors of Afro-Caribbean immigrants in New York City, Rogers also examined the
influence of self-identification on voluntary Black immigrants and how their experiences
with racial discrimination affect their path to incorporation (Rogers 2006). While Rogers
is concerned with how Afro-Caribbean immigrants eventually achieve representation and
policy goals, he also focuses on how their political experiences compare to native-born
Blacks. By concentrating on Black interethnic experiences, Rogers expands how urban
political scientists understand Black political engagement and pushes them beyond a
black-white paradigm that validates Black experiences only once they have been
compared to white standards (Rogers 2006).
While researchers have broadened their theoretical lens to recognize nonelectoral
and alternative modes of mobilization, sociologists of race and ethnicity continue to face
limitations in their understanding of racial minority political participation. This is because
existing research on “political incorporation,” when intersected with sociological
literature on “assimilation” and “racialization,” continues to make claims that
homogenize racial minority groups of interest. Traditional assimilation theories assume
the political society to be accommodating and inclusive of newcomers. Early researchers
observed the political incorporation of racial minorities and immigrant groups through
uniform assimilation models (Gordon 1961; Park and Burgess 1969, 2016). But more
recent research has either reformulated the assimilation paradigm (Alba and Nee 2005;
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Portes and Zhou 1993) or developed oppositional frameworks, such as the “racialization”
model (Bonilla-Silva 2013; DuBois and Lewis 1935; Feagin 2006, 2010; Omi and
Winant 1994). Contemporary sociological understandings of “political incorporation”
tend to conceptualize racial minority politics according to two dominant cultural models:
that of “assimilation” and/or that of “racialization.”
The Assimilation Model
Social scientists have traditionally approached research on racial minority and
immigrant politics through the lens of assimilation (Gordon 1961; Park and Burgess
1969, 2016). The classical framework of “uniform assimilation” suggests that minority
and immigrant communities attain integration by becoming part of the mainstream,
learning the host language, intermarrying across race/ethnicity, and achieving educational
and economic success (Gordon 1961). Essentially, it understands full social and
economic incorporation to be achieved when an ethnic or racial group’s culturally,
racially, or ethnically distinct traits have disappeared, or blended, into the dominant
culture, in this case a white, middle-class, Anglo-Saxon, Protestant culture. Scholars
using ethnic assimilation frameworks often measure political incorporation by assessing
how nonwhite minorities become integrated to the mainstream political process, for
example by participating in electoral politics via registering to vote, voting, and running
for political offices (Alba and Nee 2005; Portes and Rumbaut 2014).
Disputing the assumption that nonwhite immigrant experiences can be understood
through linear models that stress complete absorption, scholars have posited the
possibility of “second generation decline” (Gans 1992) or the experience of racial/ethnic
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“blurring” (Alba and Nee 2005). Along the same lines of these critiques, the “segmented
assimilation theory” disrupts notions of uniform assimilation by emphasizing the
structural factors that contribute to the different outcomes regarding incorporation,
particularly for post-1965 immigrant groups: for instance, they consider how premigration status, class background, racial/ethnic barriers to equality, and experience with
discrimination also influence how new immigrant groups and their children experience
inclusion, or obstacles to it, in their host society (Portes and Rumbaut 2001; Portes and
Zhou 1993). Critics of the traditional assimilation model have raised the significance of
“new assimilation theory” (Alba 2005; Kivisto 2017). Scholars who are critical of the
traditional assimilation paradigm consider factors such as the home and host country’s
political and economic conditions (Grasmuck and Pessar 1991), global and structural
conditions of migration (Suarez-Orozco 2001), and the organization of ethnic
communities (Portes and Rumbaut 2001; Portes and Zhou 1993). Through discussing
how structural and contextual factors differently impact post-1965 non-European
immigrants’ capacity for political inclusion in the host society, these theorists use new
assimilation theory, segmented assimilation theory, and structural factors to complicate
our understanding of political incorporation and social hierarchy.
The Racialization Model
On the other side of this scholarship are those who challenge the assumptions of
the assimilation paradigm altogether. Racialization scholars argue that the classification
of individuals into the existing racial hierarchy is unavoidable and propose that rather
than fostering “ethnic inclusion,” the U.S. is more oriented toward “racial exclusion”
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(Bonilla-Silva 2013; Feagin 2010; Omi and Winant 1994). Scholars use the racialization
paradigm to illustrate the impact of race in perpetuating marginalization and inequality
regardless of non-white groups’ economic and educational achievement: they
demonstrate racism’s endurance in housing, labor market and educational spheres; in
shaping wealth disparity; in the persistence of racial profiling; in the criminalization and
incarceration of nonwhites; and in contributing to the historical (and ongoing) enrichment
of whites through slavery and genocide (Bonilla-Silva 2013; Feagin 2010; Oliver and
Shapiro 2006; Omi and Winant 1994). Scholars posit that because racism structures one’s
privilege or disadvantage according to the existing hierarchy, it also commands one’s
access to, or exclusion from, social, economic and political participation in the host
society.
More recently, Bonilla-Silva and other scholars have argued that racial inequality
endures not simply through overt ideologies but also through the structure and discourse
of color-blind racism; color-blind racism affirms racial equality and democracy in
principle but negates it in practice (Bonilla-Silva 2013). Color-blind racism employs four
frames to reinforce the white supremacist status quo: 1) abstract liberalism; 2)
naturalization of racism; 3) cultural racism; and 4) minimization of racism (2013).
Bonilla-Silva purports that because of society’s emphasis that we live in a color-blind
society, non-whites are encouraged to adopt the frames of color-blind racism (2013).
Many of these high achieving non-black people of color are then categorized between the
categories of “whiteness” and “blackness” as “honorary whites” (2013). Society uses this
intermediary group’s success to reinforce anti-black values and to emphasize liberal,
meritocratic policies.
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For example, although immigration policies no longer overtly discriminate
against racial and ethnic minorities since the passing of the McCarran Walter Act of
1952, colorblind policies continue to maintain racial and ethnic inequality under the guise
of homeland security (as evident from the 2017 Executive Order commonly known as the
“Muslim Ban”). Supplementing the traditional racialization paradigms, scholars suggest
that the obstacles to equality are connected not to racial hierarchies alone but also to
multiple interlocking systems of oppression – such as sexism, capitalism, classism, and
nativism (Collins 2000, 2015; Crenshaw 2005; Valdez 2011; Valdez and Golash-Boza
2017). Offering a macro-level explanation for stratification, the racialization – and
accompanied intersectionality – paradigms encourage scholars to consider how structural
forces and systems of oppression continue to exclude racial minorities and marginal
communities from equal participation in contemporary social and political processes.
The Assumptions and Limitations of Existing Paradigms
Both the assimilation and racialization models offer valid contributions to frame
the political incorporation of South Asian groups navigating the multicultural terrain of
American democracy. The coalescing of political interest groups around a Desi identity,
the triumphant elections of Bobby Jindal (R-LA), Ro Khanna (D-CA) and Kamala Harris
(D-CA), and the current and past presidential appointments of former Surgeon General
and United Nations ambassador to Vivek Murthy and Nikki Haley, respectively, lend
credibility to the assimilation paradigms because they illustrate the capacity of South
Asian Americans to achieve success through the electoral and representative system.
However, other incidents lend credibility to the racialization paradigms of structural
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oppression: consider the post-9/11 murder of Balbir Singh Sodhi in Mesa, Arizona by
Frank Silva Roque; and the post-9/11 mass disappearance, detainment, and surveillance
of South Asian, Arab and Muslim immigrants by immigration and law enforcement
apparatuses (Bayoumi 2009; Cainkar and Maira 2005; Iyer 2015). More recent examples
include the August 2012 attack by white vigilante Wade Michael Page on the Oak Creek
Gurdwara19 community and the brutal violence that Officer Eric Parker exerted over an
elderly Indian immigrant Sureshbhai Patel in February 2015 (Iyer 2015). These latter
examples illustrate the durability of a racial hierarchy and the validity of the racialization
paradigm.
While both paradigms contribute to our understanding of South Asian Americans,
recent scholarship also suggests that both models are insufficient in theorizing the range
of political participation, ideologies, and agendas embodied by Desi leadership groups.
These scholars suggest that existing models assume South Asian American mobilization
to be defined by a unified ethnoracial identity; neglect the range of issues that mobilize
Desis; overlook the patterns they use to engage in the political system; and undertheorize
the role of socioeconomic class and immigration status in determining political power.
Gravitating to empirical data that measure average income and educational levels of
South Asians, assimilation scholars assume ethnoracial solidarity by claiming that the
high-profile professional achievements of the post-1965 middle- to upper-class Desi
immigrants (and their children) are indicative of the overall ethnoracial community’s
political success. Exemplifying this notion are studies that highlight the educational and
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A Gurdwara is a religious place of worship that is used by Sikhs, or followers of Sikhism.
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economic achievements of Asian Americans and attribute these feats to biological and
cultural explanations – such as the “model minority” theory (Wong et al. 1998).
Countering the notion are scholars who disagree with these biological and cultural
explanations. They critique the “model minority myth” for inaccurately conditioning how
mainstream society and public policy treat Asian Americans and for neglecting the
historical and socio-political context of structural racism and immigration waves (Chou
and Feagin 2008).
Scholars using racialization frameworks also assume the ethnoracial solidarity of
Desis. Race scholars stress the enduring barriers that nonwhites face with regard to
political incorporation to the dominant culture (Bonilla-Silva 2013; Feagin 2006). Rather
than drawing distinctions between types of racialized discrimination, many academics
often combine instances of individualized and interpersonal racial discrimination and of
state-sanctioned violence into experiences of racialized bias. Many scholars who are
critical of the racialization paradigm agree with Omi’s and Winant’s (1994) claims on
“racial formation” and their conceptualization of white supremacy as a “racial project”
that racializes people of color as nonwhite and prevents South Asians from full
participation in the political process; they also agree with the paradigm’s
conceptualization of these structural barriers as carrying the power to racialize all South
Asians as “perpetual foreigners” or “terrorists” (Fong 2007; Iyer 2015). However, what
traditional racialization paradigms do less of is complicate their theorizing of race as a
structural hierarchy that interacts with class, immigration status, gender, religion, etc.
Traditional notions assume ethnoracial unity by dedicating more attention to
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individualized hate violence while simultaneously neglecting how class status makes
working-class Desis more vulnerable to state-sanctioned violence.
More recently, scholars have challenged the homogenizing tendencies and
inadequacies of the assimilation and racialization frameworks with regard to South Asian
American political participation. They call attention to specific assumptions, such as the
overemphasis on individual outcomes, an overrepresentation of elitist voices, and the
homogenization of South Asian American experiences (Bhatia 2007; Das Gupta 2006;
Kibria 1996; Kurien 2007; Maira 2009; Mishra 2016; Prashad 2012; Ramakrishnan
2013). Ramakrishnan argues that assimilation theorists are overly concerned with
prioritizing individual outcomes and formal achievements; he suggests that scholars who
study immigrant political incorporation more seriously reflect on the institutional
processes related to the formation, mobilization, and influence of political groups
(Ramakrishnan 2013). Kurien and Mishra posit that both paradigms presume Desis
operate as a unified ethno-racial community. Kurien (2007) encourages scholars to
consider the role that religious division, ethnic and religious nationalism, and nation of
origin play in constructing opposing or different agendas. Highlighting the heterogeneity
of Desi agendas, Mishra (2016) suggests scholars pay attention to the “internal
cleavages” that keep “Desis divided.” In a study that explores how South Asian
immigrants in the U.S. claim rights, Monisha Das Gupta (2006) finds that – beyond being
mobilized by racial and ethnic identity – the “unruly” South Asian immigrants are
mobilized in heterogeneous ways, for instance – by economic status, gendered location
and immigration concerns. Framing Desi politics through the paradigms of
“accommodationist” (place-taking) and “transnational” (space-making) politics, Das
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Gupta (2006) implores scholars to consider the mass politics, protests, collective action,
multi-racial coalitions, and universal human rights doctrines that migrants and activists
use to participate in the political arena, claim rights and mobilize constituents.
The aforementioned studies by Ramakrishnan, Kurien, Mishra, and Das Gupta
elucidate how dominant existing paradigms undertheorize the role that gender,
phenotype, social class, human capital, religious background, and citizenship status have
on one’s experience of ethnic inclusion, racial exclusion, and participation in the political
arena. The dominant frameworks are incomplete because they assume ethno-racial
solidarity and, thus, provide a narrow and privileged glimpse into the political lives of
South Asians in the U.S. Assuming ethnoracial solidarity is harmful because it fails to
complicate the narrative of ethnoracial mobilization; it also privileges the political
concerns and agendas of the dominant culture within racialized minority groups.
Internally, the factions that have more resources to make their voices and issues heard by
politicians and powerful institutions become the political and representative face of an
ethnoracial community. The binary framing of immigrant mobilization that dominates
contemporary scholarship fails to conceptualize the breadth of group patterns and
political incorporation strategies. Sociologists and political scientists are calling for
scholars to better integrate existing paradigms (Hochschild and Chattopadhyay 2013;
Valdez and Golash-Boza 2017).
The data from the one-on-one interviews and participant observations in my study
illustrate the value of mapping our understanding of Desi political incorporation along a
continuum between the assimilation and racialization paradigms. The narratives
illuminate the variation in modes of mobility, vulnerability to discrimination and political
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efforts that Desi organizations utilize to build agendas that represent their constituencies.
In agreement with the claims of scholars who argue for existing conceptual frameworks
of “ethnic inclusion” and “racial exclusion” to be integrated with one another (Valdez
and Golash-Boza 2017), the empirical data in this study demonstrate how stories of Desi
economic mobility and socio-political integration can co-exist with stories of enduring
racialization, structural discrimination, and racial profiling. Accordingly, in agreement
with immigrant political incorporation scholars who stress Desi heterogeneity, I extend
their analyses to consider how South Asian political organizations can be positioned
along a continuum operating between the assimilation and racialization paradigms. The
“racialization-to-assimilation continuum” I propose improves our understanding of South
Asian political incorporation because it centers the different methods and strategies of
mobilization exercised by Desis who are both empowered and marginalized by the
system. Prior sections in this chapter establish the need for a model that better integrates
existing sociological understandings on immigrant political incorporation; the subsequent
sections review literature on South Asian American identity formation, group
mobilization, political activities, and alliance-building. To help illuminate the
pervasiveness of binary paradigms toward contemporary understandings of immigrant
political incorporation, the sections on Desi political mobilization are categorized by
group formation, electoral participation, advocacy and activist politics, and trends in
alliance- and coalition-building.
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Panethnicity and the Evolution of a South Asian Identity
Scholars have been interested in the process of “ethnogenesis” (Kurien 2003), or
the evolution of immigrant groups into ethnic identities, for several decades. While
scholarship has recently grown in its interest toward the political motivations of
organizations and institutions within the South Asian community, it is helpful to first
consider what prior research indicates about the motivations to form panethnic identities.
Similar to the mobilization efforts of Black, Asian and Arab American immigrant groups
who began shifting toward panethnic political activism as a response to experiences of
racial discrimination (Espiritu 1993; Juan 1994; Naber 2008a; Waters 2001), South
Asians gravitated toward ethnoracial solidarity to build a united front and overcome
social oppression. Echoing the findings of researchers who posit that the wider
geopolitical context of U.S.-Arab relations informs the nature of Arab American
panethnicity (Jamal and Naber 2008), scholars also suggest that, since 9/11, the wars in
Iraq and Afghanistan have shifted the fault lines of race and identity for Arabs, Muslims,
and South Asian in America (Bryan 2005; Maira 2004).
Scholars encourage researchers interested in “panethnicity” to pay attention to
intragroup dynamics. Particular to the struggle for political unity among Latinos, Cristina
Beltrán problematizes the construction of Latino panethnicity because of its tendency to
silence marginalized voices (2010). Citing social and political theorists on the Left, such
as Gloria Anzaldua (1987; 2012) and Iris Marion Young (2011), Beltrán (2010)
encourages scholars to consider how the rhetoric of unity operates as a homogenizing
force for the political elite and often claims the achievement of a collective identity at the
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expense of democratic deliberation internally. Similarly, in her research on the political
agendas of Black organizations during the height of the HIV/AIDS crisis, Cathy Cohen
(1999) finds that cross-cutting issues – of class, gender, and sexuality – challenge the
notions of unity amongst African Americans, who also reproduce the marginalization of
less privileged voices. Okamoto and Mora (2014:219) remind us that although the origins
of panethnicity are geared toward “generating a broad sense of solidarity,” panethnicity is
also “characterized by a unique tension inherent in maintaining subgroup distinctions.”
Before I review the origins of a panethnic Desi identity, I consider some examples of
organizing at the subgroup level.
Prior to the formation of a panethnic South Asian identity, many groups operated
in exclusive ways, organizing according to more specific religious, ethnic, and national
origin categories. For instance, Leonard (1997:89) discusses the efforts by national-origin
based groups to influence politics in the home country, in the U.S., or both. She finds that
national federations, such as the Association of Asian Indians in America (AIA) and the
Indian American Forum for Political Education (the Forum) are politically active on the
domestic sphere and also work toward transnational change in their homeland (Leonard
1997). These findings indicate that, prior to the crystallization of a South Asian category,
groups within the South Asian diaspora organized on a subgroup level according to their
specific interests. Still, some members of the South Asian diaspora were inspired by the
panethnic political mobilization efforts of East Asian American activists (Espiritu 1993;
Juan 1994) and began working toward political projects that aimed to unify Desis around
a collective identity. Originally, many of these Desi activists had cultural, arguably
apolitical, objectives in mind.
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Second and 1.5 generation college students – immigrant children who were born
to first generation immigrants or reared in the U.S. since early childhood, respectively –
were some of the first Desis to collectively organize around a “South Asian” identity
(Maira 2002). The South Asian approach to traversing boundaries of national origin and
religion was quite distinctive from earlier generations (Leonard 1997). While some Desi
youth follow their parents’ tendencies to maintain national origin and religious
boundaries, the mobilization amongst these largely second generation Desi youth
demonstrated a desire to shift from organizing around a religious ethnic identity to a more
secular and inclusive political agenda (Kurien 2007; Lessinger 1995).
Today, thousands of college students who identify as South Asian are attracted to
the identity and join Desi-interest groups such as the South Asian Students Association
(SASA) chapters to connect to their cultural identity and to spread awareness to their
campus peers about South Asian culture.20 While cultural awareness as a goal is
tangentially connected to a political purpose, some organizations define a direct set of
political goals related to advancing the interests of South Asians (Kibria 1998; Maira
2002; Prashad 1998). The literature above demonstrates how the South Asian identity is
being mainstreamed toward multicultural and apolitical purposes. Nevertheless, I name
the efforts of 1.5 and second-generation Desis to construct a collective identity to
illustrate: 1) How they constructed an ethnic identity that profoundly differs from first
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For some South Asian students, involvement in these groups is often representative of their first time interacting with fellow Desis of different religious, national origin and ethnic identities. The cultural and religious communities they are raised in are often more narrowly defined. Also, it is worthwhile to mention
that many of these South Asian groups, while intending for inclusivity, often reproduce cultural norms by
highlighting Indian and Hindu cultural practices and traditions, for instance by hosting Diwali celebrations
or focusing on Indian Independence Day celebrations rather than all of the religious, ethnic and national
holidays throughout the region.
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generation immigrants; and 2) How the formation of a tangible, transnational identity has
created an avenue for non-college groups to organize around their shared political
interests. Given these recent developments, it is important that the agendas and alliances
of South Asian groups be investigated.
Organizations that mobilize around a South Asian identity are inherently political
to a degree because they encourage people of diverse religious, caste, national origin, and
ethnic backgrounds to traverse socially-constructed boundaries and, based on loose
linguistic and cultural connections, identify as similar to one other (Maira 2002:2). The
construction of a “South Asian” group identity has served as a catalyst for non-collegial
collectives and organizations to mobilize around common interests and get involved in
the political process. Some groups that are more overtly political adopted a “South
Asian” label and began mobilizing through a pan-ethnic identity to take a stance against
political Hinduism and to promote inclusivity toward Christians, Muslims, secularists,
and other marginalized factions (Kurien 2007). These groups opposed political efforts by
mostly first-generation Hindu Americans to organize around Hindutva (Hindu
Nationalist) agendas and sought to educate the public on the culturally diverse identities
of India (Kurien 2007; Prashad 1998).
In addition to opposing political Hinduism and seeking inclusivity, the pan-ethnic
Desi identity emerged because of the commonalities South Asians experienced in being
lumped together in a white dominant culture. These experiences of racialization
amounted to them and other Asian Americans being consistently perceived as a
“perpetual foreigner” regardless of how many generations their families lived in the U.S.
(Fong 2007). Maira’s (2002:7) research on Indian American Youth in New York City
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illuminates the attraction that many Desis have a unified identity due to a “collective
nostalgia” for an “authentic” understanding of themselves; her research also highlights
how people’s experiences with racialization in a white dominant culture push them to
identify as similar to Afghani21, Indian, Pakistani, Bangladeshi, Nepali, Sri Lankan and
Indo-Caribbean people. In a post-9/11 environment, the experience of racialization is
pronounced because of anti-Muslim sentiment and policies, and it continues to influence
how South Asians experience racialization, affecting their capacity to find belonging, or
“cultural citizenship,” in America (Cainkar and Maira 2005; Maira 2009). South Asians
experience vulnerability to hate crimes, racial profiling, workplace discrimination, and
surveillance – repetitive issues that have driven them to cultivate belonging in a
collective ethnoracial identity. While the presence of South Asian panethnicity is more
tangible today, scholars like Kurien (2007), Das Gupta (2006), and Mishra (2016) argue
that the internal fragments amount to divergent interests within the Desi diaspora. To
reiterate, although the evolution of a Desi identity can be rooted either directly or
indirectly in a political purpose, not everyone who identifies with a “South Asian” or
“Desi” identity embraces it for political purposes. Some groups, however, intentionally
organize around a South Asian identity to build power in mainstream political spaces and
outside of them.
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While this study does not investigate groups that consistently include people of Afghani origin in their
understanding of South Asian identity, it is important to note the geo-political systems and shared linguistic
and cultural traditions that allow for some levels of shared identity amongst Afghani and non-Afghani
South Asians.
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South Asians and Electoral Participation
While participation in electoral modes of political engagement is only one avenue
by which this study considers political action, understanding the voting behavior of Desis
is helpful in assessing broader trends of political participation. Electoral participation
includes but is not limited to activities such as registering to vote, voting in elections,
attending local public meetings, campaign financing, and running for elected office.
Registering to vote and voting are still the most common forms of political involvement
in the U.S.: Bonilla-Silva and Mayorga (2011:87) claim, “Voting is regarded as the most
fundamental right of citizenship since it potentially leads to the expansion of social, civil,
and even economic rights” for a person. Because electoral participation is a civil right
that only U.S. citizens are eligible for (rather than a fundamental right granted to all
residents of the U.S.), data that consider voting behavior are representative of a select,
privileged portion of the South Asian immigrant population.
The Pew Research Center’s The Rise of Asian Americans report finds that Asian
Americans are less likely to report being registered to vote than the general public (Cohn
et al. 2013). Even when controlling for factors such as age, education, income, gender
and home ownership, Ramakrishnan (2005) finds that differences in voting behavior
between Asian and non-Asian American immigrants were strongly connected to racial
and ethnic identity. Although racial minority immigrant groups have lower rates of
electoral participation than non-immigrants and white immigrants, many factors,
including socioeconomic class, citizenship status, and immigrant generation heavily
impact rates of registration and of voter participation. The Pew report explains that Asian
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American citizens register to vote at the same rates as citizens in the general public (Cohn
et al. 2013:162). Immigrant rates of registration and voting do increase by generational
status for Asian Americans (Bureau and Trevelyan 2016).
While the low rates of participation in the electoral arena are evident through
survey data (Ramakrishnan et al. 2011), studies find that once South Asians are registered
to vote, they turn out to polls at a higher rate than other Asian American groups (Lien
2004; Mishra 2016). The same researchers find that 76 percent of Asian Indian
immigrants were registered to vote in 2008 while 63 percent voted in the 2008 election, a
rate higher than other Asian American subgroups (Cohn et al. 2013:163).22 Beyond the
realm of voting, South Asians have a higher rate of participation than Japanese, Filipino,
and Korean immigrants in activities like signing a petition, calling a public official and
participating in local meetings (Lien 2004; Mishra 2016). Such findings indicate the need
for scholars to broaden the criteria used for what counts as political participation amongst
South Asians.
More recently, researchers who study trends among South Asians and Asian
Indians, have argued that they are a “growing” and “important political force in the U.S.”
(Gottschlich 2008; Ramakrishnan et al. 2016). Gottschlich (2008:157) suggests this is
happening through incremental utilization of four main social and political resources: 1)
Voting power and public opinion; 2) Information and institutions; 3) Money and
campaign finance; and 4) Indian American candidates. Khagram et al. (2002) find that
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From January to March 2012, researchers conducted a “telephone survey of a nationally representative
sample of 3,511 Asian Americans…in English and seven Asian languages.” Indian Americans are included
in one of the six largest country of origin subgroups of Asian Americans, so the report discusses statistics
on Asian Americans as a whole and Indian Americans as a separate group (Cohn, Wang, and Parker
2013:v).
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Indian Americans are beginning to run for elected office in greater numbers and have
accepted appointments to high-level public policy positions. These studies discuss the
campaigns of congressional hopeful candidates – Neil Dhillon, Bobby Jindal, Peter
Mathews, Nimi McConigley, Ramakrishnan Nagarajan, Bill Quraishi (a Pakistani origin
immigrant), and Ram Uppuluri – as further evidence of the community’s growing
political power (Gottschlich 2008; Khagram et al. 2002; Leonard 1997).23 While studies
that measure immigrant political incorporation according to electoral participation rates
are concerned largely with assimilation to the existing political system, their findings
suggest that South Asian immigrants of all generations are finding inclusion and
participating in mainstream processes of the American political system.
With respect to electoral participation, studies since 2000-2001 show that while
Asian Indians continue to lean strongly toward the Democratic Party, Bangladeshis and
Pakistanis – who were surveyed for the first time in the 2016 National Asian American
Survey – identify even more strongly with the Democratic Party and progressive values
than Asian Indians (Gottschlich 2008; Ramakrishnan et al. 2011, 2016). In addition to the
greater diversity of political and ideological interests today, South Asian Americans are
also more likely to run for office today than even a decade ago. Studies remark that some
of the early successful candidates of South Asian American backgrounds, namely Bobby
Jindal (R-CA) and Nikki Haley (R-SC), both ran and were elected on Republican tickets
(Gottschlich 2008). Mishra highlights the political success of Haley and Jindal, in
addition to other elected officials, and analyzes the context under which they were able to
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Since the literature above was first published, two Indian American candidates—Nikki Haley and Bobby
Jindal—have won U.S. Congressional and Governor campaigns in the states of South Carolina and Louisiana.
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run successful campaigns. He reminds readers of the trend among elected representatives
of the Desi community to become elected in predominantly white states, counties, and
districts, meaning they often appeal mostly to white Christian constituents or
conservative agendas rather than to their (largely Democratic) South Asian constituents
(Mishra 2016). The findings suggest that studying political mobilization by measuring
electoral participation and individual-level behavior limits our understanding of South
Asian American political interests. The studies also urge scholars to develop methods that
understand political incorporation through a diversity of methods. Furthermore,
Ramakrishnan (2013) suggests that studies that focus on immigrant assimilation and
voting behavior rather than immigrant political incorporation are overly concerned with
individual-level behavior, political knowledge, and attitudes; he urges researchers to
consider factors such as mobilization, political presence, and the influence of social
groups and organizations on political institutions. Accordingly, his argument points to the
need for scholars to consider how South Asian Americans mobilize for political power at
the organizational and institutional level.
Gottschlich’s (2008) research highlights effective mobilization efforts of a few
political leadership programs, that at the time of his study, operated through an Indian
American category. He considers how the Indian American Center for Political
Awareness works to construct educational campaigns, lobby Congress, and run internship
programs for Indian American college students (Gottschlich 2008). Since the publication
of his study, IACPA has evolved toward working with South Asian American students
more broadly and now identifies as the Washington Leadership Program. His research
focuses mostly on the foundation of organizations and institutions and the primary
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concerns that motivate Indian Americans toward political action. Similarly, Khagram et
al. (2002) and Leonard (1997) are concerned quite broadly with the social and public
policy issues that mobilize South Asian American organizations toward political action.
In their research, these authors highlight crime, glass ceiling concerns, immigration and
discrimination, health care, small business legislation, U.S.-India and U.S.-Pakistan
relations, unemployment, poverty and gender justice. Given the breadth of policy reform
and social issues that mobilize the community, past research on South Asian political
involvement suggests a sense of competing issues, interests and identities amongst South
Asians.
The political perspectives of working-class members – often third wave South
Asian migrants – tend to be overlooked in the aforementioned studies and in studies that
are concerned mainly with electoral participation. For example, referring to South Asians
in the U.S., Leonard (1997:90), in citing Williams (1988), highlights the “tensions
between the ‘doctors and engineers’ who are already well established and the new
immigrants who may be less successful;” new immigrants contend that the longerestablished immigrants and their associations make little effort to include and represent
working-class members’ issues in their political agendas. Mishra discusses the trend to
reinforce “selective elite mobilization,” and how it excludes large segments of the South
Asian population (Mishra 2016:152). Accordingly, working-class migrants, women, and
Muslim members of the South Asian community are precluded from the agendas of the
most dominant organizations and from exercising their opinions through electoral
participation. Because sociologists of race and ethnicity focus on electoral political
participation as an indicator of political incorporation, they tend to neglect the forms of
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political action that best represent marginalized South Asians. Still, the scarce scholarship
on this topic indicates that marginalized members of the South Asian community involve
themselves in alternative, non-electoral political participation methods (Das Gupta 2006;
Mathew 2008; Mishra 2016). While these studies are rare, they legitimate the need for
sociologists to broaden their criteria on what political actions can be included as part of
advancing the interests of South Asians.
Beyond the Electoral Realm: Trends in Advocacy and Mass Politics
The explosive growth of civil rights advocacy groups – particularly around
identity-based mobilization – can be attributed to the legacy sparked by social
movements in the U.S. that emerged in the mid-1900s (Love 2017). It was during and
immediately after this era that the first Arab, Asian Indian, Muslim, and Hindu
organizations emerged (2017). While some of these organizations advocate for
nationalistic, conservative and Hindu politics, other organizations, such as the Sikh
American Legal Defense and Education Fund (SALDEF) organize to end hate crimes and
religious and racial profiling (Love 2017). The recent development of South Asian
advocacy organizations are generally representative of a desire for pan-ethnicity and an
alignment with liberal or social justice leanings (Kurien 2003, 2007). Organizations that
operate under a South Asian identity advocate on range of issues related to immigration
reform, civil rights, Islamophobia and racism, and workplace rights (Das Gupta 2006;
Lessinger 1995; Love 2017; Mathew 2008).
Early on, these organizations focused mostly on hate crimes and representation in
media and politics; recent findings suggest that advocacy organizations have evolved to
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also focus on issues related to immigration, class-based issues, and post-9/11 racism. For
example, in the early 1990s, the “dotbusters” attacks in Jersey City successfully pushed
Indian immigrants who were affected by incidents of anti-Asian violence to develop
coalitions, such as Communities Against Anti-Asian Violence (CAAAV) (Lessinger
1995). Sikh American activists founded the Sikh Mediawatch and Resource Taskforce
(SMART) in 1996 because they felt it was necessary to monitor the defamation of the
Sikh religion on television and media networks (Love 2017).
Another organization, The New York Taxi Workers Alliance (NYTWA) emerged
from an organization known as the Lease Drivers Coalition (LDC). The LDC was
founded in 1992 by a leadership of low- and middle-class South Asian staff, board
members, and volunteers who worked with the Coalition Against Anti-Asian Violence
(CAAAV) to combat the overwhelming hate violence and discrimination that low-income
South Asian drivers faced on the job. Writes scholar Rohma Khan (2018:679), “At the
time that the LDC was formed, it was recorded that South Asians comprised 43% of
yellow cab drivers and more than fifty South Asian drivers had been killed on the job that
year alone.” Initially, the LDC, in alignment with CAAAV’s mission, fought to end
racially motivated hate crimes and police brutality against South Asians. By the time the
LDC evolved into the NYTWA, members started adopting a mass organizing model that
worked with a racially- and ethnically-diverse membership to address drivers’ concerns
of economic justice. Khan shares that in addition to facing issues of racialization and
labor exploitation, many of the members struggled to overcome racial divisions and postcolonial tensions to develop a sense of “class consciousness” (2008). While the union
represents drivers of multiple racial and ethnic backgrounds, scholars and activists who
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are concerned with South Asian politics often regard the NYTWA as an organization that
opened the door to working-class activism amongst South Asians (Khan 2018). I
categorize their mobilization efforts under the umbrella of South Asian organizations.
While the NYTWA continues to address economic justice issues, in the post-9/11 era,
they also developed new campaigns to address Islamophobia in response to news sources
framing them as “taxi terrorists” (Khan 2018). Accordingly, Biju Mathew (2008) recalls
that, cab drivers joined NYTWA not simply to dispute issues of economic injustice, but
to also call for an end to the nativist racism they faced from clients and employers.
Similarly, Das Gupta’s (2006) ethnographic research looks at activists in feminist,
queer and labor organizations in the South Asian community.24 Das Gupta elects to study
“unruly immigrants,” or individuals and groups whose voices have been traditionally
marginalized, because their involvement in social and political movements is not
contingent on them being citizens in the nation where they reside. Instead, they view their
rights through a “transnational” lens rather than rooted in national membership and
belonging (Das Gupta 2006). Her findings indicate that, unlike the most elite members of
the South Asian immigrant population in the U.S., low-wage Desi immigrants tend to
employ alternative political strategies in advocating for these issues: for instance,
organizing protests to campaign for better working conditions and building cross-racial
coalitions to resist police brutality. Lessinger’s (1995) study indicates that, unlike South
Asians of middle- to upper-class statuses, working-class activists do not generally support
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Gupta interviews seventeen core members of seven organizations in New York, New Jersey, and Boston.
The organizations include: Manavi; Sakhi for South Asian Women; South Asian Women for Action
(SAWA); South Asian Lesbian and Gay Association (SALGA); Massachusetts Area South Asian Lambda
Association (MASALA); New York Taxi Workers Alliance (NYTWA); and Andolan (Das Gupta 2006).
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restrictions on immigration or efforts to cut off ‘unearned’ social benefits to the poor. The
NYTWA organizers in particular formulate their political empowerment and social
justice agendas through universalizing their conditions and involving themselves in a
type of “mass politics” rather than single-issue politics (Mathew 2008:202). These groups
redefine “central concepts” of activism around domestic violence, queer identity and
labor and find a source for their political inspiration and power by articulating a human
rights agenda through a historical and social justice framework (Das Gupta 2006). While
the data indicate groups who use advocacy or alternative modes of participation such as
mass politics do so because of their experiences of being marginalized from mainstream
social and political institutions, such a claim needs to be more thoroughly investigated.
The literature shows an upsurge of social justice advocacy amongst South Asians, which
implies the need for scholars to investigate how these groups perceive themselves to be
representing community needs through their political agendas and alliances. This study
explores the agendas and methods of groups that use electoral and nonelectoral methods
of participation to advance the interests of their constituents.
Beyond Ethnoracial Identity: Multiracial Alliances and Coalitions
The tendency for South Asians to prioritize political incorporation by assuming
ethnoracial solidarity and by mobilizing Desis in elite class and occupational positions
results in the organization of select factions and the marginalization of others (Mishra
2016). The significance that class, religious identity, and immigration, and occupational
status play in the development of political agendas cannot be overstated, and it greatly
influences how Desi groups develop common political cause with non-Desi
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organizations. With regard to building cross-racial alliances and coalitions, the
relationships that Desis build with different ethnoracial communities are influenced by a
shared experience of racism, and are also affected by categories of class, nationality, and
educational and occupational status.
In the paragraphs that follow, I first share the definitions and objectives of racial
solidarity and political coalitions; then I discuss the significance of “crafting [complex]
solidarity” (Prashad 1998) according to “parallel frames of reference” (Marable 1993).
Studies by Nazli Kibria (1998), Leonard (1997), Gottschlich (2008), and Khagram et al.
(2002) illuminate why some South Asian groups are inclined toward panethnic and crossracial alliances with other nonwhites. Marable’s (1993) and Prashad’s (1998) studies
reveal how many of these cross-racial alliances flatten the commonalities that nonwhite
identity groups share according to a generalized racial experience. While there are
examples of groups that develop cross-racial alliances and coalitions according to ethnic
identity, Prashad’s (2012) more recent studies indicate the significant role that socioeconomic factors and religious background play in the formation of alliances and
coalitions. The literature reveals the need for scholars to consider multiple issues that
factor into the development of alliances and coalitions by South Asian groups. This study
considers the alliances that organizations develop across ethnoracial boundaries because
such relationships supplement our understanding of their political agendas.
While racial solidarity can be understood as a broad concept with many meanings,
Ong and Espiritu (1994:195) define racial solidarity as “the degree to which group
members can act collectively based on a common racial definition”. Political coalitions
form when individuals and groups with divergent interests begin to identify commonality
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in social issues they face and to seek social change and political empowerment in a
unified manner (Rivera, Miller, and Wright 2008). Political coalitions seek to advance
their goals and missions by increasing power in the political landscape through elections,
legislative changes and grassroots movements that benefit group members (Rivera et al.
2008:7). Coalitions are “temporary, means oriented alliances among individuals or
groups which differ in goals” but join together to define a common objective (Gamson
1961:374). One of the commonalities that South Asians identify with other nonwhite
communities is their racialized status in a white dominant culture.
Research notes the powerful potential of cross-racial alliances between South
Asians of specific ethnic or national origin groups with each other; South Asians with
Asian Americans; and between South Asians and people of color more generally (Kibria
1996; Prashad 1998). For example, Leonard (1997) identifies that, as length of stay and
generational presence increase in the U.S., people of Bangladeshi, Bhutanese, Indian,
Nepali, Pakistani, and Sri Lankan origin are beginning to ally and identify with broader
group identities such as “South Asian” and “Asian American”. Kibria (1998:76) writes
that while there are “limitations [to] an alliance,” this “does not mean that there is no
common ground or that important and supportive cross-cutting alliances cannot be
formed.” These groups continue to share many common concerns. Her research points to
the significant role that pan-Asian coalitions play in advancing the interests of South
Asians and Asian Americans more broadly.
Researchers also find that South Asian organizations are currently experiencing
more noticeable coalition building with Asian American, Latinx immigrants, African
Americans, and other South Asian groups (Gottschlich 2008; Khagram et al. 2002;
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Leonard 1997). For instance, Khagram et al. (2002) found that the Organization of
Chinese Americans (OCA) spearheaded a coalition of 18 Asian American interest groups
to construct a voter registration drive in 2000. Gottschlich (2008) found that the
formation of broad Asian-American coalitions to launch voter registration drives, proved
to be an effective strategy for building shared interests. Meanwhile, Mishra (2016) posits
that because of the tendency toward selective mobilization and assuming ethnoracial
solidarity, low-income South Asian workers are more likely to build cross-racial alliances
and organizations based on their class and occupational status. “Low-income and
working-class organizations such as New York Taxi Workers’ Alliance (NYTWA),
Restaurant Operating Center (ROC), and Domestic Workers United (DWU) demonstrate
that the nature of mobilization of low-income workers within South Asian communities is
inextricably linked to their placing within these organizations” and their marginalization
more broadly within Desi spaces (Mishra 2016:11). Mishra’s reminder of the influence
that class and occupational status have on multiracial alliances encourages scholars to
consider factors beyond racial identity when looking specifically at the mobilization of an
ethnoracial group.
While identification as people of color remains a motivating factor to develop
cross-racial alliances, Manning Marable (1993:199–200) explains why it is important for
various ethnoracial groups to go beyond racial identity politics in order to manifest
liberation in America’s multicultural democracy. He argues, “We must do more than
critique the white pillars of race, gender and class dominations.” He adds that in order for
a true multicultural democracy to be realized, people of color must bury the racial
barriers of the past for good and create “parallel frames of reference” as they construct
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alliances: “[w]e must rethink and restructure the central social categories of collective
struggle…redefine ‘blackness’ and other traditional racial categories to be more inclusive
of contemporary ethnic realities” (1993:199–200). Similarly, Prashad’s (1998) earlier
research on South Asian American experiences with “crafting solidarities” suggests that
the effectiveness of political struggle in the South Asian community can be realized when
the community ceases to allow the existing racial-political categories to have control over
political issues they elect to support. The community must abolish parochialism in favor
of a complex universalism – in favor of a universal “people of color” category that
enables members to craft complex solidarities and struggle against the divisions among
various communities (Prashad 1998). Prashad’s findings suggest that analyses of multiracial alliances should also consider factors such as class, occupational and educational
status – which are often overlooked by researchers’ focus on racial identity. In order to
understand the purpose that cross-racial alliances and coalitions serve for South Asian
groups, multiple internal factors must be taken into consideration.
In his subsequent theoretical research on the political agendas and motives of the
South Asian American community, Prashad (2012) describes how South Asians in a post9/11 context confronted internal issues related to cultural, migration and religion. As
Islamophobia and hate crimes grew and the community began confronting the recent
terrorist-phobia, “some sought safe harbors in religious chauvinism or in neoliberal
consumerism; others recognized the reality of the racism and joined together to push back
against it” (Prashad 2012:183). Some Asian Indians, for example, embraced solidarity
with the Jewish immigrant communities against the “common enemy” of Islamic
terrorism and in favor of politicized Hinduism and religious extremism. Many political
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leaders, such as Bobby Jindal and Nikki Haley, also developed likeness or common cause
with white Christian constituents in order to win elections (Mishra 2016; Prashad 2012).
Alternatively, Prashad also discusses how some South Asian American organizations
(before 9/11 but largely in the post-9/11 era) formed alliances: they developed racialpolitical alliances and coalitions with other Asian Americans, immigrant groups and
African Americans to fight against police brutality, racism and restrictive immigration
policies and to demand better working conditions (2012). His findings suggest that lowwage Desi workers construct racial-political alliances based on claiming solidarity with
other working-class racial minorities while others develop alliances based on middle to
upper-class status, anti-Muslim ideologies, and religious fundamentalism (Prashad 2012).
The literature on multiracial alliance- and coalition-building reveal how class,
occupational status, and immigrant status interact with racial identity to inform political
solidarity and organizational tendencies among South Asians. Rather than assume all
South Asian groups develop alliances and coalitions in uniform ways, this study clarifies
the diverse set of factors that function into the formation of cross-racial alliances.
Gaps in the Literature
The research reviewed above confirms that South Asian Americans are becoming
more visible in the political arena through electoral participation and other modes of
mobilization. Much of this visibility is tied to the selective mobilization of elite groups
and a prioritization of their political agendas, with assimilation scholars focusing largely
on how well immigrants integrate into mainstream political practices while racialization
scholars often generalize all experiences of exclusion as uniform and static for all Desis.
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The limitations of these frameworks indicate a need to examine the political agendas of
South Asian American organizations not simply by bifurcating the dominant frameworks
but rather by considering how they function in conversation together.
Although the organizations in this dissertation study use the South Asian identity
as a tool for political mobilization, ethnoracial identity is not the only tool that South
Asian groups employ in order to galvanize and mobilize members. In fact, these groups
organize around their Desi identity in diverse rather than homogenizing ways. As a result,
this chapter maps the political organizations representing Desi interests along an
“assimilation-to-racialization continuum.” Because each group wavered between desiring
integration and confronting racialization, a continuum that integrates both paradigms
offers a more comprehensive understanding of Desi political lives. Accordingly, rather
than impose a homogenized experience on all Desi immigrants, the continuum highlights
the divergent ways that South Asians build political power, strategize to develop political
agendas, participate in and respond to racialized structures and moments, and craft
alliances across ethnoracial barriers. A model that positions groups along a spectrum also
helps illuminate how certain Desis of socially- and economically-privileged backgrounds
assimilate more easily into the political environment while others, with fewer socioeconomic privileges, continue to face structural barriers to make their voices and agendas
heard; and it also illuminates how all Desis regardless of social and economic location
experience racialization in as nonwhites in moments and eras such as the post-9/11 era.
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CHAPTER 3
METHODS AND DATA

Organizational Selection
In embarking on this research, I utilized the following criteria to select
organizations. Specifically, I studied the political agendas and activities of not-for-profit
organizations that actively address the interests of South Asians on a local- and nationalscale. All of the selected organizations identify an objective related to advancing the
interests of South Asians in their mission statements. Due to the significant diversity in
South Asians’ methods and strategies of political involvement, I included organizations
that reflect such diversity in methods and strategies.
The organizations exhibit differences in their approach to connecting with South
Asian constituents — including membership-based, representative, and collective
models. While these organizations are similar in that their missions aim to address the
political and social interests of South Asians, the strategies and tactics they use to
actualize these mission statements differ. The following sections provide an overview of
the agendas and activities of the selected organizations based on information posted on
their websites.
Organization 1 – The Washington Leadership Program
The Washington Leadership Program (WLP), based in Washington D.C., is a
national non-profit organization that seeks to mobilize the next generation of political
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leadership from the South Asian community (WLP 2014). WLP is a non-partisan
organization that openly invites students of both democratic and republican political
values to engage in a political experience that includes attending events and meetings
with elected officials, Ambassadors, Capitol Hill staff, Federal government officials, and
local and state representatives largely of South Asian origin.
WLP’s core objectives include increasing political participation and providing
political education for the South Asian community. To this end, they run an eight-week
summer internship program that simultaneously places “promising college students” in a
Congressional office, and guides them through a structured leadership curriculum (WLP
2014). Many alumni continue to be involved in the WLP as board members, organizers
and donors. In addition to receiving positive feedback and involvement from WLP
alumni, the program has a strong reputation both on the Hill as well as in the community.
Former House Democratic Leader Dick Gephardt (D-MO) once “called the WLP ‘the
best program of its kind on the Hill’” (WLP 2014). This is their most notable program
and, as of 2018, is going on its tenth year.
Organization 2 - South Asian Americans Leading Together (SAALT)
South Asian Americans Leading Together (SAALT) – also based in Washington,
DC – is a national non-partisan non-profit organization that “elevates the voices and
perspectives of South Asian individuals and organizations to build a more just and
inclusive society in the United States” (SAALT 2014). Their mission is to advocate
“around issues affecting South Asian communities through a social justice framework”
(SAALT 2014) through four main activities.
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First, SAALT leads a youth-based leadership program geared toward educating
and empowering future generations of South Asian American political activists. Since
2012, SAALT has been running this program, known as the Young Leaders Institute, to
train undergraduate students around issues affecting the South Asian American
community (SAALT 2014). Second, SAALT has organized the National South Asian
Summit in Washington, DC every two years since 2007; the summit brings together
“advocates and allies from across the U.S. to share knowledge and experience, build
skills, network and advocate for social change” (SAALT 2014). Historically, the Summit
has been co-hosted by the South Asian Law Students Association (SALSA) of the
American University Washington College of Law, but as of 2017, SAALT has organized
the Summit at different locations across the District of Columbia.
Third, SAALT’s organizational leaders advocate on behalf of the South Asian
community for a just and humane approach to immigration reform, including a path to
citizenship for undocumented immigrants. Historically, they have done this by organizing
briefings and meetings with the White House, Department of Justice and Department of
Homeland Security, by testifying to Congress and engaging with policy makers and
elected officials. For example, in 2007, the Executive Director of SAALT testified before
the House Subcommittee on Immigration, Refugees, and Citizenship (SAALT 2014).
Finally, SAALT coordinates the National Coalition of South Asian Organizations
(NCSO): “a network of [over 53] community-based organizations that believe in
common principles related to social change, and that provide services to, work with,
convene, organize, and advocate for South Asians in the United States” (SAALT 2014).
The coalition, founded in 2008, seeks to strengthen the community voice through
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developing a common National Action Agenda. NCSO members work toward solutions
for common issues and challenges of concern to the community, such as immigration
restrictions, sexism, homophobia, class-based bias, workplace and school treatment, and
targeting and profiling since 9/11 (SAALT 2014).
Organization 3 – Seva New York
Seva is a working-class, South Asian immigrant-led organization located in the
borough of Queens, New York. Operating as a non-profit, community based
organization, Seva was founded in 2006 by a small group of neighbors living in
Richmond Hill, Queens. The founders came together because they felt “outraged by the
lack of information, assistance, organization, and resources in their community” (SEVA
2019). Accordingly, Seva New York’s members use grassroots organizing strategies and
tools to build a network of community based organizers and members. While the
organization seeks to address the needs of members of the most under resourced
immigrant communities in Richmond Hill, Queens, its efforts focus heavily on serving
South Asian and West Indian enclaves.
Programmatically, Seva concentrates on grassroots community organizing and
leadership development. The organization’s community programs include campaigns that
focus on economic empowerment, voter registration, language access, and census
representation in the community. With respect to language access work, for the past few
years, they have been working on a campaign titled “NY Speaks Punjabi,” a campaign
that seeks to make government documents available in Punjabi, a language native to
many of the South Asian residents in Richmond Hill.
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The organization’s leadership development program focuses on growing
leadership within the Richmond Hill community itself, mostly by training residents and
organizational members to be community organizers. Many of the members ultimately
become staff organizers. Partially because Seva’s organizational budget is smaller than
the other organizations in this study, they had fewest number of organizational leaders to
interview. As a result, I conducted the fewest number of interviews with their leaders.
However, I learned more about Seva’s political objectives and approach to alliancebuilding through the data collection process.
Organization 4 – Desis Rising Up and Moving (DRUM)
Desis Rising Up and Moving (DRUM) is a New York City-based organization
that aims to mobilize low-wage workers of South Asian descent to build political power.
It is a “multigenerational, membership led organization of low-wage South Asian
immigrant workers and youth” (DRUM 2018). DRUM achieves its goals through
building immigrant workers’ leadership skills and capacity to be agents of social change.
Being that it is membership-led and inclusive of over 2,400 members, DRUM’s
organizational model differs from the previous organizational structures and is nonhierarchical. DRUM organizers seek to train the leadership of low-wage working class
individuals who work to influence policy and legislation affecting them and their
communities. Their mission statement reads, “Our long-term vision is to build the power
of immigrant workers in the U.S. in unity with all workers and communities for human
rights. We see our movements for justice in the U.S. rooted in working in solidarity with
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people of the Global South.…Our cornerstone is building strong cross-community
alliances” (DRUM 2018).
DRUM also includes a youth component. “YouthPower! is a youth-led program
that builds the leadership and power of low-income Desi youth in NYC to win
educational and immigrant justice. YouthPower! members are ages 13-21 and attend
NYC public schools, public colleges, and/or are low-wage workers” (DRUM 2018).
Through an effort to instill working class community leadership in the next generation,
their youth program focuses heavily on political education and campaign skills
development, youth-led campaigns, and alliance-building with youth of color across the
city and nationally (2018). In September 2018, DRUM’s YouthPower! Program held its
18th annual organizing institute – a space for youth leaders to engage in political
education workshops, build solidarity with non-Desi groups, and participate in racial,
immigrant and economic justice campaigns.
Alongside its youth programming, DRUM’s South Asian Workers Center
program organizes South Asian low-wage workers across five industries (domestic, retail,
restaurant, taxi, and construction workers). DRUM also has a Racial and Immigrant
Justice Program which works to gain just immigration reforms, end racial profiling, and
build community coalitions to end police brutality that affects Black and Brown people
across New York City. In 2014, DRUM members organized a “Speakout and Action
around the Eric Garner verdict, anti-black racism, policing, and role of immigrant
communities” in the heart of Jackson Heights, Queens, New York. Over 100 people,
mostly immigrants and people of color, attended the demonstration. Because of their
intentions around working with a specific demographic of Desi constituents, DRUM’s
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work is unique in comparison to other South Asian organizations and their agendas are
representative of Desis on the frontlines of community organizing campaigns.
Qualitative Interviews and Participant Observations
To answer the research questions in my study, I employed a qualitative
methodological approach. I utilized semi-structured interviews as a primary method. I
supplemented the interviews with participant observation of key events and meetings and
with content analysis of websites and social media postings related to these key events.
To initiate my entry into these organization’s communities, I sent a casual informational
email to the directors of each organizations25 requesting consent and commitment to
participate in the project. Because I did not always receive permission after the first
attempt, I often followed up with key leaders and members via text, e-mail, or phone.
Depending on the organization, it often took a few months to gain trust and formal
consent amongst organization leaders to begin the interview process.
Sociologists often utilize informal interviews – the primary methodological
approach I utilized in this study – to describe phenomena and obtain knowledge about
social and ethnic group processes. Kvale (2007:1) discusses the benefit of conducting
interviews in social science research: “[i]f you want to know how people understand their
world and their lives, why not talk with them. Conversation is a basic mode of human
interaction…[In] the research interview[,] knowledge is constructed in the inter-action
between the interviewer and interviewee.” Kvale (2007) adds that the interviewer
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See Appendix A for draft of email.
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generally identifies and determines both the structure and purpose of the interview
through thematizing it, preparing a script, and carefully constructing questions and
listening strategies. I created an interview schedule that was organized by core themes
and inclusive of thoughtfully constructed questions. I simultaneously employed active
listening strategies that allowed for the possibility of going off-script in some interviews.
In utilizing the qualitative research interview as a construction site for knowledge
in this study, I interviewed employees, working and non-working members, and board
members of the organizations involved. While the intention was to interview
approximately nine leaders per organization, the final count varied slightly from that
objective. Originally, I planned to interview 3 staff members or administrative leaders, 3
advisors or board members, and 3 rank-and-file members from each organization.
Between July 2015 and August 2016, I interviewed 12 leaders from WLP, 9 leaders from
SAALT, 11 leaders from DRUM, and 8 leaders from Seva NYC.26 In total, that amounts
to 40 in-person interviews.
Kvale (2006) posits that there is an inherent power dynamic exists in interview
processes, claiming that the interviewer carries much control and power in guiding the
interview. He suggests researchers should format interviews as a dialogue, or
conversation, in which people have a mutual understanding of each other with respect to
a particular subject matter (Kvale 2006). I believe a consensual approach to the interview
process allowed me to develop a more honest understanding of how South Asian
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The breakdown of interviews by category of leadership for each organization are the following: WLP (3
board, 5 rank and file, and 3 staff members); SAALT (2 board, 3 rank and file, and 4 staff members); Seva
New York (3 board, 2 rank and file, and 3 staff members); and DRUM (3 board, 3 rank and file, and 5 staff
members).
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organizations develop political agendas and construct coalitions. I shared the interview
schedule with the head directors of each organization to build trust and asked their
opinions about whether or not I should skip particular questions or include different ones.
At the end of each interview, I reiterated that they can let me know if I should have asked
additional questions and invited them to share additional information. I used the Audio
Memos application to record each interview.
In order to effectively answer a research question, social science research often
employs a combination of methods—interviews being a method that is commonly used in
combination with participant observation (Kvale 2007:46). Kvale (2007:45) suggests that
when a “research topic concerns more implicit meanings and tacit understandings, like
the taken-for-granted assumptions of a group or a culture,” a combination of interviews
with key individuals and participant observation of actual behavior may enrich the data
and provide more valid information about the research topic. I conducted the interviews
to understand how those involved in the organizations describe and articulate the political
agendas of their respective organizations and also to understand how leaders of each
group articulated their organization’s approach to building alliances and coalitions. As a
supplemental form of collecting data to this qualitative study, I utilized participant
observation of key predetermined events and meetings. I understood that the participant
observations served to confirm and qualify how the events, actions, and meetings lined
up with leaders’ perceptions of their organizational agendas.
Participant observation is a method that is commonly employed in ethnographic
studies: within ethnography, “the pivotal cognitive mode is ‘observation’” (Gobo
2008:5). While this study is not an ethnographic one, using participant observation as a
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framework for my research study allowed me to deepen my understanding of these four
South Asian organizations and their perceptions of their political agendas and
experiences with alliances and coalitions. Participant observation allowed me to relate the
data I collect from interviews to the social phenomena that I observed at the events.
Angrosino and Rosenberg (2011) share the understanding that participant observations
form a strong base for qualitative research methods. Such an ethnographic method “also
connotes a frame of mind – an intent to be open to everything unknown” (Charmaz and
Mitchell 2001:161). Being open to learning how the data confirm or contradict each other
is a crucial aspect of this research. Observation involves applying the use of multiple
senses at once to the study of a group of people or an organization; in addition to
observing with one’s eyes, a researcher must be prepared to simultaneously listen, feel
and participate or talk with participants. These observations motivated my ability to
commit my full self to this research. They enhanced my ability to discuss how the
organizational actions compare with how representatives of these organizations articulate
their political agendas.
Participant observation of key predetermined events and meetings also allowed
me to study the social and political phenomena and agendas of these organizations by
being a part of them. Because I am of South Asian descent, I share an ethnic background
with many (not all) of the organizational members and am a member of the community
these organizations seek to serve. At the same time, I am not a member of these
organizations. As an observer who revealed my identity as a researcher, I inhabited the
space between an insider and outsider and carry an “insider-outsider” status (Dwyer and
Buckle 2009). Ultimately, while this research has a scientific edge to it, it is also social;
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as a researcher, I participated in the social activities of the actors and organizations
observed while simultaneously preserving cognitive distance from them (Gobo 2008:6).
I conducted participant observations at conferences, board meetings, at least two
community events or rallies and one coalition meeting between April 2015 and August
2016. For the WLP, I attended 2 programmatic events including the pre-program
orientation and a speaker series event on journalism. For SAALT, I attended the 2015 and
2017 National South Asian Summits. For DRUM, I attended their 2015 Mela (Festival)
Fundraiser, an Eckshate Liberation Dhaba (community café), and a YouthPower!
membership meeting. I also accompanied an adult member of DRUM to visit her son at
Otisville prison in upstate New York.27 For Seva, I volunteered at their annual Sikh Day
Parade. These participant observations served as an opportunity to construct meaningful
knowledge on the political ideology and activities of South Asian organizations. I was
able to analyze how those involved with the political organizations practiced their stated
beliefs and values, advanced the political interests of their constituents, and built
relationships with non-South Asian groups.
Although the South Asian community has long been involved in the political
arena, sociological research on the South Asian community’s political participation has
not yet ventured into understanding how their organizations identify the community’s
social and political needs, shape political agendas, and construct alliances and coalitions.
This multi-level qualitative research study adds to the sociological literature on South
Asian political organizations by uncovering how Desi political organizations articulate
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I decided to drive this organizational leader and her family to the prison to help support her and her family’s capacity to get to upstate New York, but also, I drove them so I could learn more about their family’s
post-9/11 experience with surveillance, entrapment, and structural violence.
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their political agendas and how they build political power. I examine how these
organizations strategize to engage in political activities and how they craft alliances and
coalitions outside their ethnic community. I organize the following data chapter in a
relatively linear manner by political origins and early programs, recollections of post9/11 experiences and responses, and current evolutions in political agendas to
demonstrate the consistent positioning of South Asian political agendas along a
continuum between the assimilation to racialization paradigms.
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CHAPTER 4
ESTABLISHING DIVERGENCE: THE POLITICAL
ORIGINS OF DESI ORGANIZATIONS

I mean, on the one hand, the identity informs the politics but, at the same time, the
politics are not about the identity. I'm a little wary of identity-based politics, so
when I say that my identity informs my politics, that doesn’t mean that like I'm a
South Asian, so I'm committed to South Asian organizing. It [identity] is not an
end in itself, and I think that, in particular, distinguishes us [DRUM] within South
Asian, Muslim relation organization efforts in social movements at large in
America where identity politics is sort of a very dominant frame. There's a larger
vision for liberation and for justice for all peoples [in our efforts], and identity is a
tool to use. It’s more like, for example, based on my history and identity and
experiences of having been undocumented, working-class and a racialized person
of color, how do I use all those identities to influence my political thinking and
commit me to the work, but also how do I use those experiences as a way to bring
people into larger struggles? [emphasis added]
– Rizwan, DRUM Staff Leader
Desis of Common Culture, Not of Common Interest
Although the shared experience of racialization in a white dominant culture
engenders a sense of common cause and the formation of an ethnic identity, people of
South Asian origin relate to the dominant theoretical paradigms of assimilation and
racialization in heterogeneous ways. Hence, when Rizwan keenly shared that “the
identity informs the politics, but the politics are not about identity,” he reminded me of
the tendency among scholars and social scientists to reduce a group’s political interests to
their ethnoracial identity. In addition to ethnoracial identity, the internally stratified
realities of class, religion, caste, and economic status governed how each group formed,
identified the most pressing issues affecting their constituents, mobilized people and
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resources, and decided which political activities would be the most effective in reaching
their goals. The current chapter exposes the divergent agendas of Desi organizations by
exploring their origin stories, early program and visions for change.
The premise of uniform assimilation has been revised by segmented assimilation
theorists to generate a more inclusive approach in comprehending how different racial or
ethnic groups experience social inclusion in their host societies. A comparison of both
theoretical models reveals that European immigrants are less likely to experience racial
and ethnic barriers to wholehearted assimilation in the U.S. than non-European
immigrants.28 Because nonwhites are not a monolith, researchers point to the unique
experiences that they encounter with regard to ethnic inclusion or racial exclusion.
Nonwhite groups’ access to social and political incorporation differs according to a
multitude of factors such as phenotype, social class, income, and cultural capital.
Rather than interpret Desi political mobilization and incorporation through
homogenizing frameworks or a binary paradigm, this chapter reveals the need for
sociologists to expand their purview. The political models espoused by the four nonprofit organizations in this study (The Washington Leadership Program, South Asian
Americans Leading Together, Seva NY, and Desis Rising Up and Moving) indicate a
need for the assimilation- and racialization paradigms to be more adaptable. Drawing
from 40 one-on-one semi-formal interviews with group representatives and 10 participant
observations at events and meetings of the four groups, I review the: 1) origin stories; 2)
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I recognize Europe is not a monolith, and that within the continent, immigrants experience varying forms
of barriers based on language skills, accent, and racio-religious factors. On a whole however, Europeans
still experience more ethnoracial privileges than non-Europeans with regard to reception from the host society.
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early programs; and 3) visions of each group. Using this data, I explore how each group’s
political incorporation strategy exhibits qualities related to the pursuit of assimilation and
the experience of racialization. This chapter explores South Asian political agendas in the
U.S. by considering the core issues, programs, and vision for building power embodied
by four organizations.
Chapter Roadmap
This study considers the following organizations in Washington, D.C. and New
York City: Washington Leadership Program (WLP), South Asian Americans Leading
Together (SAALT), Seva New York (Seva NY), and Desis Rising Up and Moving
(DRUM). Utilizing data from 40 one-on-one interviews and 10 participant observations
at meetings and events, this chapter explores: 1) The social and political issues that drove
each organization’s formation; 2) The programs that characterized their nascent years;
and 3) Their early visions for social change. Each section explores how representatives
from WLP, SAALT, Seva NY, and DRUM discuss the pressing issues, founding
programs, and visions that define their organization’s agenda. In each section, I use the
data to position each organization on an “assimilation-to-racialization continuum.” First, I
explore WLP’s mission to teach middle- to upper-class U.S. citizens of predominantly
Indian backgrounds how to build political power by joining Washington, D.C.’s political
elites – activities consistent with an assimilationist paradigm. Next, I consider SAALT’s
early aim to mobilize Indian Americans, who were economically and educationally
privileged around public service and civic leadership activities, as demonstrative of a
similar inclination toward the assimilation paradigm. Yet, what complicates SAALT’S
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positionality as not simply oriented toward assimilation are the internal ideological
divisions amongst its leaders and the group’s subsequent shift to draw visibility to issues
of racial inequality, indicating SAALT’s drift to the racialization end of the paradigm.
Third, I ponder Seva New York’s (Seva) mission to empower low-income
residents of Richmond Hill, Queens to overcome barriers to civic engagement and
address pressing neighborhood-based issues. Finally, I consider DRUM’s vision to use
mass-based, grassroots organizing models and social justice values to organize workingclass Desi immigrants in Jackson Heights, New York. DRUM’s efforts to support the
needs of a marginalized segment of the Desi community are indicative of their location
toward the racialization end of the political spectrum. These stories illustrate the need to
complicate Desi political engagement by bringing the assimilation and racialization
paradigms in conversation with one another. Both frameworks share elements of validity,
and when integrated, allow for a complex understanding of how the economic mobility
and socio-political integration of Desis can co-exist with the community’s vulnerability
to enduring racialization and structural discrimination. The data from these one-on-one
interviews and participant observations illustrate the value of broadening and mapping
our understanding of Desi political incorporation along a continuum between the
dominant frameworks. I contend that a “racialization-to-assimilation continuum” captures
the different methods and strategies of mobilization exercised by South Asians who are
both empowered and marginalized by social and political factors in their host society.
The Washington Leadership Program (WLP) – Organization 1
Political Origins: Building Likeness with Whiteness
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The Washington Leadership Program was established in 2009, but its history
dates back to the early 1990s when its “parent,” the India Abroad Center for Political
Awareness (IACPA), was founded to address the issue of political representation
amongst Indian Americans. Gopal Raju, a wealthy businessperson who served as the
founder and editor of the U.S.-based newspaper India Abroad, had a long-standing desire
to empower and integrate Indian Americans to the existing U.S. social structure.
Although (Asian) Indians possessed a significant amount of economic clout, Raju wanted
to amplify their political power.
Raju lamented the absence of Indian political representation particularly when he
compared the community’s power to that of the Jewish lobby, with whom Raju felt
Indians shared a similar economic profile. Although Indians and Jewish Americans are
belong to different ethnic and racial identity groups, Raju did not see the racial identity of
Indians as a hindrance to representation; he felt the Indian American community could
reach its full political potential by following Jewish leadership strategies. Sagar, an
IACPA Alumni and WLP staff leader, shared:
He talked to leaders in the Jewish community to understand how to build a
political mobilized effort, and they said, you can do donations. You can do things
from the top down, but the best way is to build from the bottom up, so not only
getting your grassroots organized, but getting brown faces in members' offices to
say, hey, not only can we donate from the top, but we also have people who can
do the policy and substance at the bottom. That was a model of success for the
Jewish American community, so [Raju] was the only one in the Indian American
community to really focus on this. [emphasis added]
Following the advice he received from Jewish leaders, Raju set out to mobilize
Indian Americans by organizing “grassroots” leaders. IACPA’s youth internship program
became the primary vehicle for mobilizing Indian-origin, U.S. citizen college students
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around political power. Beyond the goal of placing “brown faces” in Congressional
representatives’ offices for summer internships, Raju’s strategy included building interns’
consciousness on how Capitol Hill operated, how to run for elected office, and how to
affect public policy. IACPA ceased programming when Raju passed away in 2008;
however, several alumni reinvigorated Raju’s vision by starting The Washington
Leadership Program (WLP). The mission of IACPA, as an organization geared toward
assimilating Desi leaders into mainstream U.S. politics, endures through the WLP.
Founding Programs: Capitol Hill and The Jewish Influence on Desi Dreams
In recognizing what the Jewish American has achieved politically, the Indian
American community often looks to Jewish leaders for inspiration. Sagar recalled that
Jewish leaders advised Raju to institutionalize Desi Americans place in electoral and
government politics by “building the Indian lobby, creating think tanks, and training
young leaders in political leadership.” Raju devoted his energy to the latter mode of
mobilization by building a political internship program. In 1995, IACPA offered four
students internships on Capitol Hill. As the annual class size grew, IACPA started
gaining a positive reputation in Indian American communities, on Capitol Hill, and
across Washington, D.C.’s political networks. Over a 13-year span from 1995 to 2007,
over 170 Indian-origin college students, often studying at elite ivy league and private and
prestigious public universities across the U.S. participated in IACPA and interned in U.S.
Congressional offices. Each intern received a modest stipend of $1,500, but these youth
were motivated less by economic need and more so by the opportunity to grow their
social and professional network. Alongside the 8-week summer internship, IACPA staff
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organized speaker events where foreign policy specialists, journalists, and lobbyists –
often of Indian origin – shared advice on how to climb the political ladder to success in
Washington, D.C. Interns learned how to build political power by working closely with
legislative aides, attending policy briefings, and meeting Desi professionals.
Joseph, an alumnus of the program, shared that because Raju knew little about
“how American politics truly worked on Capitol Hill,” he looked to the Israeli lobby29 for
insight. He hired Ralph Nurnberger – a former American Israeli Political Affairs
Committee (AIPAC) lobbyist – to assist with day-to-day operations and intern
placements. Joseph also recalled:
What Ralph brought to the table was … decades of connection with members of
Congress; he could pick up the phone to Chief of Staff X and say ‘hey, I'm
involved in this internship program,’ which immediately lends that program
credibility, because there's affiliation with Ralph Nurnberger…. Ralph can say,
‘Hey, can you take one of my students?’ And out of, whether it be obligation or
friendship or whatever, these offices were just more inclined to say yes. Ralph
was smart. He knew who was interested in Indian American communities, who
had connectivity to the Republic of India. He [could] play on that. He made
introductions with a lot of natural allies, who happened to be his friends, people
like late Congressman Steve Solars or Frank Pallone or Gary Ackerman, …
people who were naturally inclined or sympathetic to the aims of [IACPA]. Ralph
was the guy who could pick up the phone to make it happen. [emphasis added]
Nurnberger’s strategic efforts put IACPA on the map, and as Joseph highlighted,
“gave interns a lay of the land.” IACPA raised the visibility of Indians in the U.S. and
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In the previous section, I share that a WLP leader, Sagar, discussed Gopal Raju’s desire to follow “Jewish
leadership” while here Joseph suggests that Raju looked to the “Israeli lobby” for insight. On the one hand,
it is important not to conflate all Jewish leadership with being supporting the Israeli lobby because not all
Jewish leaders support the Israeli lobby and not all supporters of the Israeli lobby are Jewish. On the other
hand, Sagar and Joseph use these concepts interchangeably. The general American public sometimes mistakenly conflates the Jewish and Israeli lobby as one and the same. Scholar Steven Salaita posits that this is
no coincidence and that rather, the Israeli government and Lobby support the project of ethno-cultural nationalism to further their political agenda (2011). When the WLP leaders discuss Raju’s interest in AIPAC
and the Jewish lobby, they are referring to the Jewish political groups who advocate on behalf of the state
of Israel.
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abroad: on a global level, the power of the Indian lobby improved, and so did relations
between the Indian and U.S. governments. Congressional members became more
supportive of the “India Lobby” (Prashad 2012), which Prema Kurien regards as
functioning more like a “Hindu lobby” because of the dominance of Indian Hindu culture
(2007).30 By likening their social and economic struggles to ones facing “white ethnic”
groups who bought into the “wage of whiteness” (Roediger 2007), IACPA attracted the
more “assimilable” Desis – ones from high-income and educated backgrounds. Inclusion
by assimilation to U.S. cultural values was feasible for this subsector of Desis.
When WLP formed in 2008, their mission mirrored that of IACPA’s: their goal
was to equip Desi-origin U.S. citizens with leadership skills to engage in civic and
political affairs. Their programs used an electoral- and D.C.-based model of civic
engagement and empowerment to demonstrate Desi Americans’ compatibility with the
politically powerful white elite. They expanded their membership base to include all
South Asian Americans while maintaining the internship placement component and
formalizing the summer speaker series. The mission and alliances of WLP and IACPA
are similar in their aims to form and sustain relationships with Jewish leaders to foster the
political clout of Desis in America.
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Kurien draws parallels in how the Jewish lobby’s influence correlates with the U.S.-Israeli foreign policy
relations in a similar way that U.S.-Indian foreign policy ranks correlate with the Indian “Hindu” lobby
(Kurien 2007).
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Vision for Change: Assimilating Brown Faces to D.C.’s White Spaces31
IACPA’s vision followed an assimilation model in that it saw electoral
participation and political representation as the next logical step – after adapting to
mainstream culture and achieving economic and educational success – to mobilizing
Indian Americans around political agendas that matter to them. The organization felt
assimilation to mainstream American political processes would help “put Indian
Americans on the map” (Prashad 2012:48). Their vision for empowerment involved
giving young, mostly second-generation Indian American interns a glimpse of how public
policy is enacted across the Congressional halls of Washington, D.C. Raju was not
pressed to mobilize Indian Americans to a particular side of the ideological spectrum.32
His agenda focused on “building a platform for Indian Americans to exercise power in
Washington, D.C.” (Prashad 2012:48). Raju saw IACPA as a vehicle that strengthened
American democracy by training a faction of relatively privileged Indian Americans to
take their “seat at the table” in the nation’s elite spaces of political power.
Following Raju’s vision, WLP leaders have been focused on growing Desi
involvement in Washington D.C. Rachna, a 2015 intern, explained:
I think [WLP’s] mission is to generate the next group of South Asian leaders, to
get more participation from our community in the political space because this is
our home, this is our parents’ home. We are one of the woefully least-engaged
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While I reference Keeanga Yamahta-Taylor’s work later in this section, it’s relevant to mention that I
pull from her language and analysis of “Black Faces in High Places” to liken the strategies of Desi to those
of Black elites.
32
Raju did not seem to actively lobby interns or Indian Americans toward aligning with a partisan agenda,
or even an Israeli agenda. Still, the effort to build any active relationship with organizations that support the
Israeli government is automatically political given the social and political campaigns that denounce the Israeli government’s practice of ethnic cleansing, apartheid, and human rights abuses. Hence, Raju’s strategic
efforts with IACPA did forge stronger bonds between the Indian, U.S. and Israeli governments, a relationship Walia regards as profitable and dangerous because of the way that these governments’ political leaders
share strategies to militarize borders and criminalize immigrants and refugees (Walia 2013).

87

  
identity groups in politics, and WLP people are ones who worked in that space
and saw that before anyone who looked like us was here. In a sea of white…, they
were like we need more of us here. That’s how we are going to get change on
issues that matter to us. [emphasis added]
Rachna’s interpretation conveys how WLP’s strategy is focused on assimilating Desis
into traditionally white spaces in order to build political power. Similar to how Keeanga
Yamahtta-Taylor discusses to the strategy of the Black elite and middle-class to build
political power in cities like Cleveland, Philadelphia and Detroit in the last quarter of the
20th century, WLP leaders believe that getting more “[brown] faces in high places” is the
most effective way to enact change (Taylor 2016). The data delineate WLP’s focus on
building political power through assimilatory strategies that likened Desis to white
leadership. Located in the analysis section of this chapter, Table 2 clarifies WLP’s
position near the assimilation end of the spectrum.
South Asian Americans Leading Together, SAALT – Organization 2
Political Origins: From Engaging Civic Leadership to Addressing Hate Crimes
The idea to form an Indian American civil rights organization arose in 1999 when
a group of lawyers, business leaders, and philanthropists, largely of Indian-origin and
middle- to upper-class status, identified a collective concern about the absence of national
institutions to support Indian American civic leadership. Initially, they called themselves
the Indian American Leadership Council (IALC). They hoped to build a national
platform to engage Indians in a unified ethnoracial movement. Kanchana recalled:
This was in the late nineties…and organizations with South Asian people weren't
really as engaged in the broader Asian American movement as we could or
should be….A lot of that was because there was very little infrastructure to hold...
There was stuff happening in New York …and there were domestic violence
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organizations in different parts of the country, but there was no politically-minded
voice that engaged people and issues….It was rare to see South Asians weighing
in on voting rights….There were National groups for Japanese Americans and
Chinese Americans and Vietnamese Americans and Filipinos, but there was
nothing for the South Asian community. [emphasis added]
Recognizing the low voter turnout rates as a civic engagement issue rooted in
structural and cultural barriers to equality, SAALT aspired to address the Desi
leadership gap.
Sociologist Erik Love described SAALT’s early approach as concerned with
developing the professional leadership of Indian Americans – sort of as an “elite ‘think
tank’” (2017). In alignment with this position, Reena shared:
It started in 1999-2000, and it was basically an organization that brought
together first-generation Indians who had kind of ‘made it,’ who were
wealthy, who were in business in Corporate America, with sort of second
generation activists, who were lawyers interested in expanding the
visibility of the Indian American community. It was really just for
leadership development…. “Be The Change” is still a remnant of that
time. Then, some of us started to shift the organization a bit, I pitched to
the board the importance of documenting hate crimes in the South Asian
community because they had been on the rise in the late 90s. And the
board agreed and provided some funding for me to actually do a
documentary on hate violence. Initially, all we did was “Be The Change,”
and some of us worked on a hate violence documentary. It was a volunteer
organization. [emphasis added]
SAALT’s Be The Change33 program sought to address issues of voting and representation
through a national day of service that targeted Indian American students at college
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Following Gandhi’s call to action, “Be the change you wish to see in this world,” Be The Change began
as a national day of service to commemorate Mohandas “Mahatma” Gandhi, a political leader involved in
the non-violent movement for India’s independence from British colonization. While Gandhi is often honored as a leader of India’s independence from Britain, it’s relevant to point out that the shift away from the
Be The Change Day of Service may also be tied to Gandhi’s controversial legacy in the South Asian region
and across the globe. Many remain critical of his narrow focus on independence for India, his sexist and
casteist beliefs and practices, and his support for anti-black ideologies and practices.
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campuses and across cities. IALC leaders used “Be the Change” as a civic engagement
program to invite Indian Americans into broader social movements. The hate crime
documentary Reena references, Raising Our Voices: South Asian Americans Address
Hate, signifies a departure from the organization’s apolitical stance. Produced in 2001
and reproduced in 2002,34 Raising Our Voices fostered awareness about the hate violence
and racial discrimination that South Asian-origin people were experiencing in the U.S.
The documentary project marks SAALT’s shift from a social agenda that sought
complete inclusion to one that challenged the status quo by illuminating the barriers to
racial equality that Indian Americans endured in a white dominant culture.
Ultimately, although IALC’s founders agreed on a mission to foster civic
engagement, members were ideologically and politically divided. Some preferred an
apolitical model while others lobbied for a stronger public advocacy component. The first
group, consisting of primarily first-generation immigrants working in Corporate America,
envisioned a philanthropic or service-based approach to civic leadership. The second
group, consisting of mostly 1.5 or second-generation immigrants, envisioned an
advocacy-based approach to address hate crimes and discrimination. Reena recalls a
strategic planning session that followed:
So, we kind of went through a strategic planning process, and when we came out
of it, we kind of had a wholly different goal. A lot of the first-generation decided
to leave the board. They didn't feel comfortable with the advocacy component of
the organization. Some stayed, but a lot of them left. Those of us who were left
were sort of that younger guard; we slowly started to expand the board
membership and build the organization infrastructure-wise. [emphasis added]
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The documentary project was pitched and completed by the first week of September. Instead of producing the film after the first draft was approved, the board agreed to film more. So, although the documentary
was pitched and completed before 9/11, the filmmakers did document another round of footage in the wake
of the 9/11 aftermath.
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The board’s decision to shift IALC’s political trajectory toward a public advocacy
framework indicates that a significant proportion of the second-generation founders
believed their community needed to take a stronger stance against racism. As an
organization whose political agenda was initially focused on integrating Indian
Americans via leadership development, IALC originally oriented themselves to the
assimilation end of the continuum. Their decision to address issues of ethno-racial
discrimination through policy analysis, advocacy and community education delineates a
shift toward the racialization end of the continuum. Table 2 illustrates how this shift
landed them toward the center of the assimilation-to-racialization continuum.
Founding Programs: Be the Change, Be a Service Leader
In October 2000, SAALT launched one of its first official programs, the Be The
Change (BTC) national day of service. BTC encouraged Desi engagement in civic
leadership by helping community leaders organize service projects at their cultural and
religious centers, on college campuses, and in their cities. Some groups organized local
events with Habitat for Humanity, homeless shelters and food banks. SAALT hoped that
by engaging in public service activities, participants would feel inspired to deepen their
civic engagement. Although SAALT consistently ran BTC for 15 years (until 2015), the
organization’s leaders debated about whether BTC adequately qualified as a civic
engagement program since it promoted public service as a one-time event. Lakmini
reflected on Be The Change,
It was more like this very upper class Indian day of service…that few volunteers
actually thought about, reflected on or acted beyond on… [You had] people who
were doing road clean up but not reflecting on inequality and planning volunteer
91

  
projects without connecting it to community organizations, which to me felt really
problematic. [emphasis added]
Lakmini’s perspective was not an isolated one. In 2015, SAALT officially stopped
coordinating BTC. Before the official break, leaders had already been shifting away from
the volunteer model by putting less effort into BTC and focusing on policy analysis and
social justice advocacy.
IALC’s decision to focus on policy analysis and advocacy came from a desire to
engage Desis in addressing structural, cultural and racial barriers to equality. As they
completed the first production phase for the Raising Our Voices (ROV) documentary in
September 2001, the board saw the need for Indian Americans to build common cause
with South Asians more broadly, especially because they were being similarly racialized
by the public and law enforcement. The board’s decision to include the voices of a
broader community of South Asians in their documentary project reflected this
awareness. Next, they elected to become a pan-South Asian organization: first as the
“South Asian American Leaders of Tomorrow” and now as “South Asian Americans
Leading Together.” SAALT’s recent programs focus largely on supporting grassroots
leadership and community organizations and on advocating for more inclusive hate
crimes, civil rights, racial justice and immigrant rights policies, and social justice
leadership. In 2002, ROV was revised to include non-Indian perspectives, and SAALT
helped organize over 100 public screenings in community and cultural centers across the
nation. During SAALT’s formative years, the service-based focus of BTC was rooted in
an apolitical leadership development model. ROV marks the organization’s first shift
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toward rights-based advocacy and policy analysis, mainly through lobbying political
agencies and congress to address racial inequality and violence.
Visions for Political Advancement: From Service Leadership to Social Justice Advocacy
Initially, IALC’s vision centered around developing the leadership of Indian
Americans through volunteerism. However, in realizing the limitations of an Indiandominant assimilatory vision, SAALT’s agenda shifted to include advocacy and policy
analysis components and to expand representation to people of South Asian origin.
Leaders gradually incorporated a more intersectional analysis, evident by their efforts to
strengthen communication with grassroots bases, document hate crime incidents,
advocate for more inclusive hate crimes legislation, and lobby against policies that
legalized racial and religious profiling. Their vision for political advancement became
more progressive. Reena shared how SAALT embodies this vision:
The word progressive…I guess it means you believe the government has a role to
play in insuring people have access to rights and benefits, and you see the
intersectional points of oppression that people and communities face. That's what
I think of the organization's viewpoint or stance. It is recognizing that people sit
with multiple forms of oppression. It's important to recognize that for South
Asians in particular… being progressive also means having a voice and taking a
stance, and…aligning ourselves with those who are the most marginalized and
who don't have a voice rather than with those who do. [emphasis added]
This shift from serving as an “elite ‘think tank’” (Love 2017) to advocating for the rights
and benefits of more marginalized Desis did not happen overnight. SAALT’s
coordination of Be The Change for over a decade despite some leaders’ interpretation of
the program as digressive to an advocacy mission indicates the gradual nature of this
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evolution. Amna explained that SAALT’s current vision includes advocacy for the most
underrepresented members of the Desi community:
While we do represent the entire South Asian community, the ethos of SAALT has
always been to be a strong voice for the underrepresented and marginalized
portions of our community that have less political capital and ability to have their
voices heard as they're entitled to, so our focus is more on the undocumented,
working class, Muslim, Sikh, women, and sort of other underrepresented parts of
our communities. [emphasis added]
As Table 2 shows, SAALT’s early vision for change placed them on the assimilation end
of the continuum; however, the organization’s prioritization of advocacy and progressive
values indicates a shift to address racial inequality and confront historically-constructed
power dynamics. Recognizing the limitations of an assimilatory strategy, they began to
address the racialization their communities faced through a social justice lens.
Seva New York (Seva) – Organization 3
Political Origins: Empowerment for a Neighborhood in Need
Seva New York is a neighborhood-based organization that works to empower
low-income immigrants in Richmond Hill, Queens, New York. Richmond Hill has a
decades-long history of receiving new immigrants; apparent through nicknames such as
“Little Guyana” and “Little Punjab,” it is also home to a growing Indo-Caribbean
community and the largest Sikh population in New York City (Joseph and Rivero 2011;
Pesce 2010). In 2005, a small group of young adult Sikh- and Punjabi- leaders began
meeting to address some of the frequent issues residents were facing in Richmond Hill.
Sunita shared some of these issues and how Richmond Hill served as a temporary landing
place for immigrants:
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When people move to Richmond Hill, and this has happened since the early 70s,
late 60s, immigrants arrive [and] take advantage of the fact that the rent is very
low. A lot of people drive cabs. It's right near JFK airport. The infrastructure in
the community, or actually there's not much of an infrastructure, but the
community helps people get their feet underneath them, so once they've saved
enough money, once they've done what they feel they need to do, they move out
to the suburbs. It's sad. That's the part of Richmond Hill we grieve over – the
potential. If this was a community where people continued to invest in Richmond
Hill, then maybe people would not feel the need to leave because you know, the
schools suck. Transportation is pretty backwards here.
Sunita’s remarks suggest that Richmond Hill residents experience different structural
barriers (educational, economic, and racial) to assimilation than middle- to upper-class
South Asians in the U.S. Many of the residents work in low-wage positions – as cab
drivers, in the service or domestic work industries and move to Richmond Hill because it
provides a sense of cultural belonging and economic security. They arrive with different
migration and displacement journeys from the more privileged Desi immigrants who
arrive with education or work visas. Because of their marginality, they are racialized and
experience significant exclusion from mainstream social and political processes.
Jaskaran’s description further paints this picture:
There’s a need in our community. The community’s filled with relatively undereducated, Punjabi immigrants. One of the most cosmopolitan cities in the world;
[yet] a tremendous dissonance you're aware of if you’re growing up in a workingclass immigrant family and working, living in this super cosmopolitan city.
Tremendous dissonance. [emphasis added]
Jaskaran’s allusion to a “tale of two cities” scenario between the rich and poor New York
City neighborhoods illustrates how a community-based organization held value for
Richmond Hill. The predominantly-low-income, immigrant backgrounds of its residents
suggest that members’ face basic economic, housing and educational concerns: for
instance, many of the residents have low proficiency in English and rely on extended
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familial networks to translate work and government documents. They work in low-wage
industries as taxi cab drivers and often need help translating paperwork to verify taxi
transportation licenses. At the initial meetings, Seva’s founders pointed out that instead of
working on a case-by-case basis to offer legal aid, visa assistance, and language access
services to immigrants, they wanted to build an entity to house the civic and rights-based
organizing work.
Loosely inspired by the Association of Community Organizations for Reform
Now (ACORN) model, Jaskaran created a model catered to Richmond Hill’s needs:
Before starting Seva, I was a community organizer with ACORN. I worked in
Bed Stuy, in Far Rockaway, in East New York, in Brownsville, mostly poor
African American and Latino communities. I would come home from that work
and realize we need some of that organizing work here, in this community, in
Richmond Hill. I had meetings with the heads of ACORN, and I said, ACORN
should do organizing in Richmond Hill. I remember wanting them to have
dedicated people that did organizing out here, and there was a movement within
the organization to focus on organizing immigrants, but for whatever reason, it
just didn't become formalized. So, I was conscious of the value of organizing. It
wasn't like, I was a Punjabi Sikh guy in Beverly Hills. I don't see the need there,
but there was a need here for that work.
Because residents experienced marginality by multiple factors and identities such as
economic class, immigration status, educational background and language proficiency,
Seva’s founders wanted to focus on addressing local needs. They started by organizing
voter registration drives, civic engagement trainings and volunteer efforts for the
community’s cultural events. Despite their awareness that Richmond Hill’s residents
faced significant structural barriers to empowerment, Seva’s founders did not want
residents’ structurally marginalized position to mandate their exclusion from participating
in local politics. Seva empowered Desis to be agents of change by engaging members in
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direct service and civic engagement programs and helping them assimilate to the
mainstream political culture.
Founding Programs: Civic Engagement and Volunteer Support for the Sikh Day Parade
Seva mobilized their neighborhood through programs that encouraged residents to
register to vote and participate in the U.S. Census. Community leaders in Asian American
neighborhoods have long worked to establish stable political bases by organizing census-,
voter-registration and get-out-the-vote drives in their respective communities (Vo 2004).
Through organizing civic engagement projects, Seva hoped to assist newly naturalized
citizens and immigrants to overcome barriers to political participation. Jaskaran remarked
on the significance of such work in this neighborhood:
You see the value – the importance – of it. We always do civic engagement
work, voting rights; we probably register thousands of voters. Not that many
of them voted. Maybe a small fraction voted, but at least their names are on
the rolls. And you can see the numbers. That is very important. I know a lot
of elected officials just look at the names and see how many Singhs are on
there. When you see an extra few thousand Singhs or Kaurs or Indian
sounding names, it makes a difference. Whether they vote or not is the
second step, but being registered, you're showing your face in a sense.
[emphasis added]
Seva’s leaders use voter registration efforts to boost the visibility of Sikh and Punjabi
Americans in mainstream spaces; they also cultivate residents’ awareness around how to
exercise their civic rights. Linda Vo posits that civic engagement efforts are particularly
important in working-class immigrant neighborhoods because of the structural, linguistic
and cultural barriers to voting and political power (2004).
In addition to civic engagement projects, some of Seva’s early projects included
supporting their local religious community’s capacity to raise awareness of Sikhism and
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Punjabi culture. Organizing a clean-up team for the Sikh Day Parade (SDP) became a
routine part of their programmatic efforts because they wanted to preserve the Gurdwara
community’s right to host the parade in Manhattan each year. Every April since 1987, the
Sikh Cultural Society Gurdwara in Richmond Hill has been organizing other Sikh
communities in New York, New Jersey and Connecticut to participate in the annual Sikh
Day Parade to raise awareness about the Vaisakhi Harvest Festival and holiday.
Gurdwara communities decorate floats for a parade that begins in upper Manhattan and
ends in Madison Square Park. Located in the wealthy Flatiron district, Madison Square
Park carries an aesthetic matching the high-income levels of its neighborhood: manicured
gardens and walking paths, ornate sculptures, and recycling bins keep park pathways
clear of debris and garbage. Each year at the SDP, Gurdwara communities serve lungar
(a free food offering) to what Sunita approximated as 30,000 attendees and onlookers.
In 2009, the Gurdwara approached Seva with a request. City officials were
threatening to revoke the Gurdwara collective’s permit because of the repeated issue
around clean-up after the parade. They told Sunita, “The City is about to pull the plug.
Can you help?” Seva leaders agreed to come up with a plan to help the Gurdwaras
maintain their annual Sikh Day Parade:
So, what Jaskaran and I started doing was, we literally would stand outside the
Gurdwara, and go to young people and be like ‘hey, so you know the parade
right?’ You know, we're trying to glamorize clean up because the idea of picking
up dahl and rotis is not [glamourous]…these kids I've never met before, I have to
recruit them. How? I would actually start giggling like, oh my god, how am I
going to sell this to them? But I think their own sense of wanting to participate in
their community was enough…. Currently at the Gurdwara, there's nothing that
gets them involved in the community. I think they liked that idea of just being
involved in some way. [emphasis added]
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That first year, they recruited 35-40 youth to clean from seven in the morning to seven at
night. Sunita shared, “We got a chance to work with the heads of the temple, and we
gained their trust. Since then, they come to us every year saying ‘hey, it’s that time of the
year guys, can you help out?’” Sunita’s words illustrate the youths’ desire to participate
in the SDP to support their local community and to spread awareness about Sikhism.
Today, Seva’s leaders continue to coordinate volunteer efforts for the SDP: they are the
reason Madison Square Garden is spotless by nightfall. Seva’s programs, aimed at
mobilizing members to vote and complete census forms, illustrate a commitment to
empowering residents. Their volunteer support for the SDP indicates an additional
commitment to fostering multicultural awareness and visibility of Sikh culture. Although
assimilation theorists might predict residents of Richmond Hill to be inclined toward
“downward assimilation,” Seva’s programs indicate an aspiration to gain multicultural
inclusion despite the socio-structural barriers that exclude residents from participation.
Vision for Change: Empower, Not Coddle, the Community
“Well, the three things we say are “educate, agitate, organize,” Heer
shared when I inquired about Seva’s mission. These tenets set the foundation for
Seva’s vision for cultivating grassroots leadership, which they saw as crucial to
helping the immigrant community feel empowered for the long-haul. The hope to
organize Richmond Hill’s immigrant community through grassroots political
education surfaced quite frequently in my interviews. Laila shared:
I think our mission, it's not to help, but it's to empower the community...because
we try not to coddle the community. We don't like to do things for them, but we
give them ways where they can help themselves. So, we want to get to a point
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where people stand up for themselves, for the things they want, resources that
they might not have access to and they want to fight for those. [emphasis added]
Seva works to shift residents away from service-based models for political empowerment
because they want to build models that do not reinforce dependency on social welfare
services. Rather, they wanted to promote self-empowerment. Jaskaran stressed, “We
never ever wanted to be the type of organization that's like a charity where we give things
out to people. Culturally, it’s hard because then people kind of say, how are you helping
us? Where are the tangibles? And that's not who we strive to be.” Seva’s leaders did not
want to create another service-based group. They wanted to empower members through
know-your-rights trainings and voter registration, census participation and cultural
visibility projects.
Seva’s strategy to let members take agency over their lives is evident through
Jia’s reflection, “Someone one day might say, we need more parks or trees in the
community, so they can come to us and [Seva’s] an organization that allows anyone in
the community to come and pitch their ideas. We basically help them lead their own
project.” Jaskaran added to this interpretation of Seva’s mission by sharing, “It’s not what
the organization wants to do: it’s what members want to do and how the institution can
assist them.” Seva’s vision for change imagines Richmond Hill’s neighborhood of lowincome immigrants being informed about and taking agency over their civic and human
rights, on a local level. The organization empowers members to construct their own
political projects and solutions to issues affecting their community. To build political
power, Seva develops agendas that seek ethnic inclusion, cultural visibility and policy
reform.

100

  
Desis Rising Up and Moving (DRUM) – Organization 4
Political Origins: The Everyday Struggles of New York City’s Working-Class Desi
Desis Rising Up and Moving (DRUM) is a New York City-based, multigenerational and membership-led organization of low-wage South Asian and IndoCaribbean35 immigrant workers and youth. The idea to build an organization in Jackson
Heights, Queens, that centered the interests of low-wage families of the South Asian
diaspora arose in the late 1990s. A few community organizers, political activists and
students living in New York noticed the recent and rapid growth of working-class Desi
migrants in their neighborhoods and were concerned about residents’ vulnerability to
racial discrimination and being criminalized – as undocumented migrants, as Muslims,
and as low-wage workers. Kanwal, a founding member, explained:
It was the late 90s, and we noticed there was this mushroomed South Asian
working-class community around the city – a lot of low-wage migrant workers
who were arriving in the mid- to late-1990s, who were doing service sector jobs
as taxi drivers and domestic workers. So, demographically, South Asians had
really grown in size, but also class composition had changed to being more
working-class folks, new immigrants, and then increasingly immigrants who were
undocumented. …For instance, we were hearing about how large numbers of
South Asian people were going into immigrant detention centers, how South
Asians were also being affected by police brutality.
Kanwal’s contextual reference to the demographic shift in Desi class composition
suggests that unlike the post-1965 wave of Desi immigrant families, this 1990s
immigration wave faced different barriers to social integration and economic mobility.
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Indo-Caribbean communities are part of the South Asian community, but their inclusion in the South
Asian community is often mediated by their unique migration pattern and historical connection to the
“Coolie Labor System” (Bonacich, Alimahomed, and Wilson 2008). I include them as a separate categorical identity here because DRUM leaders name them as a unique identity group among their membership.
Also, on their website, they explain that their membership includes South Asians of the Indo-Caribbean diaspora.
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Referring to these newer immigrants as “third world migrants,” Kanwal suggested that
they arrived via refugee and family-reunification codes. In her text Undoing Border
Imperialism, activist scholar Harsha Walia (2013) contextualizes how many of these
migrants began arriving due to neoliberal globalization policies that forced their
displacement; Walia laments that rather than lift up this global context for migration, the
U.S. government has responded criminalizing them as “illegal immigrants” (2013).
In addition to facing structural obstacles to mobility, this new wave of Desi
migrants arrived amidst an era of widespread cutbacks on city-wide public services:
founding and current board member Maurice prefaced his explanation on DRUM’s
origins by noting, “DRUM’s founding comes directly out of the struggles around
neoliberalism in the city…and the social response to Giuliani’s austerity measures.”
Kanwal elaborated, “Living under Mayor Rudolf Giuliani, under the Clinton
administration, it was a very repressive time on all sorts of issues: cutbacks to social
welfare…youth services and jobs, unabashed police brutality.” The founders explained
that the day-to-day struggles that this Jackson Heights community of Desi migrants faced
were compounded by municipal orders to privatize public school education, reduce social
welfare, and allot further unchecked authority to immigration and law enforcement
officers.
DRUM’s founders wanted to build a workers-rights organization. Similar to
Seva’s constituents, they imagined a structure that fulfilled a different need, one that
organized people power through mass-based models. Kanwal shared:
The other South Asian organizations, at least in New York, were largely service
provision organizations, so Manavi and Sakhi, groups like that, and what I
realized was a gap in community-based organizing particularly from a
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perspective of working-class, low-income communities around pro-worker,
woman-centered, progressive, and racial justice values….Other people of color
from similar working-class backgrounds who grew up in New York were also
thinking about how to organize in their own communities, so a group that
eventually became FIERCE…And other South Asians who were more
experienced in social movements, people like Gulnahar Alam, who was, at the
time, running Andolan. Andolan was one of the first working-class organizing
groups of South Asian domestic workers. I really looked at that organization as a
model and worked with them…and took advice from elders, the very few in the
South Asian community who were engaged in working-class organizing.
[emphasis added]
The leaders felt service-based models reinforced, rather than disrupted, the status quo of
dependency; and emphasized unrealistic models of ethnic assimilation. Existing
organizations often defaulted to serving middle- and upper-class Desis, thus rendering
working-class immigrant interests invisible. Recognizing how undocumented migrants,
refugees/asylees, and permanent residents, alongside low-wage workers and Muslims
were structurally excluded from assimilatory political strategies, DRUM elected to center
undocumented Desi youth and workers in their political agenda. Rather than mobilize
Desis to overcome structural barriers by building social capital and becoming U.S.
citizens, DRUM leaders proposed alternative strategies, ones that politicized members to
resist structural barriers to equality. Kanwal recalls:
In early 2000…about 4 of us started meeting here and thinking: What are the
main problems or issues in working-class South Asian communities? How do we
build a base? What do we focus on? Do we become a collective or a formal
organization? For the first year or two, we functioned more as a collective of
advocates, activists – not formally registered, not applying for funding or staffing.
So we were all volunteers….There were differences of opinion about whether we
should be a funded organization because many of us were coming from more
radical sort of thinking about what it means to form an NGO, get grants and how
that might remit the work and the politics, but I was always a strong advocate for
building working-class institutions and being practical about the fact that you
can't do that with volunteers, especially if you want to build a mass base. You
can't do it while you're working other jobs. To really build a mass bass
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organization, that involves being involved in people's lives while also politicizing
and developing people as leaders of different social justice campaigns.
Kanwal’s recollection of the need to fortify DRUM with paid staff indicates her
awareness of the dedication required to empower and build relationships with Desi
migrants who experienced the more repressive forms of marginalization from the city.
Many of the founders had other jobs and were enrolled in school. Maurice humorously
recalls that on one of those long nights when the founders were meeting in Kanwal’s
living room, he “fell asleep, and by the time [he] woke up the next morning, DRUM –
Desis Rising Up and Moving – was born.” However, what he insinuates is that DRUM’s
emergence transpired from many long nights of volunteers collectively brainstorming
what a sustainable organizing structure could look like for working-class Desis.
Founding Programs: Coalescing to End Criminalization and Build People Power
DRUM’s leaders constructed racial-, immigrant- and youth- justice programs that
promoted mass-based organizing, resisted structural oppression, and transgressed racial
and ethnic boundaries. Maurice recalled how founding members’ proximity to the
struggles of other poor communities of color encouraged them to prioritize cross-racial
alliance-building:
All of these contexts led a bunch of us to think about our role and position in
different communities.... You began to see this cadre of South Asians who were
second-generation, first ones going to college, coming out in solidarity, and it was
a very natural thing for us to [be] building relationships across boundaries.
[emphasis added]
Central to the foundation of DRUM’s racial and immigrant justice program is the first
rally they held on April 4th, 2000 – the “Desi Street Mela Against Police Brutality.” The
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rally was part of a multi-racial citywide coalition call for “41 Days of Action” in response
to the city’s decision to acquit the four officers who murdered Amadou Diallo, a Muslim,
African immigrant street vendor (Maulik 2011). When I interviewed founding member
and board leader Aarzam at the DRUM office, he recalled, “The rally was right here…on
75th street. There were thousands of people gathered on the same day. It was amazing! I
think around like two to three thousand people came.” Aarzam’s recollection of people
turning out indicates that South Asian migrants resonated with the discrimination Diallo
was subjected to as an African immigrant and that they experienced for their racial and
migration status. It is plausible that not all of the attendees drew common cause to Diallo
and other people racialized as Black from an analysis of the U.S. structure as historically
anti-black; rather, they may have attended the rally to claim power and with an interest in
racial solidarity. Current youth organizer Jameelah also recalled:
We've been around for 16 years. We were founded in 2000 during the uprisings
against police brutality, specifically Amadou Diallo, who was shot in the Bronx.
DRUM was one of the organizations that advocated against police brutality and
[for] solidarity between South Asian and Black communities, and we have a long
history of doing that.
The “Desi Street Mela Against Police Brutality” remains a foundational memory for
DRUM: rooted in a politics of cross-racial solidarity, it laid the foundation for the racial
and immigrant justice program and its core tenets against colonialism, police brutality,
deportations, mass detention and surveillance. Through the “Immigrant De-Detention”
component, DRUM leaders helped organize family visits to immigrants being held at the
Varick Street Detention Center; the following chapter discusses how DRUM’s racial and
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immigrant justice program shifted after 9/11 to end the widespread racial and ethnic
profiling, entrapment36 and surveillance affecting members.
In addition to the racial and immigrant justice program, DRUM leaders believed
organizing youth power was critical. Early on, they built a media literacy and youth
organizing institute. In early 2001, they received a grant to focus on developing Desi
youths’ organizing skills. Having secured an office space and hired staff, they ran their
first YouthPower! Organizing Institute and focused on building young people’s capacity
to run campaigns and build alliances with other youth of color. Members of YouthPower!
worked to end the school-to-prison pipeline by resisting racial profiling, school
suspensions, and law enforcement presence in schools.
By building solidarity with working-class communities of color and prioritizing
resistance to the structures of the state that engendered inequality, DRUM refused to
align themselves with an elitist framework of political power. Their commitment to
empowering the more racialized, working-class, undocumented Desi migrants through a
mass-based organizing model indicates their position on the continuum as contrasting
that of WLP’s. DRUM’s political incorporation strategy focused on resisting racialization
and unjust policies because their members were deemed “unassimilable” and, thus,
experienced exclusion from mainstream politics.
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With respect to criminal law, entrapment is a practice used by law enforcement agents to induce a person, who would have been otherwise unlikely or unwilling to commit a criminal offense, to agree to commit a crime. The scholarship on post-9/11 terrorism cases suggest that up to or over 90 percent of terrorism
prosecution cases since 9/11 show indications of entrapment (Bonacich 1973).
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Vision for Change: Sustaining Mass Politics with Intersectional, Revolutionary Praxis
DRUM works to foster consciousness and political power amongst immigrant
youth and workers experiencing multiple forms of marginalization. Anchored in an
intersectional, social justice framework, they achieve this mission by empowering
working-class members to contest existing social and economic systems and structures.
As Rizwan described, the founders understood the significance that indigenous, blackand immigrant social movements – particularly labor movements – played in the U.S.
historically: “We've had a racial justice lens from the inception of the organization….
Our name is after the organization DRUM, the Dodge Revolutionary Union Movement.”
DRUM’s founders felt it was important for their organization to pay tribute to the long
legacy of black-led working-class movements and their struggles in an anti-black nation
by establishing an organization with the same acronym. Kanwal explained that DRUM
envisioned cultivating “working-class South Asian leadership…by working on bread and
butter issues, so everything from housing to education to labor/workers’ rights, that being
the world of issues we thought we would work on.” At the same time, they also
envisioned transforming the power structures that perpetuate inequality. Rather than build
campaigns that sought integration to oppressive structures, members built worker- and
youth-centered campaigns that resisted police brutality, mass detention, and deportations.
They proposed social justice campaigns that demanded the abolition of detention centers
and prisons and that called for full relief for immigrants claiming sanctuary. In less than
ten years, DRUM’s membership grew from 4 to over 3,000 members via mass-based
organizing.
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To develop all members’ community organizing capacity, DRUM’s founders also
promote a non-hierarchical, collective leadership approach to building working-class
leadership. They position women, queer-identifying, and undocumented working-class
immigrants as leaders of their campaigns. Rather than placing members with the most
assimilable qualities and sanitized public records as leaders of their campaigns, they put
the most vulnerable migrants at the forefront of their struggle. Rizwan explained:
At the core of the mission is this idea of engaging and training people who are
already marginalized in concrete struggles for things they need in their day to day
lives, but do it in a way that really transforms them as people, that builds capacity
to these struggles for the long run. So, in many ways, the struggles for reform are
a means, not the end. It's meant to be a praxis and training ground for people to
transform society as a whole.
Having worked in different precarious labor and informal economy positions,
DRUM members, upon first joining the organization, generally do not arrive with a
shared analysis of their marginalized experience. They arrive with different
understandings of their labor exploitation and marginality. As people from working-class
immigrant families, they have endured structural violence from school-to-prison pipeline
policies and government surveillance and entrapment programs. While DRUM’s politics
lean far left on the ideological spectrum, they welcome all members regardless of
political values to membership meetings. DRUM leaders work to develop a collective
political consciousness among members by facilitating political education workshops,
encouraging dialogue in membership and coalition meetings, and promoting their internal
and external transformation. By using popular education methodologies and skill-share
workshops, DRUM leaders coach members to build strategic campaigns that
simultaneously build people power and seek victories. Members use democratic
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processes to organize and execute campaigns; they are involved in every component of
planning campaigns, rallies and actions. This effort to invert existing power structures
allows members to feel self-determined in defining their campaigns and demands.
Core to DRUM’s vision is the cultivation of grassroots leadership by empowering
rank-and-file members to own their campaigns against police brutality, deportation and
detention, the school-to-prison pipeline and surveillance programs. In order for all Desis
to acquire power in the political process, DRUM leaders believe organizations must be
willing to position the most marginalized, rather than the most assimilable, Desis as
leaders of their campaigns. As the Table 2 summary of each organization’s early goals
illustrates, DRUM’s vision places them on the racialization side of the spectrum.
Analysis
The four organizations share an interest in wanting to mobilize South Asian
immigrants toward political power. However, unifying this overarching goal may be the
distinct origin stories, programs and visions for change indicate a diversity of factors and
concerns driving Desis toward political mobilization and community engagement. In
addition to differences by ideology and political values, factors such as the class,
educational background, gender, religion and citizenship status of members also inform
the political agendas of each organization.
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Table 2. Summary of Early Political Goals of Each Organization Categorized into
an “Assimilation-to-Racialization Continuum”

WLP

SAALT

Seva

Wholehearted
Assimilation

“Model
Minority”
Assimilation

Normalizing
Minority
Presence

•  Mission modeled after successful ethnic
lobbies (e.g.
the Israeli
Lobby)
•  Alliancebuilding with
AIPAC &
Jewish leaders

•  Build leadership of Indianorigin U.S. citizens

•   Started a
Capitol Hill
internship
•   Normalize
the presence
of "brown
faces" in
white spaces

•  Initially regarded as an
“Elitist Indian
Think Tank”

•  “Be the
Change” National Day of
Service
•  Voter turnout
and Civic Engagement Programs to grow
Indian rep.

•  Started raising
awareness
about Indian
Americans &
hate crimes
•  Raising Our
Voices documentary

•  Organized
clean-up at the
Sikh Day Parade

•  Organized
voter and census registration in Richmond Hill

•  Sought to empower a marginalized subgroup of Desis
•  Organizing on
a local level
with Indo-Caribbeans and
non-Desis

•  Organized a
rally to protest
racist policing
(in solidarity
with Coalition
to End Police
Brutality)
•  Base-building
to grow membership
•  Organized
Know Your
Rights and political education trainings

•  Empower
working-class,
undocumented, Muslim, & IndoCaribbean Desis via mass
politics & organizing
•  Political mission is to resist
structural oppression
•  Modeled org.
after workingclass social
movements

DRUM
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Racial
Justice and
Progressive
Inclusivity

Empowering
the Margins
for Social
Justice

  
Table 2 outlines the points on the “assimilation-to-racialization continuum” and
provides summaries of each organizations’ early organizational goals to inform their
placement on that continuum. WLP is most closely aligned with an assimilationist
framework: their efforts to integrate middle-class Desis to the Washington, D.C. political
process depends on members having U.S. citizenship. Leaders build political power by
training members to make themselves more conducive to the political elite and dominant
culture. Similar to WLP, in SAALT’s early years as IALC, they also operated from an
assimilationist lens. By adding an advocacy component to their initial service-leadership
model, their placement on the continuum altered from seeking ethnic inclusion to
recognizing the barriers Desis faced due to racial exclusion. SAALT uses their “seat at
the table” in national spaces to advocate on behalf of marginalized Desis.
Seva also fluctuates between the assimilation and racialization frameworks. As an
organization consisting of working-class immigrants of South Asian and Indo-Caribbean
backgrounds who experience marginality due to class, gender, and immigration status,
Seva’s mere existence dispels popular notions of new immigrants as politically apathetic.
Still, they gravitate toward strategies that seek integration to and enhanced visibility
within existing structures and the dominant culture. The voter registration, U.S. census
participation and civic service projects they initiated empowered residents but did not
resist structural barriers to social and economic mobility, indicating a mission focused on
assimilating an often neglected and underserved niche of the Desi community to the
existing political structure. DRUM’s politics place them far from the “assimilationist”
lens and closer to the “racialization” paradigm. Although the powers that be also exclude
DRUM’s members from assimilation via legal notions of citizenship and civil rights,
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DRUM works from the margins to claim members’ rights and dignity and to challenge
structures of inequality by race, class and citizenship. DRUM’s politics situate them far
from the assimilationists lens and closer to the racialization end of the continuum. To
some degree, their politics position them beyond the scope of the spectrum because of
their intersectional analysis and proclivity toward coalescing with other poor people of
color on racial justice campaigns.
Conclusion
The data in this chapter complicate existing sociological explanations of Desi
political incorporation. However useful they are, the “assimilation” and “racialization”
models do not adequately conceptualize the range of South Asian engagement with the
U.S. political processes. Table 2 illustrates each group’s vacillation, and as subsequent
chapters demonstrate, indefinite placement between agendas that embody tenets of the
“assimilation” and “racialization” paradigm, thus depicting the absence of a definitive
boundary and the presence of transformative possibility by South Asian political groups.
The data also illustrate why a continuum helps to conceptualize South Asian political
participation.
The emergence of Desis into mainstream political spaces – evident by their
occupation at prominent “seats at the table” – indicates that assimilation by non-whites,
immigrants and their children to existing political and social structures is a feasible
reality. However, the assumption that this process is accessible and desired by all Desis is
false. The narratives shared in this chapter show that the assimilation paradigm does not
include a holistic and representative understanding of the social and political lives of
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Desis, possibly because of its inherent assumption that all Desis desire integration and its
subsequent tendency to draw upon middle- and upper-class stories of success. Economic
class, racial identity, gender and sexuality, and citizenship status continue to condition
how subgroups choose to engage with and are excluded from the political process. The
working-class Desi immigrant organizations struggle to feel heard in a political process
that systematically excludes their voices. A subsector of these low-wage immigrants uses
mass-based community building, political organizing and protest politics to advance
agendas that challenge systemic discrimination while others prioritize civic participation
and local advocacy to gain visibility and inclusion.
The data indicate a range of strategies being employed to mobilize a divided Desi
diaspora. At the same time, each group’s political strategy cannot simply be predicted by
their socially structured position: the presence of internal fragments and the
internalization of “model minority” values (across class and immigration status
boundaries) challenge scholars to abandon linear models in favor of ones that prioritize
heteregeneity. A conceptual model that locates the political lives of Desi Americans
along a spectrum from assimilation (ethnic inclusion) to racialization (racial exclusion)
captures such diversity. Finally, given that three of the organizations in this study were
founded in a pre-9/11 era, the findings challenge us to conceive how periods of
heightened visibility and racialization influence Desi communities’ process of political
incorporation. The following chapter considers how these organizations experienced and
responded to the racialization and discriminatory violence they faced in a post-9/11
period, and how that affected their position on the political incorporation spectrum.
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CHAPTER 5
“AND THEN 9/11 HAPPENED”: RACIALIZED FEAR
AND THE SPECTRUM OF DESI POLITICIZATION MADE VISIBLE

The Tragedy of 9/11 and the Marking of Suspicion on South Asian Bodies
The tragic attacks that occurred on the morning of September 11, 2001 resulted in
the deaths of thousands and the destruction of historical American symbols. The incidents
disrupted all facets of American life and drastically altered U.S. domestic and foreign
policy toward the Middle East, North Africa, South Asia and people from those regions.
Almost immediately, Arabs, Muslims, and South Asians both in the U.S. and globally
were some of the first targets of the “War on Terror.” Scholars and activists almost
unanimously agree that the 9/11 attacks fueled anti-Muslim sentiment and policies and
that it altered the socio-political landscape for all U.S. citizens and immigrants who met
the phenotypical markings of the “Muslim” stereotype (Iyer 2015; Love 2017; Mishra
2016; Naber 2008b; Prashad 2012). At the same time, scholars caution that 9/11 does not
mark the beginning for people of Arab, South Asian, and Muslim backgrounds being
racialized as “Orientals,” “terrorists,” and “uncivilized.” Rather, 9/11 rekindled and
intensified the racialization that these groups already endured through domestic and
foreign policies (Kumar 2012; Said 1979; Salaita 2006). South Asians became more
visibly implicated in the aftermath. While ongoing and episodic periods of racial hostility
targeting South Asian immigrants are no new phenomenon – from the Bellingham Riots
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of 1907 to the Asiatic Barred Zone Act of 1917 to “The Dotbusters” phenomenon of the
1990s (Dodd 1907; Marriott 1987), 9/11 reified the racialization of Desis.
Although a majority of people of South Asian origin can name an experience of
feeling racialized as “terrorists” in the aftermath, not all Desis faced the same degree of
racialization (Mishra 2016). The most privileged Desis, despite professional careers,
learning English, intermarrying with whites, adopting white cultural values, and
achieving economic mobility, could no longer rely on the “model minority” stereotype of
racialized success to protect them from the racialized backlash. Hate crimes by
emboldened civilians and security checks by Transportation Security Administration
(TSA) officials routinely disrupted the lives of people who fit the “Muslim” look.
Nevertheless, such episodes of racial hostility differed significantly from those who were
subject to detention, imprisonment, surveillance, entrapment, and legalized profiling by
U.S. government policies (Ahmed and Maulik 2008; Iyer 2015; Kazi 2014; Love 2017;
Mishra 2016; SAALT 2001). As scholar Nazia Kazi (2014, 2017) posits, those who were
the most socially and economically privileged within the Muslim community were able to
escape the most devastating expressions of Islamophobia and post-9/11 profiling.
Correspondingly, as Mishra (2016) reminds us, the most marginalized Desis – often
Muslims, working-class men and non-U.S. citizens – were prime victims of racial
suspicion, legalized profiling and discrimination.
The post-9/11 backlash shifted how Desis experienced racism and how the
organizations representing their interests responded to the racialized climate. Drawing
from 40 one-on-one semi-formal interviews with group representatives and 10 participant
observations at events and meetings of four non-profit organizations, this chapter
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explores how the four organizations in this study – Washington Leadership Program
(WLP), South Asian Americans Leading Together (SAALT), Seva New York (Seva), and
Desis Rising Up and Moving (DRUM) – experienced the aftermath of 9/11 and mobilized
their constituents to respond in profoundly different ways.
Three of the four organizations – WLP (formerly IACPA), SAALT (formerly
IALC), and DRUM – began building on a vision for political advancement for their
respective constituencies prior to the 9/11 attacks. In the immediate aftermath of 9/11,
they had to reassess their strategic approaches to building political power. Although Seva
had not yet established by 2001, their constituency of working-class, Sikh, Punjabi and
Indo-Caribbean immigrants readily name the racial hostility they endured in the
immediate aftermath in and around Richmond Hill, Queens. Without being prompted
about 9/11, almost every interviewee in this study highlighted 9/11 as a turning point for
evaluating their racialized place as “perpetual foreigners” and becoming politicized (Fong
2007).
While WLP essentially maintained an integrationist approach, they did strategize
on how to get more “seats at the table” by opening their internship program to a panethnic Desi population. SAALT shifted considerably toward confronting racialization by
adopting a social justice platform and developing an advocacy arm. Seva’s mostly Sikhidentifying members experienced significant vulnerability during the period of post-9/11
racialization; while they did not incorporate an advocacy-based response, their leaders
worked to bring more visibility to Sikhism and established voter registration drives.
Based in Jackson Heights, Queens, DRUM’s members were targeted by vigilantes as well
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as by post-9/11 policies and structural programs: they responded by resisting all
manifestations of racism, from the individual to systemic levels.
Chapter Roadmap
To illustrate how the four organizations in this study experienced and responded
to the 9/11 backlash in divergent ways, I first contextualize the U.S. government’s
national security response to the 9/11 attacks. Doing so delineates the role of the War on
Terror and national security programs in profiling and emboldening hate violence against
Desis. Next, I move from one organization to the next discussing both their experiences
and responses. Drawing from one-on-one interviews and participant observations, I
recount their experiences of discrimination. I explore each group’s response and what
their political engagement indicates about their shift along the continuum. Finally, I
consider, from a comparative perspective, the implications of 9/11 on each group’s
agendas and on Desi engagement with the political process.
Contextualizing the U.S. Government’s Response to 9/11
The federal government initiated a multi-pronged response to 9/11, by declaring
war at home and abroad (Iyer 2015; Mishra 2016). In a September 20th, 2001 address to
Congress, President George W. Bush declared the “War on Terror” on radical Islamic
forces, specifically the Taliban and Al-Qaeda operatives (2001). One month later, the
U.S. invaded and occupied Afghanistan: in 2003, Iraq. The militarized targeting of Arabs,
Muslims, and South Asians abroad endures via the occupation of Afghanistan and Iraq
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and U.S. policies that “[deem] all enemy men ‘combatants’ in their drone warfare
program” (Kazi 2015:119).
On the domestic front, the government invoked notions of “national security” to
justify the implementation of a series of unconstitutional policies that permitted racial and
ethnic profiling. These homeland security measures led to a “radical redefinition of
immigration laws” (Mishra 2016:85). Congress passed the USA PATRIOT (Uniting and
Strengthening America by Providing Appropriate Tools Required to Intercept and
Obstruct Terrorism) Act of 2001, which gave law enforcement agencies permission to
investigate the private lives of citizens and immigrants without a court order. New York
Police Department (NYPD) and Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) officials used the
PATRIOT act to arrest and detain immigrants – without a warrant; they surveilled
immigrants in their neighborhoods, places of worship, community spaces and work
environments. Immigration and Naturalization Services (INS) launched the National
Security Exit-Entry Registration System (NSEERS or “Special Registration”), a policy
that required nonimmigrant males who were over the age of 16 and from a specified list
of 24 Muslim-majority countries and North Korea to register their travel plans with the
U.S. government at their port of entry and domestically, and to be photographed,
interviewed and fingerprinted37 (Iyer 2015).
The U.S. government established the Department of Homeland Security (DHS) –
a state apparatus designed to protect the nation from future attacks. Next, essentially
fusing national security and immigration control, the 2003 Homeland Security Act
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Despite President Obama’s 2016 decision to rescind the regulatory framework that tracks these immigrants (in response to the efforts by grassroots frontline organizations), the current administration can still
access this info in the NSEERS database.

118

  
authorized U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services (USCIS) to fall under the
jurisdiction of DHS. The same year, DHS created the Bureau of Immigration and
Customs Enforcement (ICE), the administrative and penal arm of the immigration system
that is known for its role in detaining immigrants for criminal and civil offenses.
Allegedly, the post-9/11 programs were deemed necessary to protect the
American people and prevent terrorism without regard to race, religion or ethnicity. In
practice, however, these policies “continued the legacy of a racialized state” and almost
exclusively targeted Arab, Muslim, and South Asian communities (Iyer 2015:33–35).
Though President Bush made a distinction between “good” and “bad” Muslims, by
explaining that the government was out to punish the “criminals” and “terrorists” only,
law enforcement officials and the public still gravitated toward a phenotype of terror. As
a result, thousands of innocent people were profiled because they “looked Muslim.” The
counterterrorism policies, despite employing the jargon of “colorblindness,” endorsed
practices of racial discrimination (Bonilla-Silva 2013).
Alongside these aforementioned policies, the dominant discourse on Islam reified
the “clash of civilizations” notion that pits Islamic culture in opposition to Western
civilization (Huntington 2011). It promoted a seemingly fixed understanding of Islam as
a religion (Naber 2008b). A fear-driven American public felt emboldened to play a
vigilant role in protecting America by identifying anyone who fit the fluid description of
Muslim as a “terrorist” (Mishra 2016; Naber 2008b). Legal scholar Khaled Beydoun
(2018) identifies the interplay between individual acts of bigotry and systemic/state based
practices as “dialectical Islamophobia.” In agreement, Mishra (2016:89) states that the
“very high number of bias crimes against Muslims, Hindus and Sikhs by the public in the
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years following the 9/11 attacks is inextricably linked to the approach of law enforcement
and other governmental agencies that used religious and national identities to profile and
target communities in the War on Terror.” While the state policies were noticeably
Islamophobic, anthropological scholar Nazia Kazi (2015, 2018:55–61) also explains how
the government’s simultaneous use of a “good Muslim/bad Muslim,” or Islamophilic
versus Islamophobic framework was “particularly troubling.” By declaring America’s
openness and compatibility with a more “true” and “peaceful” Islam, U.S. political actors
were able to feign democratic values, sustain policies of systemic discrimination at home,
and expand the U.S. imperialist “War on Terror” abroad. The testimonials below reveal
how each group’s experience of post-9/11 backlash and unique vulnerability to the U.S.
government’s national security programs varied significantly by class, religious
background, and immigration status.
The Washington Leadership Program (WLP) – Organization 1
Post-9/11 Experiences: But the ‘Model Minority’ is Still a Racialized Minority
The WLP representatives I spoke with recalled experiences of first-hand
discrimination against those racialized as “Muslim” and of witnessing brutalities at their
religious places of worship in the 9/11 aftermath. The perpetrators of violence were
largely emboldened civilians and, sometimes, law enforcement officers. The
predominantly middle- to upper-class and mostly Hindu identities of WLP’s leadership
and membership, alongside their American citizenship, made them primarily susceptible
to individualized acts of post-9/11 backlash.
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WLP participants shared narratives of suddenly feeling vulnerable to racialized
violence and scrutiny from law enforcement officers. Sagar recalled a personal account
he experienced:
So, the one thing that happened after 9/11 that really focused me on getting the
community more involved was when my grandfather was on his deathbed in
Charlotte. We got the call that we had to go up there because it was probably
going to be within the next few hours, or within the next day or two. We drove in
the middle of the night; my parents picked me up from Athens. We were driving
to Charlotte. One of the traffic lights was flashing when we were approaching the
hospital…. I didn't know whether to take a turn, and I ended up taking a turn. All
of a sudden like 4 cop cars collapse, and it's me and my parents in the car. And
that's it. The cops came there, knocked on our windows. It was a few months after
9/11, maybe even a month after that, and they didn't ask if I had my license and
registration. They just asked if we had any weapons, where we were going, what
we were doing. Then, they asked if we had weapons in the car and if they could
check the trunk. I obviously was scared and emotionally overwhelmed, so I didn't
question it; I opened the trunk, let them look through…. They were asking where
we were going, and then they just let us go. And one followed us to the
hospital…. It wasn't until after the incident that I got angry about this, and was
like ‘hey, this was illegal search and seizure – 4 cop cars that were just
checking?’ I'm not sure if it was racially profiling, but it seemed excessive.
[emphasis added]
This incident served as a formative politicizing moment for Sagar and, as he shares,
pushed him to become more aware of his civil rights. He applied to IACPA’s internship
the following summer. Incidents like Sagar’s were common amongst WLP staff and
board members.
Nirmala, another longtime WLP staff member, emphasized how widespread the
hate crimes were: “Across a variety of campuses, [I was] seeing hate crimes and seeing
no one address it, and it was kind of an issue…. I felt like we needed to talk about it. We
needed to address it. There needed to be some policies around it.” Nirmala also regarded
the discrimination she witnessed after 9/11 as pivotal in her decision to become civically
engaged.
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Another staff member, Aarti, reflected on collective impact of the aftermath for
Desis:
I think before 9/11, in many ways, we were seen as the “model minority,” and I
think we still are, but post-9/11 brought a lot of civil rights issues to the forefront
of our community, which I don't want to say, we didn't necessarily care about, but
it was a backyard kind of issue for a very long time until the early part of the 21st
century.... There was certainly a time in the 70s, 80s and 90s where the
community was just thriving and doing really well economically and assimilating
very well, didn't really have…those issues on the forefront. What we're seeing
now is, especially over the past couple years, there's really been a resurgence and
interest in civil rights, and we are much more interested in those issues. [emphasis
added]
Aarti’s recollection does not reflect the official WLP stance, yet her reflection that prior
to 9/11, Indian Americans were “assimilating very well” indicates a belief that 9/11
swiftly interrupted the seemingly smooth process of integration for “model minority”
Desis. Even Desis who had high economic achievements could not avoid racialized
attacks on their civic and human rights in the aftermath. Unable to ignore the structures of
racialization that made their members vulnerable to racial violence, WLP reassessed their
political strategy by raising the Indian American community’s awareness around civic
engagement and electoral representation. They also broadened their internship program’s
membership to admit youth of South Asian origin.
Post-9/11 Responses: A “Seat at the Table” to Protect Muslim Desis
Despite witnessing the racial hostility that South Asians endured in the post-9/11
aftermath, WLP did not incorporate radical shifts in their political position. They
maintained their role as a civic leadership organization focused on integrating South
Asian youth to Washington D.C.’s political arena. As a non-partisan and not-for-profit
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organization, WLP (then IACPA) did not advocate for policies to counter the
racialization that South Asians faced in the immediate aftermath. They also did not issue
a public statement responding to the incidents of racial discrimination. However, when
the IACPA alumni started WLP in 2008, WLP worked to: 1) Simultaneously subvert and
reify the boundaries of ethnic identity with regard to membership; and 2) Amplify Desi’s
visibility and leadership opportunities in electoral politics, governmental spaces and
Capitol Hill.
WLP broadened outreach for the internship program by embracing a pan-South
Asian model. Since the countries of Bangladesh, Bhutan, Pakistan, and Sri Lanka have
non-Hindu majority populations, WLP’s shift indicated an extension of allyship to
Muslim and other non-Hindu members. Post-9/11, several Hindu groups (in the U.S. and
transnationally) distanced themselves politically from Muslim communities. For instance,
on a global diplomatic level, Walia (2013) discusses how U.S., Israeli, and Indian
governments developed strategic alliances around militarizing and securing borders to
justify keeping “terrorists,” “illegals” and “Muslims” out. Domestically, Prashad (2012)
reminds us that the Indian Embassy encouraged Hindus to wear ‘bindis’ (cultural markers
signifying belonging to a Hindu identity) to distinguish them from Muslims. While it
could be argued that the Indian Embassy’s suggestions were more about protecting
Hindus than they were about ethnic distinction from Muslims, literature on the formation
of Hindu American organizations indicates that Indian American organizations have a
history of advocating for agendas of “political Hinduism” (Kurien 2007). Writing about
Hindu groups that fell under the South Asian umbrella, Kurien (2007:774) explains,
“After 9/11, Hindu leaders strengthened their efforts to forge alliances with Israeli groups
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on an anti-Islamic platform, increased their attacks on Pakistan and Bangladesh,
particularly with respect to their treatment of Hindu minorities. Hence, it can be argued
that their strategy was about protecting Hindu Indians and uniting with U.S. (and Israeli)
allies against “Islamic terrorism.” WLP’s effort to diversify their base despite the antiMuslim climate departed from the divisive positions of several predominantly Hindu
groups.
Further, the shift had an impact on WLP and its relationship to former allies.
Sagar shared how becoming a “South Asian” organization affected WLP’s funding:
Has it hurt us with donations? Yes. Has it hurt us for some programming
potential? Yeah. Has it made us a better organization? Yes, it has. .… It hurts us
donation-wise from the older generation, so your aunties and uncles who donated
to Gopal Raju…. I remember one time we distinctly went to New York for a
meeting with the Association of Indians in America, one of the biggest pan-Indian
American groups in the country, and they took away their $40,000 pledge to us
because: 1) We wanted to be merit-based in our applications; [and] 2) We were a
South Asian organization. Donors who were tied to the original program because
they have biases against people outside of India or biases against people of a
certain religion…. We once had a strong relationship with the Indian Embassy;
we used to do program events with them. They used to host us for dinners, but
one time we did a program with them. They weren't allowing one of our interns
into the event because her parents were of Pakistani descent, and we were like,
that's it. We are done with you, we are leaving. We stood by her, and we stand by
that today. We don't do any programs with the Indian embassy. It's something the
Hindu American Foundation does…, but we stand by our kids. We are 100
percent devoted to them.
WLP’s shift to expand the boundaries of racial identity carried significant cultural
and financial ramifications for the organization. At the same time, WLP’s decision to
make the application system merit-based and to continue catering it to U.S. citizens also
means that Desis from renowned universities and middle- to upper-middle class Indian
backgrounds were (and are still) the most frequent participants of WLP. WLP’s post-9/11
efforts to broaden membership in a racialized era indicates a shift in how they approached
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the process of political incorporation. In addition to broadening their membership, WLP
leaders also began to use human and social capital strategies that amplified South Asian
visibility as the “good minorities.”
Seeing how perpetrators felt emboldened to commit hate crimes – often with little
accountability – against South Asians and Muslims, WLP saw their mission of training
South Asians in policy-oriented leadership as that much more crucial. They introduced
interns to their political networks in Washington, D.C. and strengthened their awareness
of the U.S. Constitution and electoral politics: WLP leaders felt such opportunities and
skill-building trainings would assist this next generation of Indian American leaders in
being community leaders and running for elected positions. The WLP vision assumed
that getting Desis elected to political office would amount to positive visibility of the
“model minority.” Their “identity politics” approach operated on the premise that
engaging a more diverse Desi constituency in electoral politics would amount to them
protecting each other in a post-9/11 era. To a degree, WLP relied on what Prashad
(2012:100–101) refers to as a “compulsions of ethnicity” strategy, an (assumed)
understanding that South Asians are motivated by shared ancestry—and possibly
religious affiliation—as opposed to shared social and economic interests.
WLP amplified its strategy to get more Desis “a seat at the table.” Nirmala
explained:
There was nobody at the table, right? It's important. I learned long ago: there
needs to be somebody at the table. Kumar Barve [former Maryland state
representative and WLP advisor] said an interesting thing when he was in office
during 9/11. Being the only South Asian member elected as a state representative,
he was able to send, made sure…he sent cop cars out to mosques to make sure
they were protected because nobody else was focused on it. You know, no other
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white person was thinking to protect the people from hate crimes, because a lot of
people were defacing temples and mosques. [emphasis added]
Nirmala’s words reflect the general impression amongst WLP leaders that the most
devastating effects of the aftermath were felt via civilian-led hate crimes rather than via
legalized structures and national security projects enacted by the government and law
enforcement agents whom Barve trusted to “protect” Muslims. WLP’s “a seat at the
table” strategy to work within existing legal structures to protect Desis is an expected
response given their assessment of the social problem as individualized. They hoped
expanding Desi representation, regardless of their relative privilege and position, would
amount to leaders, acting morally for the entire community’s benefit.
While WLP leaders were able to recognize the discriminatory violence that Desis
faced as a barrier to political and cultural incorporation, they still focused on encouraging
Desis to occupy a “seat at the table.” They hoped to assimilate a more diverse pool of
Desis to the table – especially the “good Muslim” Desis – to the political process.
Further, their faith in the existing political structure indicates they trusted the system to
uphold justice for and protect Muslims. It also reveals WLP leaders’ obliviousness to the
experiences of marginalized Desis whose vulnerability rendered them victims of
legalized systemic violence.
Despite this willingness to include the “good Muslim” Desi in WLP’s programs,
isolated WLP staff still supported an Islamophobic agenda by supporting U.S. foreign
policies that called for a “War on Terror” against Arabs, Muslims and South Asians
abroad. WLP’s non-partisan stance meant they welcomed leaders with a range of
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ideological perspectives. Aarti, a WLP staff leader, expressed how 9/11 stimulated a
sense of patriotism and inclined her toward a militarized and imperialist agenda:
Growing up around 9/11 heavily influenced my interest [in foreign and homeland
defense policy] and my ideology…I viewed the attacks as something personal, as
an attack on American values and the American way of life. So, I'm definitely
red-leaning on the political spectrum, and that naturally sparked more of what I’d
call a hawkish view when it comes to defense and the “War on Terror.”
While few WLP leaders shared Aarti’s support for “hawkish” foreign policies, the
organization’s reluctance to weigh in on U.S. foreign policy as a whole signals their
passive endorsement for the “War on Terror.” It also speaks to the privilege of the
organization in being able to take a non-partisan stance. As a group catered to a subsector
of middle-class Asian Indian U.S. citizens, WLP could lean on neutrality as a strategy,
possibly to make themselves more assimilable. The more marginalized Desis, who were
targeted by the “War on Terror,” could not rely on a “seat at the table” strategy or
patriotism to ensure safety. Illustrated in Table 3, which summarizes each organization’s
post-9/11 goals, WLP’s use of an assimilation model is apparent through their attempt to
summon a more diverse network of Desis into the U.S. political arena.
South Asian Americans Leading Together (SAALT) – Organization 2
Post-9/11 Experiences: Interpersonal and Legislated Racialized Violence
Though SAALT originated as an Indian American leadership organization, in the
aftermath of 9/11, SAALT leaders witnessed a series of violent attacks against members
of the broader South Asian community. The following paragraphs discuss: 1) Leaders’
attempt to collect data on hate crimes; 2) Individual leaders’ recollection of hostile
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attacks; and 3) The organization’s awareness of Desis’ susceptibility to targeted racial
profiling and bias immigration legislation.
Despite the rapid escalation of hate crimes perpetuated against groups racialized
as “brown” or Muslim, SAALT leaders recognized mainstream media’s absence in
reporting on the post-9/11 incidents that Arab, Muslim and South Asian individuals
experienced. The organization compiled a report documenting hate crimes and bias
incidents nationwide. Although their commitment to develop the American Backlash
report can be categorized as a “response” to 9/11, the report itself captures the breadth of
racialized incidents and hate crimes that Arabs, Muslims, and South Asians experienced
in the aftermath (SAALT 2001). While it is probable that hate crimes and bias incidents
went unreported, American Backlash still documented over 645 incidents in the week
following 9/11 (2001).
The experiences of racial hostility were felt on individual and interpersonal levels.
Mehreen recalled some of her family’s post-9/11 experiences:
You see, my mom wears hijab, and I saw people were just really anti-Islamic, so
that’s one thing. I mean, I've been on vacation so many times where people have
told my mom to go back where she comes from because she's like wearing a
scarf; one time, someone yanked my mom's scarf off her head…in New York. So,
things like that I guess inspired me to want to make a difference. I feel like so
many people have stories like these ones; it’s so common now. It’s kind of sad
that it is so common.
She recalled not just one incident of Islamophobia but numerous traumatic incidents of
violence inflicted against her mother and other family members. Mehreen’s recollection
of these incidents illustrates how visible religious markers made South Asian Muslims
more vulnerable to hate violence than those without such markers. Her remark also
touches on the banality of these violent incidents in the period following 9/11.
128

  
SAALT leaders also recall that the racialized and discriminatory experiences that
South Asians faced were felt through legislated policies and programs. Some of the
founders worked in civil rights law. In the aftermath of 9/11, the leadership saw how the
government’s homeland security policies emboldened civilians to commit acts of
racialized violence. They also saw how the government’s national security programs
legalized racial and religious profiling of immigrants. Over time, SAALT’s staff
developed a critical analysis of the government’s counterterrorism response because of
the blatant ways it violated people’s civil rights. Reena expressed that the backlash
motivated a push for Desis to have “a seat at the table,” albeit her characterization of this
strategy differs from WLP because the end goal of occupying the “seat at the table” was
to reform policy and dispute bias legislation:
I really think that the 9/11 moment was a turning point for me. I realized we had
to be at certain tables or our rights would just get taken away from us very
easily, by cover of night. There was this sense of urgency I felt after 9/11. I was
working at the Department of Justice when it happened, and saw that very few
South Asians were coming into the department; they didn't know who to talk to
about civil rights issues. It became this point of urgency where things were
constantly happening every day to our communities, and there was no way to get
that information out to our communities, like there's this interrogation program,
and it might affect you, and you need to know your rights, or have a voice at the
national level to push back on some of the awful policies that the government was
implementing at the time. So, it just really became like, this is our moment, we
can't sit back and if we do, things are going to get worse. [emphasis added]
Reena recognized that South Asians had little awareness of their rights under U.S. legal
systems and that law enforcement officers and government programs took advantage of
Desis in the name of national security. She speaks to the racialized trauma Desis faced in
the aftermath and how many of them were clueless on how to respond when stripped of
their rights. The high volume of hate crimes listed in the American Backlash report
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suggests that because the meaning of race changed for individuals who look Muslim after
9/11, Desis were more susceptible to racialized violence regardless of economic status. It
forced SAALT to consider how to confront the racialized structures under which they
operated. SAALT’s “seat at the table” strategy, which resisted the discriminatory policies
and narrative being imposed on their members, was motivated by a desire for social
reform, whereas WLP’s strategy, which aimed to get more Desis elected to political
representation seats, was motivated by rights-based, integrationist visions. The next
section discusses SAALT’s response to 9/11 and how the aftershock challenged them to
be more self-critical of supporting an integrationist model that promoted apolitical
humanitarianism.
Post-9/11 Responses: Advocacy to End Hate Violence for All Desis
In the months following 9/11, SAALT’s leadership – once unified around a
mission of developing Indian Americans as community service-leaders – shifted to focus
on social justice advocacy for a pan-South Asian constituency. This marked a significant
transition in their political objectives: by raising the issue of post-9/11 discrimination in
legislative spaces, they shifted from a largely assimilationist strategy to one that was
more oriented toward addressing the patterns of racialization their communities faced. In
recognizing the commonalities South Asians shared along patterns of racialization and
socio-historical experiences, critical voices in the founding leadership petitioned
SAALT’s advisory board to organize more broadly around South Asian interests and to
develop a political advocacy arm. SAALT’s response to 9/11 was a multi-tiered,
approach: it included moving toward a racial, gender and immigrant justice analysis,
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strengthening communication with grassroots bases, documenting hate crime incidents,
advocating for protective legislation, and lobbying against policies that legalized racial
and religious profiling.
By advocating for racial justice, they were also encouraged to consider the
interlocking structures of oppression affecting South Asian experiences in the social and
political environment. Reena expanded on what it has meant for SAALT to enact this
shift:
I mean the word progressive…I guess it means you believe the government has a
role to play in ensuring that people have access to rights and benefits, and you
also see the intersectional points of oppression that people and communities face.
That's what I think of the organization's viewpoint or stance. It is recognizing that
people sit with multiple forms of oppression. It's important to recognize that for
South Asians in particular… being progressive also means having a voice and
taking a stance, and…aligning ourselves with those who are the most
marginalized and those who don't have a voice rather than with those who do.
[emphasis added]
Reena’s explanation of how SAALT has come to understand the term progressive is
helpful; she indicates the organization’s intent to practice identity politics through a
nuanced, intersectional framework. While they do not have a local grassroots
membership base, they support grassroots approaches to political change and have a
loosely-constructed base through their National Coalition of South Asian Organizations
(NCSO). They work to represent the voices of the most marginalized Desis by
maintaining connections to South Asian community-based organizations.
One of SAALT’s first moves after 9/11 was to publish the American Backlash
report (2001), meant to demonstrate the impact of hate incidents on South Asians and the
need for South Asians to be involved in offering solutions to hate-based, racialized
violence. SAALT continues to track post-9/11 backlash directed toward South Asian,
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Sikh, Muslim and Arab communities through a live, updated database on their website –
especially given the escalation of hate incidents since the 2016 election (SAALT 2018a).
Each year, SAALT also develops press releases that call attention to the overall nature of
hate crimes affecting the community. Between 2005 and the present, SAALT has issued
reports and press releases that push the greater South Asian community to address hate
crimes through a racialized framework. Amna shared:
Every year on September 11th, we issue a statement that sort of talks about the
impact of post-9/11 backlash against our communities, how that's actually been
worsening. This particular year (2015), we talked about how the surveillance
apparatus that was first originally perfected and created to dismantle the Black
freedom struggle, has been adapted now in a lot of ways to surveil mostly Muslim
communities in the U.S. since 9/11. So we saw that with the FBI mapping and
now the Countering Violent Extremism program, CVE, which is completely
focused on Muslims, even though they say that it's not. We see it coming back full
circle because that same surveillance apparatus was revealed to have been spying
on Black Lives Matter activists this summer, which I'm sure didn't surprise most
people. So we talked a lot about this surveillance and militarization targeting our
communities. Then we talked a bit about the xenophobic political rhetoric that
continues to grow and that we're seeing in this election cycle, very heavily antiimmigrant currently and which has historically been anti-Muslim. That is just
kind of an accepted fact at this point, to be anti-Muslim as a political candidate is
just totally acceptable.
Here, Amna discusses the vulnerability of marginalized Desis to post-9/11 violence. She
relates their susceptibility to the surveillance apparatus to the experiences shared by
preceding movements, such as Black liberation groups. She demonstrates how SAALT’s
political approach has evolved to address the racial bias in government programs and
legislation. Furthermore, by likening the historic surveillance programs that targeted
Black revolutionaries to the contemporary ones that target Muslims in their press release,
they demonstrate a recognition of common cause and a desire to build alliances with
other communities of color.
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Even their decision to include new incidents of racial violence in the Raising Our
Voices documentary to illustrate how hate crimes affected South Asians more broadly is
indicative of a shift toward the racialization end of the continuum. SAALT’s leaders
finished the first edits to the documentary before September 2001. After the tragedy, the
leaders (with the support of the executive board) elected to revise the film and include
more interviews from Desis of non-Indian origin. The second version of the film was
released in early 2002. They screened the film at public events nationwide to help raise
awareness within the community about how widespread the violence was. SAALT
leaders used the Raising our Voices documentary to depict how South Asians
experienced hate crime violence in the years prior to and after 9/11 and to argue for
broadening civil rights legislation to protect their communities. The documentary helped
SAALT engage Desis across the nation in dialogue on how being collectively racialized
as “Muslim” made all of them vulnerable to varying forms of hate violence. It motivated
them to embrace a more inclusive approach to the programs that grew from these
dialogues: SAALT Circles, the National Coalition of South Asian Organizations (NCSO),
Campus Sessions and the National South Asian Summit.
Another way their political shift along the continuum became evident is through
the intention they allotted to listening to the voices of community-based organizations
across the nation. Kanchana, a staff leader, explained that leaders realized a need to make
“sure we're working really closely and in partnership to sustain, support, and build strong
community-based organizations working with and serving South Asians nationwide.”
One of the core coalitions SAALT convened in the years following 9/11 is the NCSO
founded in 2008. Alongside 51 other organizations across the nation, DRUM and Seva
133

  
are members of the NCSO. SAALT uses the NCSO, or “the Coalition,” to build
relationships, maintain dialogue and practice accountability with community-based
groups and plan their bi-annual National South Asian Summit. Rather than prioritizing a
more middle-class, privileged Desi narrative at national policy tables, SAALT became
more concerned – albeit gradually – with being accountable to marginalized Desis.
Since broadening their agenda to represent a diverse base of Desis, SAALT has
developed a more critical racial and immigrant justice analysis of how U.S. policies
legislate racial profiling against Arab, Muslim and South Asian communities. Since 9/11,
they have worked to leverage their “seat at the table” to testify to U.S. Congress and other
federal agencies on the importance of passing hate crimes legislation and rescinding post9/11 government policies that systemically target immigrants and people of Arab,
Muslim and South Asian descent. The post-9/11 backlash energized SAALT to advocate
for the greater Desi constituency in more representative, ideally accountable ways. Table
3 shows their distinction from WLP and positions their responses in the “Racial Justice
and Progressive Inclusivity” category, showing that they shifted from an assimilationist
approach to one that actively opposed the racialization of their communities. Rather than
pull up a “seat at the table” and hope for any South Asian leader – regardless of economic
or religious background and political analysis – to represent the interests of all Desis,
SAALT’s leaders were recognizing the different forms of racialized violence affecting
non-Indian South Asians and thereby, shifting their strategies toward social justice
advocacy in a more nuanced manner.
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Seva New York (Seva) – Organization 3
Post-9/11 Experiences: Sikh Americans and Racio-Religious Violence in Public Space
Before 9/11 and the founding of Seva New York, people of Sikh Punjabi
backgrounds in Richmond Hill, Queens, were largely involved in the Richmond Hill Sikh
Cultural Society. Seva serves a working-class, immigrant community; several family
members work in low-wage positions as domestic workers, convenience store employees
and cab drivers. Further, according to Jiah, a significant portion had temporary work
visas or were undocumented. Most Seva members did not directly mention the 9/11
incident and its aftermath as a turning moment in the trajectory of their political
consciousness; yet, many referenced how their families and community members
experienced discrimination in public spaces and legal challenges in securing green cards,
permanent residency and opportunities for citizenship in the years following the attacks.
Richmond Hill’s proximity to the World Trade Center made the community’s fear
and experience of violence even more pronounced. In fact, Sikhs had an even higher
likelihood of experiencing isolated public incidents than Muslims (Mishra 2016). Being
prone to public incidents of hate violence led members of Seva and residents of
Richmond Hill to fear being targeted. Falina, a youth leader at Seva, shared:
Post-9/11, I saw a lot of violence towards people of color and South Asians.
Houses vandalized, people being violent in the street…in schools, there were
extreme forms of bullying. That kind of brought to attention that not many people
know who South Asians are and how to separate the good people from the bad
people. Post-9/11, growing up through the school system, I definitely have some
memories of experiencing bullying.

135

  
Falina’s reflection speaks to the prevalence of discriminatory violence that adults and
youth faced in the aftermath. While the majority of Richmond Hill’s residents are Sikh,
the racialized nature of Islamophobia meant that everyone who “looked Muslim” was
implicated, especially those living in New York City. Sikhs were one of the most targeted
communities because most Americans and vigilantes were less concerned with the
garments, rituals and practices that marked Sikhs and Muslims as different. Jaskaran
recalls that taxi drivers from the neighborhood experienced discrimination on a daily
basis from customers, law enforcement officers, and the public.
The second theme that arose in my conversations with Seva members were the
challenges they faced with regard to navigating the immigration process. After the
Immigrations and Customs Enforcement (ICE) formed as part of the Department of
Homeland Security (DHS), the state intensified its scrutiny of South Asian immigrants’
applications for naturalization. Working-class immigrants, often unaware of their rights
and how to navigate the legal system, were among the most affected by changes in
immigration policies. Several Richmond Hill residents could not afford or access
immigration lawyers. Sunita recalled that many Richmond Hill residents operated from a
space of fear in the post-9/11 environment, which made them reluctant to reach out to
their community. For instance, when youth leaders tried to inform the community about
filling out the U.S. census, some residents refused to open the door to organizers,
possibly because of their immigration status and because of the fear of living in a post9/11, New York City context. Compared to Hindus and middle- to upper-class U.S.
citizens, Seva’s membership was more negatively affected by the post-9/11 climate; at
the same time, their Sikh identities meant they were not targeted by FBI/NYPD
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entrapment programs in the same way that their Muslim neighbors in nearby Queens
neighborhoods were.
Post/9/11 Responses: Sikh Cultural Education and Community Survival
Because Seva emerged in the years following 9/11, it is difficult to measure their
“response” to the 9/11 tragedy. Importantly, however, the formation of a neighborhoodbased organization in a predominantly Sikh community can be interpreted as a response
to the aftermath. Bakalian and Bozorgmehr (2009:2) suggest that ethnic nonprofits and
social service agencies were, in many ways, “the first-line response to families of
detainees and those affected by special registration and other governmental policies.”
Richmond Hill residents recognized how massive divestment in urban spaces and social
welfare programs affected this largely immigrant, working-class community. Moreover,
the neighborhood residents’ vulnerability to racio-religious violence motivated the
founders to draw awareness to the unique issues they faced as working-class Sikh
immigrants. Although Seva leaders indicated that their constituency was significantly
affected by the post-9/11 immigration policies, the organization’s response was less about
advocating to change policies of racial bias and more about educating residents on how to
build community power – for instance by organizing residents to participate in census,
voter registration, and other government programs.
Falina shared that one of Seva’s goals is “to bring us [Sikhs] out there…to have
Americans realize we are a part of their nation. And to bring awareness to our issues,
to South Asian issues, … put it out there… to different levels of society and
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government…that we exist.” She also tied Seva’s efforts to the broader work being done
to build visibility about Sikh identity:
I believe the Sikh Coalition is a great coalition because they bring the issues of
bullying and discrimination into public awareness. Different people of South
Asian descent are vilified because of their appearances. Since 9/11, the Sikh
Coalition [has] been…projecting how different we are and how American we are
at the same time, reaffirming our loyalty to the nation, but also saying we come
from a different background, we have a different culture and way of doing things.
By working to raise public awareness around Sikhism and South Asian identities, Seva
was essentially responding from a defensive standpoint. To protect their residents from
post-9/11 crises and racial violence, they felt it was necessary to mark their identity and
dispel myths about Sikhism. Their efforts to dispel the myths about Sikhism can be
regarded as both similar and different to the efforts of Indian Hindus. Their motives were
similar in that the roots of anti-Muslim sentiment run deep in the South Asian
community, and Sikh’s educational efforts, in many instances, sought primarily to point
out the mistaken conflation of Sikhs with a Muslim identity (Singh 2012). Seva’s efforts
were different in that low-income Sikhs suffered significantly higher rates of racialized
violence in the aftermath than Hindus of all income levels. Scholars explain that because
the post-9/11 backlash targeted men with turbans and beards, some Sikh groups in
America initiated movements to be recognized as a religious and ethnic group distinct
from Indian Americans, campaigns that included educating the public about their religion
and its artifacts such as the turban or kirpan (Kurien 2018; Mishra 2016).38
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Commonly worn by men of the Sikh faith, the turban is a head scarf that covers one’s head. Another article of faith that Sikhs are commanded to carry as part of their religious practice is the kirpan, which is a
sword or dagger that they wear under their clothing.
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Seva offered support to groups that advocated for justice in the post-9/11 period.
Jaskaran recalls that Seva nominally supported a coalition initiated by DRUM that called
for an end to the government’s surveillance programs in low-income immigrant
neighborhoods. Further, Jaskaran and Sunita explained how some Richmond Hill
residents – as members of the New York City Taxi Workers Alliance – participated in
campaigns and actions to raise awareness about the profiling and discrimination cab
drivers experienced in the aftermath. Although Seva’s members did not initiate political
advocacy campaigns to combat hate crimes and Islamophobia, they did support advocacy
initiatives led by local and national groups in New York City. At the same time, their
efforts to raise the community’s awareness about how to build power through civic
engagement processes are indicative of their effort to help members integrate to the
existing socio-political structure. Essentially, Seva’s post-9/11 strategy simultaneously
worked through both integrationist and racialization agendas: integrationist in their effort
to assimilate members to the naturalization process and racialization in their effort to
address members’ fear of being racially marked in the political climate. Table 3 illustrates
their vacillation between nodes on the “assimilation-to-racialization continuum.”
Desis Rising Up and Moving (DRUM) – Organization 4
Post-9/11 Experiences: “9/11 Happened, and All Hell Broke Loose”:
Facing the Reality of State-Sanctioned Violence
DRUM is a local grassroots organization that emerged just prior to 9/11. Their
mission was geared toward building people power amongst low-income immigrant
families in Jackson Heights. As early as the 1990s the organization’s founders recognized
139

  
how their members, many of whom are also Muslims, were affected by neoliberal
policies and austerity measures. The organization understood their identities to be
socially and racially marginalized prior to encountering the backlash; “Then 9/11
happened,” Kanwal recalls, “and everything, all hell broke loose; we were just being
thrown into this thing that we didn’t choose or anticipate…so we just had to kick it into
full gear.”
In addition to being bombarded by countless hate crimes and discriminatory
incidents, DRUM’s membership experienced the racialization of their identities on an
amplified, systemic level – via mass detention, pervasive surveillance and security
measures, entrapment cases, and Special Registration programs. The intersections of
social and economic marginalization made low-income South Asians living with
undocumented or otherwise precarious immigration statuses in the predominantly
Muslim neighborhoods of Jackson Heights especially vulnerable to racialized violence.
The structurally biased “counterterrorism” policies issued by the U.S. government and
complacently endorsed by the American public greatly affected DRUM members. In
comparison to other Desi communities, DRUM’s constituents experienced the 9/11
aftermath in the most devastating ways. Due to their socioeconomic characteristics,
religious profile, and immigration status, this event effectively cemented their members’
subjugation as the most negatively targeted sub-group of Desis. DRUM leaders readily
recounted how traumatized members were affected by the government’s practice of racial
profiling and targeting in the months following 9/11. Rizwan recalled:
We started putting up fliers with a hotline number, expecting largely, people
would be calling about hate crimes, harassment, things of that sort, but we started
getting calls with people saying, ‘My husband left for work 3-4 days ago and
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hasn’t come home;’ or ‘They came to our apartment last night and took daddy, we
don’t know where he is.’
DRUM leaders realized these vanishings were not isolated incidents and that they were
orchestrated by the U.S. government and immigration officials. Rizwan further recalled
that in the year following 9/11, the hotline phones rang through the nights with hundreds
of calls from traumatized family members, fearfully crying out for explanations and help.
At first, DRUM leaders could not explain these vanishings.
Contemporary reports from organizations such as the American Civil Liberties
Union (ACLU) and the Center for Human Rights and Global Justice (CHRGJ) indicate
disappearances were taking place in the New York and New Jersey area (2011; Union,
Horowitz, and Mauer 2009). DRUM leaders recall that Arab, South Asian and Muslim
immigrants, mostly men with precarious labor and migration statuses, were being
snatched from their workplaces, homes, and sometimes, literally from the streets; Rizwan
elaborated, “Black vans, white vans pulling up, picking up four to five people and driving
off. And through the network we already had inside with detainees, we learned that these
people were being held in county jails in New Jersey.” The systemic racialization and
separation of families by the U.S. Government’s mass detention program contributed to a
sense of long-term trauma that was palpable amongst working-class South Asian families
in the years following 9/11 – particularly DRUM’s constituency in Jackson Heights,
Queens and other New York City boroughs.
Another program that deeply affected DRUM’s membership was NSEERS, also
known as “Special Registration.” A legal report prepared by the Rights Working Group at
Penn State Law confirms that the U.S. government used NSEERS as a “counterterrorism”
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tool to systematically target Arabs, Middle Easterners, Muslims and South Asians (Rights
Working Group 2012). Individuals who voluntarily registered themselves for the program
were often deported “through secret proceedings that took place without due process of
law. The specifics of NSEERS reveal it to be a clear example of discriminatory and
arbitrary racial profiling” (Rights Working Group 2012:4). Due to the requirements of
Special Registration, several non-citizen Pakistani and Bangladeshi visitors and residents
in Jackson Heights had to register their entire travel agenda and itinerary with the U.S.
government. Jameelah, a youth leader, recalled:
When special registration was announced by the federal government, which was
basically registering men in the South Asian community, it targeted
undocumented immigrants and men; families were separated. There were people
in our community that like, we did not know what happened to them. So, families
were separated and could be picked up while working…. Their wives and
children would not know where the husbands and fathers of their communities
were, so DRUM was really involved in bringing justice to those folks.
DRUM members describe “Special Registration” as a fear-inducing period of legalized
racial profiling; nonresident visitors had to register travel with the government and were
often detained. In the name of “national security,” the government knowingly violated the
human rights of immigrants and tourists – specifically those from selective national
backgrounds. Working-class, undocumented immigrants, and temporary visa holders
were more likely to be targeted by NSEERS.
Complementing these racialized policies, the U.S. government’s implementation
of a surveillance campaign against Muslim communities affected hundreds of vulnerable
immigrant families, including DRUM’s membership. The FBI and NYPD began sending
“paid, untrained informants into mosques and Muslim communities” (Center for Human
Rights and Global Justice 2011). In recent years, law makers, the FBI, and community142

  
based groups have disputed the legitimacy of the Justice Department’s counterterrorism
practices by explaining how the specific type of policing and resulting prosecutions
constitute an unlawful form of entrapment (2011). Yet, at the time the publications were
released, the government had already prosecuted over 200 individuals – whom they
continue to imprison – as “homegrown terrorists” (2011).
One of the most severe cases of entrapment involves the family of Hamza Ali,39
who settled in Jackson Heights, Queens in the late 1990s. Hamza’s mother Sabat shared
that their family applied for asylum on the basis of being a member of a religious
minority practicing a particular sect of the Islamic faith after immigrating from Pakistan.
The Ali family sought basic rights of security and freedom as religious minorities. Hamza
began working at his uncle’s Islamic bookshop in Bay Ridge in Brooklyn in the early
2000s, a neighborhood where the New York Police Department (NYPD) planted an agent
named Osama Eldawoody in 2002 (Center for Human Rights and Global Justice 2011;
Union et al. 2009). Eldawoody was specifically instructed to monitor the Muslim
community in the neighborhood, so he befriended and developed a father-son style
relationship with the young, impressionable Hamza. Feigning a chronic illness to gain
Hamza’s sympathy, Eldawoody confided in Hamza that before he died, he wanted to take
revenge against America for the unlawful deaths of his Muslim family (Center for
Human Rights and Global Justice 2011). Loosely similar to how informants of the
COINTELPRO era entrapped and murdered mostly Black and Brown revolutionaries (for
example, members of the Black Panther Party, the Nation of Islam, the Young Lords
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I did not interview Sabat’s son, yet I still use a pseudonym for him to protect his anonymity. While
DRUM openly shares the identity of their members who have been wrongfully convicted or detained, I
choose to use a pseudonym in this document.
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Party, and the American Indian Movement) in the 1960s and 1970s by first befriending
them (Abu-Jamal 2016), Eldawoody gained Hamza’s sympathy toward “jihad” by
showing him images of victims at Abu Ghraib Prison and of the wars in Afghanistan and
Iraq (2011). Although Hamza indicated interest in Eldawoody’s idea for a terrorist plot,
Hamza never agreed to plant a bomb at 34th street in Manhattan. Hamza explained that he
did not want to harm innocent people and needed his mom’s consent to partake in the act.
In 2004, a week after Hamza told Eldawoody that he refused to participate in the
plot, the NYPD arrested Hamza on conspiracy charges. According to his personal
testimony and the witness testimonies of his mother and sister, Hamza’s case was
completely fabricated by a hired plant, who was working on behalf of the government to
manufacture cases of “homegrown terrorism” (2011). Hamza’s defense argued that he
had been entrapped, but the government’s prosecutorial team countered the defense’s
statements by sharing documented conversations Hamza had with Eldawoody and with
Pasha, the informant who preceded Eldwaoody (2011).40 In 2006, a jury found Hamza
guilty and sentenced him to thirty years in prison. Following the sentencing, his mother,
sister, and father were held in a detention center for several days, and his father was
placed on house arrest with an electric monitor for several years. The Ali family’s
experience is one of many examples of how the government used its surveillance
campaign to employ informants, manufacture cases of terrorism and target vulnerable
immigrants (Aaronson 2013). Hamza’s case is not an isolated one: rather, it reveals the
systemic nature of post-9/11 profiling by the state government. It delineates how the FBI
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In November 2002, Kamil Pasha, an undercover police officer, started getting to know Hamza and indicated his impressionable personality would make him a good target for NYPD informants.
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and NYPD exploited a marginalized sector of the Muslim community to justify the U.S.
“war on terror” abroad and aggressive national security policies on the domestic front,
while allegedly claiming to protect U.S. lives.
These cases of detention, surveillance, and entrapment exemplify how the U.S.
government abused the civil rights and liberties of various immigrant communities,
including members of DRUM. While DRUM’s leaders understood their vulnerability to
racial and xenophobic immigration and criminalization policies prior to 9/11, the
aftermath indicated how susceptible low-income Desis immigrants were to post-9/11
policies. One of the most striking differences in how working-class, non-citizen
immigrant communities experienced the aftermath in comparison to more privileged
Desis relates to whether the perpetrators of racialized violence were emboldened
civilians, law enforcement agents, or government policy makers.
DRUM Post-9/11 Responses: Resisting State-Sanctioned Racialization
DRUM’s leadership already had a sense of racialized consciousness prior to 9/11,
but the heightened vulnerability they faced after 9/11 necessitated that they evolve their
political consciousness and strategic responses in new ways. DRUM’s post-9/11 response
included the rejection of national security programs that employed the “good Muslim”
trope and other colorblind rhetoric. Leaders felt that the state employed rhetoric to
welcome diversity and protect the religious freedoms of Muslims to distract attention
from the programs that legislated state-sanctioned Islamophobia. Through their
multilingual hotline, leaders found that structural policies were causing members to “be
detained, charged and deported around racial-religious profiling” and realized a need to
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respond to racially hostile policies. DRUM’s strategic response was not limited to
criticizing the overt instances of hate crimes, Islamophobia, and racial profiling
perpetrated by lone white supremacists, vigilantes, and law enforcement agents; their
response included a criticism of how state policies were criminalizing members of their
community through allegedly neutral “national security” policies. They lifted up
experiences of detention, entrapment and legalized profiling of Desi immigrants by the
government’s national security programs and challenged the inherent, structural biases in
the justice system through grassroots campaigns that centered the most impacted Desi
communities.
DRUM was the first South Asian organization to address the government’s mass
detention program as a form of racial profiling. They did this by amplifying their detainee
support program to help volunteers, family members, and community leaders visit and
bring justice to the families who were being unjustly held in county and state jail
facilities following 9/11. DRUM leaders also developed political education trainings to
help members and residents see how new immigration policies endorsed a form of
legalized racial profiling and violated people’s human rights. These trainings helped
members identify ways to resist systemically racist policies. Instead of validating the
“good Muslim/bad Muslim” binary perpetuated by the government to find and eradicate
“radical terrorism,” DRUM engaged in protest politics by organizing rallies, building
campaigns and expanding their grassroots and coalition bases. In addition to addressing
unjust government policies, DRUM evolved their global justice program by taking a
critical stance on the “war on terror” abroad. Responding to the issue of mass detention
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meant expanding their campaigns to also call for an end to the allegedly “colorblind”
policies that profiled Desis and Muslims in the name of “national security.”
Additionally, DRUM members made it a point to center the stories and leadership
of Muslim families who were targeted and entrapped in terrorism-related cases. DRUM
leaders had been witnessing a series of entrapment cases in their neighborhoods, so they
stood with Hamza’s family and other victims of entrapment. Since 2004, they have been
advocating for justice for Hamza and lifting up Sabat’s leading role as an advocate for
her family. DRUM has been sustaining a justice campaign for Hamza and other affected
Muslim communities whose family members have experienced similar cases of
entrapment. On a national level and within coalition circles, DRUM has been challenging
members of the Desi community to be more critical of the government’s national security
programs. They often encourage Desis to contextualize the contemporary experiences
that Arabs, Muslims and South Asians experience in a legacy of FBI surveillance that has
profiled and entrapped political revolutionaries involved in organizations such as the
American Indian Movement (AIM), the Nation of Islam (NoI), the Black Revolutionary
Army (BRA) and the Black Panther Party for Self-Defense (BPP) – and broader
movements for social change. Contrasting DRUM’s decision to express solidarity with
those who were subject to entrapment are countless instances of Desi and Muslim
political organizations that encouraged their members to embrace the “good Muslim”
character by cooperating with federal and law enforcement agencies. Mahnoor, a staff
leader, shared how initially, some Desi and Muslim civil rights groups that went the
“respectability politics” route, were reluctant to ally with DRUM:
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Folks, who like for years after 9/11, had regular meetings with the FBI, law
enforcement, DHS, ICE, talking about how they want to have closer relationships
and like you know to do diversity trainings against Islamophobia for like their
personnel. [Some of them] opened up the community doors for like for more
infiltration through that trust, and we were always the black sheep amongst them.
They were like ‘Oh, that's that crazy group that talks about entrapment and has
members who've been allegedly entrapped and stuff.’ Then, when the AP
[Associated Press] reports came out, ‘we were like, told you, it's been freaking 10
years.’
Because other Muslim and Desi organizations were at first reluctant to believe the severe
ways that DRUM’s membership was being affected by systemically Islamophobic
policies, they originally refused to take a critical stance on government policies and
instead tried to work with the programs to seek justice. Overtime, DRUM has been able
to mobilize many of these groups toward a more intersectional stance; still, DRUM
members express a tendency in progressive Desi circles to default toward trusting the
leadership of the most privileged, rather than the most marginalized, Desis. They
continue to push Desis toward a more critical stance on issues of criminalization,
immigration, racial profiling, economic justice, and the “War on Terror.”
Because they could not sufficiently rely on alliances within the South Asian
community, DRUM members further their agenda and campaigns by working with other
low-income Black and Brown community organizations. They developed police reform,
criminal justice, anti-immigrant detention, and anti-surveillance coalitions, such as
“Racial Justice 911,” “Families for Freedom,” and the “National Security and Human
Rights Campaign” with these allies. These coalitions drew attention to long-standing
issues of surveillance and called for an end to programs like “Special Registration.”
Although the U.S. government and mainstream media focused the meta-narrative on
isolated incidents of post-9/11 violence, DRUM highlighted the narratives of members
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and victims of systemic profiling and surveillance. They mobilized their membership and
other Desis toward a more intersectional approach. DRUM opposed the discriminatory
violence that their communities faced at home and abroad, on systemic and individual
dimensions. In a post-9/11 environment, DRUM’s leaders shifted to an even more critical
lens that centered the narratives of the most marginalized and resisted the structurally
racialized policies that the government branded as colorblind and neutral. Essentially,
because their members were deeply impacted by the aftermath, they became even more
closely situated near the racialization end of the continuum. As evident in Table 3, I
classify all of DRUM’s actions in the “Empowering the Margins for Social Justice”
category.
Analysis
Data indicate that the post-9/11 aftermath left a formative impact on the majority
of South Asians and shook them to become more conscious of their racialized identities.
However, because each group’s unique susceptibility varied by their constituents’
relation to structural privilege, organizational responses to the aftermath were far from
unified. WLP continued strategizing to get more Desi representatives elected to local,
state and national offices; they also broadened the outreach of their internship program to
students of pan-South Asian origin. SAALT strengthened communication efforts with
grassroots organizations across the country and amplified an advocacy agenda. Their
strategies included presenting evidence on hate violence and unlawful government
practices at Congressional hearings and lobbying to pass hate crimes legislation to protect
racialized minorities. Recognizing the absence of social resources in Richmond Hill’s
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predominantly low-income immigrant community, Seva’s leaders started building a
community organization that made Sikhism more visible in the public sphere. DRUM,
whose members were among the most negatively targeted by post-9/11 policies,
deepened their grassroots efforts to build working-class immigrant power and constructed
cross-racial coalitions to protect communities from mass detention and surveillance. They
are also the only organization in this study that drew intersections between the domestic
and global forms of Islamophobia and protested the “War on Terror” abroad.
On the integrationist side of the political incorporation spectrum, members of
WLP did not criticize the government policies that contributed to the racialized
environment. Rather, they responded by vying for increased representation in government
programs; their actions indicate a willingness to place trust in already existing
government structures to keep them safe. Seva vacillated between both paradigms of
assimilation and racialization by volunteering to raise awareness about Sikhism at public
parades and by offering legal assistance to immigrant residents. On the other end of the
political incorporation spectrum, DRUM developed a deeply critical understanding of the
allegedly “colorblind” policies that government programs used to perpetuate legalized
forms of systemic profiling; moving toward deep distrust of government agencies,
DRUM initiated campaigns to resist racialized oppression and developed stronger
alliances with economically- and racially- marginalized communities.
A key finding of this chapter is that, beyond flat assertions of ethnoracial identity,
Desi people’s social locations matter. Class, migrant status, religious identity and gender
all contributed to a range of experiences of discrimination, profiling and violence among
South Asians in a post-9/11 period. Furthermore, the aftermath of 9/11 led groups to use
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a diversity of organizational strategies for political engagement. The divergent nature of
each organization’s response illuminates the myth of ethno-racial solidarity. The data in
this chapter, outlined below in Table 3, illustrate the value of considering the concurrent
validities and shortcomings of the assimilation and racialization paradigms in theorizing
how South Asians in the U.S. engage in the political process.
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Table 3. Summary of Post-9/11 Political Goals of Each Organization Categorized into an
“Assimilation-to-Racialization Continuum”
Wholehearted
Assimilation

WLP

“Model
Minority”
Assimilation

Normalizing
Minority
Presence

Racial
Justice and
Progressive
Inclusivity

•  Advanced the
rights of Desis
to get a “seat
at the table”
•  Worked
within legal
structure to
protect Desis
from hate
crimes

•  Expanded the
boundaries of
organization
to include U.S.
citizens of
South Asians
descent

•  Experienced
9/11 as a racializing moment
•  Disassociated
themselves
from the Indian Embassy
& orgs

•  Expanded organization’s
boundaries to
include South
Asians
broadly

•  Experienced
9/11 as a turning point
•  Shifted toward
using advocacy to protect
Desis’ rights
•  Used “seat at
the table” to
lobby for communities affected by post9/11 aftermath

•  Educated the
public about
Sikhism to
spread awareness about religion

•  Leaders recall
Sikhs in Richmond Hill
were targeted
by post-9/11
violence

SAALT

Seva

DRUM
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Empowering
the Margins
for Social
Justice

•  Supported coalitions to resist post-9/11
policies and to
protect the
most vulnerable Desis
•  Experienced
post-9/11 violence on a systemic level
•  Protested national security
programs &
War policies
•  Refused to
work within
legal structure
to protect Desis from hate
violence

  
Conclusion
The findings pose critical implications for how we understand Desi political
agendas and the capacity of Desis to develop unified agendas in times of heightened
racialization. In an essay on the political potential of Indian Americans, Gottschlich
posits that with regard to hate crimes and racist violence, “No other problem has sparked
greater solidarity among all ethnic minorities in the U.S.” (2008:159). He suggests that
many Asian American interest groups came together after 9/11, through alliances such as
the Sikh Coalition, to protect their freedom and rights. While Gottschlich’s point carries
validity, the post-9/11 narratives of Desi mobilization that I share above do not validate
his claim that shared experiences of racialization lead to ethnoracial solidarity.
If Gottschlich’s argument that high levels of political solidarity follow moments
of heightened racialization is true, this would mean that various Desi groups formed a
united front to protect each other from post-9/11 violence. While the narratives indicate
that some organizations shifted toward pan-ethnic solidarity, they also delineate the
obliviousness of Desi elites to the systemic backlash that working-class Desi migrants
suffered. The data do not validate the suggestion that Desis developed a shared agenda.
However, the data do indicate that “internal cleavages” played a significant role in
influencing the post-9/11 responses of Desi organizations to racialized violence (Mishra
2016). For instance, class status and religious background indicated how groups like
DRUM experienced and responded to state-sanctioned violence. DRUM members built
cross-racial alliances with other poor communities of color and Muslim groups because
they realized that in order to confront that status quo of systemic violence, they needed to
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build collective power at the margins. Meanwhile, groups with more elitist bases, like
WLP, worked mostly to interrupt individualized acts of racialized violence; essentially,
the solutions that WLP leaders shared were tailored toward the most privileged Desis
because they were informed by their socially- and economically- privileged identities and
their alliances with Jewish political leaders.
These divergent responses delineate why a spectrum from assimilation to
racialization is an appropriate framework to understand racial minority and immigrant
mobilization along a spectrum from assimilation to racialization. A model that considers
South Asian political agendas along a spectrum acknowledges internal difference
amongst Desis. The assimilation-to-racialization framework that I propose is also an
effective tool because it embraces the simultaneous realities of ethnic inclusion and racial
exclusion. The tendency to bifurcate, or isolate, the assimilation and racialization
paradigms, limits sociological understandings on the complicated nature of South Asian
political engagement. Sociologist Erik Love argues that we witness these tendencies in
the existing political environment when racial minority and civil rights organizations are
discouraged from directly addressing issues of racialization and encouraged to adopt a
“color-blind rhetoric” that supports a post-racial agenda (Love 2017). Rather than seeing
those groups that embrace a post-racial agenda as representing a segment of their ethnic
identity, traditional sociological frameworks tend to see those groups as representative of
their ethno-racial identity, which contributes to the myth of ethno-racial solidarity.
Alternatively, the assimilation-to-racialization continuum that I propose is better
equipped to theorize the multiple, intersecting factors affecting Desi political
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mobilization – both in a post-9/11 era of racialization and in a peri-Trump era of
emboldened white supremacy.
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CHAPTER 6
WHAT UNITED FRONT? HOW A CONTINUUM BEST EXPLAINS DESI POLITICS

Desis in America and the Question of a United Front
The previous chapter explores how South Asians, or Desis, experienced the
racialized imprint of September 11, 2001 and its aftermath on their brown bodies; and
how the tragedy of 9/11 energized South Asian immigrant political activism to various
degrees. The organizations in this study responded in both unifying and diverging ways.
On the unifying end, organizations representing South Asian interests
demonstrated ethnoracial solidarity by asserting a collective identity as “South Asians”
and articulating political goals of inclusivity. The extension of solidarity led to the
formation of alliances with other groups racialized by 9/11: for instance, the Arab,
Middle Eastern, Muslim, and South Asian (AMEMSA) and Muslim, Arab, and South
Asian (MASA) alliances emerged to advocate against discriminatory national security
policies. Well steeped in a racial justice legacy of cross-racial alliance-building, Desis
Rising Up and Moving (DRUM) continued to organize with African Americans and nonimmigrant Muslims implicated in the post-9/11 period. While many of the Desi groups in
and beyond this study identified with the importance of constructing a united front
against racism and xenophobia, their approach to demonstrating Desi solidarity varied.
Some organizations limited their expression of solidarity to mission statements while
others issued press releases calling for inclusivity and an end to hate crimes. Some
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advocacy organizations testified at Congressional hearings about the civil rights concerns
that ensued with the PATRIOT Act and other government programs, and finally, a
handful of groups – with little support from elitist factions – organized on the frontlines
to resist and support members who were criminalized, entrapped, detained and deported
by national security programs. Beyond the crystallization of a collective identity and the
formation of short-term alliances, the expression of Desi solidarity was largely rhetorical.
Rather than extend into an embodied and principled network of Desis from different
religious, class, and national origin backgrounds organizing to build a strategic and
aligned united front, the trend toward a South Asian identity manifested as a fragmented
body.
While the efforts to unify were palpable, so too were the actions by the Desi
groups who chose to mark their distinctiveness from a collective identity. Some elite
Indian and Muslim American groups responded by highlighting their professional
achievements, American citizenship, patriotism, or religious differences (Kazi 2018).
While it is possible that some group efforts to distance themselves from a collectively
racialized South Asian identity may have been motivated by a desire to protect
themselves from racialized violence, their actions arguably fortified racialized targeting
toward marginalized Desis; consequently, the Desi communities who were most
impacted by racial profiling and violence – working-class Muslim migrants – became
associated with the “bad Muslim” and “extremist” labels (Kazi 2017; Mishra 2016).
Despite working-class, immigrant Muslims facing the most pernicious forms of racialized
violence, their alliances with Black Muslims and resistance to systemic racialization were
the least represented in mass media and precluded from mainstream South Asian political
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platforms. Due to these “internal cleavages” (Mishra 2016), scholars have inquired
whether it is possible for a united South Asian American front to truly exist and advance
the community’s collective politics (Iyer 2015; Prashad 2012).
Despite it being almost two decades since the September 11th, 2001 tragedy, the
question around the potential for a unified South Asian political agenda has not subsided
in importance. The Department of Justice (DOJ) claims that hate violence has decreased
against those who “look Muslim,” in part due to multicultural and diversity precautions
the state has taken to protect people’s civil rights (U.S. Department of Justice 2011);
however, scholars, community organizers, and activists posit that Arabs, Middle
Easterners, Muslims, and South Asians continue to face increasing levels of racialized
violence (Iyer 2015; Kishi 2016; SAALT 2018a). These discrepancies in these numbers
may be due to incidents of hate violence going unreported and the government’s
definition on what gets counted as a hate crime. It is also possible that incidents of hate
violence have risen since the terrorist attacks in Europe and the 2016 Presidential
election. The racialized reality implores scholars to study how groups representing Desi
interests are evolving their agendas for political mobilization. Understanding how South
Asian organizations have modified their political agendas and long-term visions is an
effective way for sociologists of ethnicity and immigration to theorize about the
contemporary and near future potential for a united ethnoracial front.
Chapter Overview and Roadmap
This chapter explores how the groups in this study – the Washington Leadership
Program (WLP), South Asian Americans Leading Together (SAALT), Seva New York
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(Seva) and Desis Rising Up and Moving (DRUM) – have modified and created programs
and campaigns in order to advance their constituents’ interests. By considering how each
organization has deployed its social and economic resources in the decade and a half
since the “War on Terror” decade began, I explore each group’s long-term political
agenda. Consistent with the previous chapter, I argue that the political visions of Desi
organizations indicate their positioning along a continuum between the assimilation and
racialization paradigms. After exploring each organization’s public campaigns, programs,
and self-reflections, I consider how the recent evolutions inform the trajectory for
ethnoracial unity of Desis.
The following section begins by contextualizing the present-day political
environment as it relates to South Asian Americans, highlighting their enduring racialized
subjugation and divided Diasporic connections to the U.S. during the Obama era. Next, I
present narratives from my interviews and participant observations. Beginning with
WLP, moving to SAALT and then Seva, and ending with DRUM, I review the following
aspects of each organization: 1) The public campaigns and programs developed in recent
years; 2) How these developments relate to their core mission; and 3) Reflections by
leaders on organizational achievements and ongoing challenges. Because this study
involves groups that represent South Asian communities through a variety of organizing
models (from educational leadership to political advocacy to neighborhood-based to mass
organizing), each group attaches different meaning to public campaigns. For the sake of
this chapter, I understand public campaigns to be the activities that groups participate in
to raise awareness and/or generate outcomes for their constituency and greater public.
The analysis section considers how each organization’s current agenda situates them
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along the assimilation-to-racialization continuum. I conclude the chapter by
hypothesizing what authentic ethnoracial solidarity might look like for Desis and by
considering the strategies and values that each group can learn from each other.
The Washington Leadership Program (WLP) – Organization 1
Evolving our Programs and Campaigns: Being Seen as the “Non-Traditional” Model
Minority
WLP offers educational and leadership training opportunities to South Asian
Americans interested in learning about the U.S. political process. Recently, WLP
modified their objectives by restructuring the internship program and by adding new
components to it. Specifically, they made an effort to: 1) Broaden internship placements
beyond Congressional offices; 2) Network interns to professionals via the speaker series
and personalized introductions; and 3) Supplement interns’ experience through the “WLP
Project” assignment. Because I collected data during the summer of 2015, I use the WLP
Project that interns launched that year – the “South Asian And” social media campaign –
as data. Finally, I consider various participants’ recollection and interpretation of WLP’s
“pay it forward” motto to assess how the organization reflects on their goals. The data
indicate how WLP’s political strategy remains firmly planted near the assimilation end of
the spectrum even if leaders recognize the limitations imposed by racialized processes.
After resurrecting the Indian American Center for Political Awareness’s (IACPA)
internship program by forming the Washington Leadership Program, WLP leaders
elected to expand intern placements beyond Capital Hill’s congressional offices. WLP
broadened the internship placements to Government Agencies and White House offices.
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According to Nirmala, a long-time staff leader, “a lot of the policies are implemented
at…agency levels, so that…gives the interns a different perspective” on influencing
public policy. This shift encouraged interns to network with staff in various government
and political agencies in D.C.
WLP’s coordinators identify the best placement opportunities for interns once
they are accepted to the program. Ruby, a 2015 intern, shared:
I got a call from Nirmala asking about my interests and where I would be
interested in working. Based on a few suggestions and availability they already
had of internship programs, we went back and forth: ‘Would you be interested in
working at U.S. AID or the Department of Labor?’ If there were a few openings,
they would give us the contact information of somebody in the agency, who we
still had to interview with. [It was] more of an informational interview, and you
would get selected in that way.
Ruby secured an internship in the Department of Defense, at the Pakistan desk. The class
of 2015 also held internships at the Departments of Education, Labor, and Health offices,
the White House Initiative on Asian Americans and Pacific Islanders, and in the
Congressional offices of Representatives Ami Berra (D-CA) and Grace Meng (D-NY).
Each intern commits 40 hours per week for 8 weeks to their internship. By placing interns
in various offices, WLP hopes to introduce current D.C. professionals to the next
generation of South Asian leaders.
Another somewhat informal strategy WLP staff employ are personalized
introductions to their collective network of successful, often Desi, leaders in D.C.
Rachna, a 2015 intern, shared:
I don’t know if there is a word for what Sagar does, but he’ll just send out emails
to you, e-introing you to random people... For example, I’m Swaminarayan and…
three days ago, I get like three different emails. Sagar’s just like ‘Hi! I hope
you’re doing well, Rachna is one of my WLPers this year, and she’s like a
devotee of Swami-ji. Then he’s like, so-and-so worked at the Atlanta Mandir; I
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think he could be a good mentor for you. Sagar must have sat down and done a
whole batch of these emails because Jassi got one. They’re just like personalized
people who he thinks would be useful for us to meet based on our interests and
religion and stuff. There are people you can pay for networking services to
connect you to people who would be very useful, but this is what WLP does.
While the e-mail introductions are not a formal component of the internship program,
they complement the effort made by WLP to connect interns to reputable leaders in
government agencies and on Capitol Hill. Staff leaders connect interns to an earlier
generation of Desi professionals who have integrated to mainstream political spaces and
“made it” in Washington, D.C. The emphasis placed on pushing interns to equate
political power with Washington, D.C. is underscored by the advice that Govind, a D.C.based policy professional shared with interns during a panel at the 2015 orientation:
“Before I moved to D.C., I wanted to go into policy. Everyone said, ‘If you want to do
policy, you have to go to D.C., go big! And look where I am today.’” Although WLP
staff frequently shared with interns that social change happens in their local communities
not only in D.C., the leaders still conveyed the idea that D.C. is the most effective place
to affect change. Ultimately, their effort to mobilize South Asian Americans to build
political power by stressing a focus on electoral, representative politics clarifies the
organization’s placement near the assimilation end of the spectrum.
WLP also restructured the speaker series that connects interns to professionals
working in public policy or public service. Staff curate panels, meetings, and guest
speaker events tailored to each cohort’s interests. Rachna described the speaker-series
events as “9-on-1” style meetings with Desi political leaders who share advice and
perspectives on issues such as journalism, U.S.-India foreign policy, law school, and
health policy. In 2015, interns met U.S. Circuit Judge Srikanth (Sri) Srinivasan, then U.S.
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Surgeon General Vivek Murthy, and former Assistant Secretary of State Nisha Desai
Biswal. In 2016, the cohort met Federal Communications Commission officer Ajit Pai –
the architect behind the 2017 legislation to repeal net neutrality. Rachna could barely
contain her excitement from meeting these “big shot” Desis:
I have amazing contacts in every field I could possibly ever think about going
into. It’s amazing; it has encouraged me to see how so many things are possible
because we are seeing people who look like us, who have conquered all of these
things, and they’re not like mid-level staffers. They’re like the Assistant Secretary
of State and managing editor of Politico. They’re like all of these things!
Many interns expressed feeling more confident about seeking careers in political
leadership and public service after meeting guest speakers. Some interns used the
meetings to network and solicit advice for future career paths; others simply felt inspired
to meet Desis who “made it in D.C.” (Ruby). WLP envisions the speaker series as
narrowing the gap in Desi leadership by modeling how interns can expand representation.
WLP’s strategy to get Desis “a seat at the table” that they understand has been
traditionally reserved for predominantly white male political leaders is similar to historic
efforts by Black elites to integrate “Black faces in high places” (Taylor 2015).41 While the
strategy to secure more diverse representation in places of political power is made in
hopes that representatives will advocate for their “community,” I got the impression from
WLP interns and leaders that they did not necessarily complicate their understanding on
what it means to advocate for the “Desi community.” Embedded in these conversations
was the notion that because Desis shared a sense of ethnoracial belonging, they
automatically would be willing to advocate for other Desis.
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In her seminal work From Black Lives Matter to Black Liberation, Keeanga Yamahtta-Taylor utilizes the
phrase “black faces in high places” to discuss how the election of African American political leaders has
done little to lessen the economic and social suffering of Black Americans.
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WLP also advances the leadership of South Asians by assigning interns a
collective task known as the WLP project. Rachna explained, “Our assignment was really
vague…it was very open. They were just like, you have to do some sort of project that
gives back to the community, whether that be like the D.C. or South Asian community.”
Previous cohorts organized voter registration drives, tutored kids in low-income areas,
and updated the WLP alumni’s database.
The 2015 interns spearheaded a social media campaign, primarily using Twitter,
to break cultural stereotypes around career opportunities for Desi youth. The idea for
their campaign came about quite organically: a few interns identified with Ruby being
pressured by her parents to change careers. The class decided to launch a social media
campaign – using the handle “We The South Asians” and hashtag, “#SouthAsianAnd” –
to offer support to Desi youth considering non-traditional careers. Rachna explained:
It’s just hard for our parents to get it. We had a conversation of like, why are our
parents so un-ok with like non-orthodox paths? Why does it have to be ‘Become
an engineer or a doctor’? Some of it, we say is the money and the prestige, but I
think a lot more of it, and, we never talk about this factor as much…is just all
other people are doctors, so there is like this cultural security, and it’s like the safe
legitimized thing, so we wanted to kind of break that for kids…we were like,
Twitter is something that the kids are on...So [our Twitter campaign] [features] all
the speakers we meet: we are doing video clips of them. And they’re saying, ‘I’m
South Asian and….’ And then, they can fill in the blank. So, like the point is for
one of them to say, ‘I’m South Asian and a diplomat,’ and one of them is like
‘I’m South Asian and a journalist’ and one of them (says) ‘I’m South Asian and a
chief of staff.’ And so, it’s like you can be South Asian and an engineer and you
can be South Asian and a doctor, but you can also be all of these other things.
And we put a couple of traditional ones on there too, like I’m South Asian and an
engineer to be like all of these things are okay, like thumbs up to every career
path. We want to celebrate all the things that South Asians can do.
The campaign aimed to inspire Desis to feel comfortable pursuing non-traditional careers.
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Although the intention of the campaign is to expand the South Asian community’s
understanding of “acceptable” professions, the nature of the campaign exposes a
noteworthy rift in Desi communities. While the interns who started “We the South
Asians” hoped to normalize a range of “non-traditional” career paths, their social media
archives primarily showcase and applaud South Asians with professional careers that
require higher education degrees, English language proficiency, and other human and
social capital skills that are not readily available to working-class Desi immigrants and
refugees.42 While the campaign may not intend to be elitist, it does convey a selective and
classist understanding of what political careers are considered “acceptable” and capable
of advancing the social and political agendas of South Asians. In this way, the campaign
reifies the “good Asian” and “model minority” stereotypes by seeking to demonstrate
South Asians’ compatibility with existing elites who dominate the political arena.
Reflecting on Achievements and Challenges: ‘Pay it Forward’ Beyond Partisan Politics
While asking leaders to reflect on their organizational achievements and lessons, I
observed a tendency for participants to highlight WLP’s ability to unify South Asians
across political differences. Anoushka spoke on WLP’s capacity to work “beyond
partisan politics:”
I think there's so much to be divided on in this country, and people find reasons to
be divided on issues or beliefs. But when you have commonalities and you
embrace those commonalities, when you get the individuals who participate in
WLP as alums or like interns interested in advancing the South Asian
community's agenda, like bringing South Asians to the forefront in politics and
policy…they find a way to put aside…political differences. They have to say, well,
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We The South Asians Twitter page, accessed June 26, 2018, https://twitter.com/SouthAsianAnd
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we have this shared interest of getting more young people involved that are in the
South Asian community. That's what we can focus on. [emphasis added]
Leaders see WLP as successful because it unifies South Asians around a mission that
promotes identity-based visibility in U.S. political arenas regardless of “divisive”
ideological values.
As much as WLP was committed to building bi-partisan Desi political power,
staff members often critiqued the tendency for conservative leaders to be less invested in
“giving back” to the community. Anoushka remarked on the political leadership of then
Governor Nikki Haley and former Governor Bobby Jindal, who were not politicized by
IACPA or WLP: “I think there's not much disagreement in the sense that [they do] not
represent the interests of South Asians.” Her judgment points to another criteria WLP
leaders use to encourage and assess the success of their program: whether alumni
maintain a relationship to “their community” after achieving political success by “paying
it forward.” Anoushka elaborated:
A few different WLP alums, such as Sam Arora [Democrat] and Niraj Antani
[Republican], have been elected to political office, and they have been very active
in the program… Sam spoke to the interns during orientation and served as an
alumni mentor to one of the students. They recognize the importance of the
program and are so engaged.
WLP leaders saw their program as effective because alumni like Arora and Antani
“[paid] it forward” by remaining engaged in the South Asian and WLP communities after
getting elected to public office. WLP staff did not assess success solely on interns’ desire
to become elected leaders; their assessment was more related to this hope that interns
engage in political issues and public leadership and stay informed of issues affecting
South Asian communities.
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WLP also felt that normalizing South Asian presence in mainstream spaces would
help eliminate the racial gap in political leadership. Abhishek, a board member captured
this hope while discussing his personal aspirations for WLP. Prefacing his vision by
naming how Americans expect their “tech guys and physicians” to be South Asian,
Abhishek also hoped to make “unremarkable the idea…that [Americans] become
comfortable with their elected or government officials being South Asian American…[or
with] sending interns out to various places in D.C…[as] the face of the
community…where it becomes unremarkable that your speech writer is South Asian.”
Similar to Abhishek, WLP leaders’ reflections on group success were tied to this
expectation that interns be able to: 1) Integrate to mainstream political spaces in
Washington, D.C. by demonstrating compatibility to existing political elites; 2) Stay
involved in the South Asian “community”; and 3) Claim their Desi “seat at the table”
regardless of political affiliation. As evident from Table 4, these goals delineate WLP’s
simultaneous desire for “Model Minority Assimilation” and for the “Normalization of
Minority Representation,” situating them closer to the assimilation end of the spectrum,
and at times near the center.
South Asian Americans Leading Together (SAALT) – Organization 2
Evolving Our Programs and Campaigns: Toward Intersectional Advocacy
SAALT advocates on a national level for Desis through a progressive social
justice lens. Recently, SAALT implemented leadership training programs and funding
initiatives to address the diversity of issues affecting South Asian communities. I review
the shifts SAALT has made in their political agenda toward intersectional social justice
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advocacy by considering their The Youth Leadership Institute (YLI) and The We Build
Community (WBC) program. Finally, I review SAALT leaders’ reflections on efforts to
unify Desis under a progressive agenda by lifting up the victories and challenges of that
desire for ethnoracial unity.
Both during and after the “War on Terror” decade (2001-2011), SAALT
incrementally applied a more intersectional praxis of social justice and political advocacy
to their programs. One program that demonstrates this evolution is the Young Leaders
Institute (YLI), which they initiated in 2012. YLI amplifies the voices and builds the
consciousness of South Asian origin youth (U.S.- and non-U.S. citizens) through political
education and civic engagement training. Initially, SAALT supported youth leadership
through service-training programs like Be The Change (2001-2015). YLI represents a
shift to mobilize Desis through political advocacy, rather than solely through community
service, programs. Each application cycle, SAALT leaders select a new theme for YLI.
SAALT then organizes a weekend convening during the summer to engage a cohort of 816 participants in political education and analysis of the selected theme – including how
it affects Desi and non-Desi communities. YLI emphasizes building Desi youths’
awareness of pressing issues by teaching them about the significance of grassroots
leadership and by empowering them to be accountable agents of change. YLI participants
leave the convening with an assignment to develop a civic engagement project based on
the annual theme (Amna).
In 2015, the YLI cohort specifically addressed anti-black racism in the Desi
community. Participants shared personal narratives related to anti-blackness, drew
historical immigration and racial policy timelines, and deepened their analysis on the
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roots of anti-black racism. They also discussed its manifestation in South Asian families.
Mehreen, a YLI participant, shared:
I became more aware of racism doing YLI because I realized it exists in so many
different forms…. It made me more aware of how, internally, we all have racism
to combat. So, in a sense, realizing I grew up with anti-blackness…A lot of South
Asians benefit from anti-blackness because it kind of puts the blame on someone
aside from us. We encourage it because we think it brings us closer to whiteness.
[emphasis added]
Mehreen’s ability to name how existing racial hierarchies play out within Desi
communities delineates YLI’s focus on racial justice. It also indicates SAALT’s
continued repositioning toward a more progressive platform and away from one that
encouraged volunteerism.
The complementary civic engagement component’s emphasis on supporting
grassroots groups indicates SAALT’s commitment to accountability. Lakmini shared:
We’re really excited about that, specifically thinking about civic engagement, so
not just doing campus-based workshops but more community-based ones,
partnering with community organizations and plugging into their work…uplifting
whatever is already happening instead of creating your own new project. That's
not necessary. …I think [2015] was the first year they had a civic engagement
component, like engaging and doing a community-based project…that was
focused on anti-black racism. [emphasis added]
Lakmini’s words illuminate SAALT’s focus on supporting grassroots advocacy and its
desire to avoid reproducing programs that promote a savior mentality. When I spoke with
Mehreen, she was curating a panel that involved giving her college campus’s Black Lives
Matter chapter a platform to share their values and efforts with a non-Black people of
color, mostly South Asian, audience. YLI focused on immigration justice the next year;
and encouraged youth “to think about legalization for queer South Asian [and]
undocumented migrants” rather than the relatively more privileged H1-B visa holders
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(Lakmini); the focus of YLI’s themes further indicates SAALT’s shift to advocate for the
political rights of Desis and marginalized people of color rather than for nonwhites in the
most assimilable conditions. SAALT’s focus on developing the capacity of young Desis
to be critical of systems of oppression and supportive of existing grassroots leadership in
their civic engagement projects signifies a departure from the service-oriented nature of
programs such as Be The Change.
SAALT also became more committed to working “in partnership to
sustain, support, and build strong community-based organizations working with
and serving South Asians nationwide” (Kanchana). In 2012, they initiated the We
Build Community (WBC) program, an initiative geared toward supporting and
strengthening the skill-set and capacity of the 54 community-based organizations
in the National Coalition of South Asian Organizations (NCSO). Kanchana
shared, “Every year, we bring in a cohort of local organizations from around the
country to support them and their capacity needs around a particular theme.” We
Build Community supports NCSO organizations in the work they are already
doing at the local level. Lakmini remarked,
It is one of our more robust programs. We have a cohort of four different
organizations, and there's a specific theme that they implement a project around,
and hopefully that project will be aligned with their work and not necessarily
something new that they're doing, but something to finesse and add more to. This
year's theme is civic engagement, so that obviously means lots of different things,
so we have four different organizations doing four different projects. Some people
are doing very traditional thinking about voter engagement, get out the vote
(GOTV) projects. Some are doing base-building and organizing. Another one is
doing exit polling, and the last one is doing a women's leadership program. So,
they have this really intensive weekend of trainings. …They also get a subgrant project at the end of the year, so they are supported with both financial and
non-financial resources to implement the project.
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Lakmini’s recollection of how WBC strengthens organizations by funding the
civic engagement projects they already have in place illustrates SAALT’s
dedication to work in partnership with these community groups through an
intersectional lens. For instance, by offering them funding, training, and resources
for their campaigns, SAALT gave recipients more autonomy in developing
programs for their constituencies. Their efforts with YLI and WBC are indicative
of an intentional shift to advocate for the issues representing South Asians on the
margins.
Reflecting on Achievements and Challenges: Unity in Diversity?
When assessing their organization’s success and trajectory, SAALT’s leaders
often shared that they are one of the only South Asian organizations working to unify a
diverse national base of Desis around a progressive agenda. Amna shared:
I'm sure I'm biased, but I do think SAALT is one of the organizations that tends to
unify national groups more, since we don't come from a religious identity, which
oftentimes in our community is what people organize around. So, people look to
us to bring together, from a policy perspective, the interests of the Hindu, Muslim,
and Sikh communities.
While SAALT has always been a secular organization, they have intentionally taken
steps to advocate for minority groups within the Desi diaspora by recognizing how these
group differences influence marginality. These efforts mark a shift in SAALT’s effort to
advocate for a broad base of Desis through an intersectional lens.
Although SAALT’s evolution toward a more progressive political framework is
evident through their support for more marginalized members of the Desi community, an
interviewee from a different organization felt that SAALT’s reluctance to discuss
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classism amongst Desis, notably in national meeting spaces, is problematic. This DRUM
organizer remarked:
I would say…SAALT focuses on bringing together South Asians. I think…we
[DRUM] focus on building working class power and recognizing how class really
affects the South Asian communities. I feel like SAALT lacks that kind of
analysis and conversation. I think they're really good at talking about race,
and…queer issues in the South Asian community. However, when it comes to
talking about how different South Asians interact with capitalism and… different
experiences between middle class and working class [Desis], I don't think there is
that kind of conversation or analysis, which is…really harmful because the
differences are drastic, and it's important to address the injustices that often times
middle class folks in our own community perpetuate against working class folks.
There's a lot of violence, stereotypes, harm that happens to South Asian working
class folks. Like, we have a lot of members who have landlords that were South
Asian, but they pushed them out anyways, and that resulted in them not having a
home. So [SAALT could use their platform to] talk about the differences between
[Desis] and how to address the way middle class South Asians interact with
working class folks in some way. [emphasis added]
In addition to these challenging remarks from a DRUM leader, a staff person at SAALT
also independently expressed similar challenges in working with the organization: “I
think that it's difficult for me to work at SAALT because while I am South Asian, I'm not
Indian… like, we do a lot of engagement with upper class Indian folks….I think we're
very mainstream and elitist. I don't think we push the envelope at all.” While SAALT has
made significant progress in building toward a vision for a unified ethnoracial agenda, the
above comments illustrate gaps in their efforts. SAALT’s vision of Desi unity will remain
unfulfilled until their leaders make a serious effort to invert existing hierarchies of class
oppression and Indian dominance in their work and, more generally, in Desi
communities. Class is the “elephant in the room” that middle and upper class Desis are
reluctant to address. These divisions suggest that in order for SAALT to build toward the
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ethnoracial unity that they articulate in their mission, they must be able to evolve in their
capacity to explicitly address the interests of non-Indians and working-class Desis.
Seva New York (Seva) – Organization 3
The Evolution of Programs and Campaigns: Toward Youth-Led Social Change,
Language Access, and Local Economic Growth
Seva is a neighborhood-based organization that was born during the “War on
Terror” decade in Richmond Hill, Queens. Seva works to empower its mostly immigrant
residents through civic engagement and community service programs. Seva’s leaders
build and sustain programs that address the unique struggles of their mostly Sikh Punjabi
immigrant residents. This section discusses their work by exploring the emergence of the
following programs and campaigns: 1) Census and voter registration; 2) NY Speaks
Punjabi!; and 3) Richmond Hill Restaurant Week. The section concludes by discussing
how leaders reflect on Seva’s success in sustaining immigrant political activism in their
neighborhood.
Seva’s dedication to developing immigrant civic engagement is apparent through
their efforts to instill community organizing skills among youth residents, often through
census registration and civic engagement programs. Young leaders learned how to
organize their neighborhood block and Gurdwara communities via door-knocking and
tabling strategies. They developed and collected surveys, talked with neighbors about
voting, and taught them how to register for the U.S. Census. One young leader, Jiah,
reflected how registering voters helped her feel more courageous and skilled in talking to
community members about civic engagement: “You kind of have to stand there as people
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walk by and ask, oh, have you voted? And, at first, it’s just the scariest thing because a lot
of people will just walk by, but that was one project that really helped me just approach
people.” In addition to acquiring basic neighborhood organizing skills and overcoming
fears to achieve community-building, Jiah was surprised to learn how many people are
ineligible to vote: “I realized how many undocumented people we have in the
community. They’ll share their stories, and it’s pretty heartbreaking, and it makes you
want to do something for them.” Learning more about her neighborhood’s socio-political
struggles deepened Jiah’s commitment to civic engagement projects that would raise
awareness about their needs. In addition to centering youth leadership and civic
engagement, Seva initiated a language-access campaign to address members’ structural
and cultural barriers to equality.
Seva developed the “NY Speaks Punjabi” (NYSP) campaign to demand that state
and city documents be made available in Punjabi. Although Punjabis (in recent history)
have been migrating to and settling in Queens since the 1960s, language access on
government documents – such as voter registration, identification forms, and other
services offered at state buildings – has been a persistent issue for residents who are not
fluent in English. While some immigrants have privileges that allow them to learn
English, the newer wave of immigrants who arrive as adults or without access to human
and social capital face structural barriers to learning English. Jaskaran shared that the
state of New York has made government documents (such as voter registration and
census forms) accessible in at least 15 non-English tongues; however, he also remarked
that “there's near zero information available in Punjabi, and the Punjabi community has
been around here since the 70s.” The Richmond Hill immigrants who speak Punjabi often
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participate in the American economy as low-income workers. Heer explained how
difficult it is to access basic government resources and services, and how many of the
residents rely on family members for translation services:
A lot of immigrant families or people from Punjab or India, they don't even know
how to fill out their driver's license form. Even if they need insurance, a lot of
stuff is in English, and most of them don't read or understand English. So we want
the city, the state, to translate those documents into Punjabi so people understand.
Jiah also explained how not making government documents available in Punjabi impedes
residents’ ability to participate in civic matters: “The South Asian community that
speaks Punjabi, they don't really have an opportunity to be involved in the governmental
process because of a language deficiency, so that makes [them] hesitate to move forward
and integrate.” Falina stressed the long-term benefits that would follow from an initiative
that makes documents available in Punjabi: “For a newly arrived person, [having]
documents available in Punjabi … would be a first step toward integration. If they feel
welcome here, if their language is used, they would feel more…comfortable integrating
to the U.S. and going on to learn English.”
Through the NYSP campaign, Seva launched a petition and organized members at
the Gurdwara and attendees at the annual Sikh Day Parade to endorse the campaign.
Jaskaran explained how important and monumental this campaign is, sharing that the
Punjabi-speaking communities in New York have never made a push to get government
documents available in Punjabi. He posited, “The demand would not cost the state and
city much at all; it’s not a big budget issue,” and yet, making documents available in
Punjabi would be a huge victory for the Punjabi-speaking community. Seva’s leaders are
still building the momentum of the campaign, largely by talking to community leaders
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about its importance. For instance, Jaskaran explained how he has been talking to every
major Sikh Punjabi and Hindu Punjabi leader in the city and is also reaching out to
Pakistani Punjabi leaders in Brooklyn. Seva’s decision to address the language-access
gap in their neighborhood by demanding recognition of their native tongue is a
noteworthy departure from the organization’s assimilationist approach to mobilization.
Another program Seva members discussed is Richmond Hill Restaurant Week
(RHRW). Seva members shared with me that they were in the midst of planning a
restaurant week in their own neighborhood because the city-wide restaurant weeks
exclude Richmond Hill restaurants from participating due to zoning regulations. Rather
than build a campaign that sought inclusion in the existing restaurant week, Seva leaders
wanted to create their own model. They hoped to advance social-economic capital of
Richmond Hill businesses through this initiative. Jaskaran believes the restaurants in
Richmond Hill offer some of the best Indian and Punjabi food in the country; and West
Indian, Peruvian and Italian food too. In explaining why restaurant week was important
to the neighborhood, Heer shared
Restaurant week is important because there are a lot of small businesses or
restaurants here that suffer because people don't know about Richmond Hill. If I
tell someone I'm from Richmond Hill, they're like oh where? Then I have to tell
them Ozone Park or ten minutes away from GSK. Then they're like ok, it's right
there. So a lot of people don't know about Richmond Hill, what we have to offer.
Beyond introducing people to the neighborhood establishments, leaders hoped the
initiative would attract consumers to Richmond Hill. Jaskaran explained,
It's not about the restaurants per se, but it's about local economic development.
And who works at these restaurants: Working-class people from the
neighborhood. So, the more money we can bring in from the outside world, the
better it is for working-class people here. So it’s like our first real foray into local
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economics, trying to help bring money into the pockets of the waiters and
waitresses and cooks, you know? [emphasis added]
The restaurant week initiative amplifies Seva’s mission by growing the economic and
cultural capital of a mostly Sikh Punjabi population and its neighborhood. Falina
elaborated, “You know, everyone thinks New York is just Manhattan, but it's actually
Queens, Brooklyn, Staten Island, Bronx...there's more to New York than Manhattan.”
RHRW represents an opportunity to promote the economic well-being of the immigrant
communities in the neighborhood. Seva leaders’ decision to organize their own restaurant
week signifies a shift in Seva’s political mission, as illustrated in Table 4; rather than
“normalize minority representation” in mainstream spaces, such as the city-wide
restaurant week, Seva invested its efforts in initiatives that sustain local power, signifying
its gravitation to the “Empowering the Margins toward Social Justice” category.
Seva – Reflecting on Achievements and Challenges:
Sustaining Low-Income Community Work
To Seva’s leaders, the mere fact that Seva exists as a resource for the residents of
Richmond Hill is a success. Leaders’ willingness to help immigrants and new citizens
complete government documents and voter registration cards, feel supported in their
language skills, and grow their local economy is a victory. Moreover, the organization
has trained a number of young leaders who are invested in their community’s economic
and social well-being.
At the same time, Seva does not have a large budget and no paid staff. Sunita, one
of Seva’s founders, explained that the needs within the community are so drastic, vast,
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and far-reaching that the lack of funding severely limits their capacity to meet all the
needs of the community. In a moment of desperation during our conversation, she
chuckled at the hope of a donor being willing to fund all of the projects to meet the
community’s needs. The absence of economic resources has often meant that Seva’s
campaigns and programmatic work lack follow-through and consistency. For instance,
while members were excited to discuss the “NY Speaks Punjabi” campaign with me, the
campaign has a small online presence. Although the Campaign has garnered a significant
amount of support from residents and allies, as of January 2019, the state of New York
has not yet agreed to translate existing documents into Punjabi. For community
organizations to win local campaigns, members need to be consistent both about
organizing to build collective power and pressuring their targets to acquiesce to campaign
demands. However, without a paid organizing staff, Seva’s working-class members do
not have time and resources to develop strategies and maintain momentum for their
campaigns. They do not meet at regular monthly times outside of planning specific
events; thus, the NY Speaks Punjabi! campaign and the initiative to launch a restaurant
week have been stagnant at times. While Seva’s vision remains focused on community
leadership and empowerment, it is evident that the absence of sustained economic
resources – and Seva’s presence in a low-income immigrant urban neighborhood – has a
drastic impact on their capacity to achieve local power and win campaigns.
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Desis Rising Up and Moving (DRUM) – Organization 4
Evolution of Programs and Campaigns: The Arc Bends Toward Transformative Justice
Desis Rising Up and Moving is a multi-generational, membership led
organization of low-wage South Asian and Indo-Caribbean immigrants. DRUM uses
mass-based organizing models to build leadership and train workers and youth to initiate
and execute policy and social change campaigns. In the immediate aftermath of 9/11, the
subsector of Desis who experienced the most vulnerability to racial profiling and
criminalization were working-class, Muslim immigrants, essentially the majority of
DRUM’s membership. Hence, DRUM’s efforts focused on resisting the mass detention,
entrapment, incarceration and discriminatory policies. DRUM continues to lead struggles
against the systemic racialization of their members; more recently, their programs and
campaigns have incorporated a more transformative justice lens. This section considers
their evolution through the following programs: 1) South Asian Workers Center
(SAWC); 2) YouthPower!; 3) Racial and immigrant justice; and 4) Eckshakte, a gender
justice initiative. The concluding segment explores how DRUM’s leaders reflect on the
organization’s embodiment of transformative justice values.
“Transformative justice” is a grassroots approach to collective freedom that uses
community-, rather than state-based, strategies to resolve conflict, embody social change
internally, and dismantle hierarchical systems of oppression (brown 2017:135). Viewing
“healing and personal transformation as necessary steps to building healthy relationships”
Shawn Ginwright adds that transformative organizing “breeds transformative leaders
who work to transform systems and structures in our society…. The broad goal of
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transformative organizing is to reimagine ways to restructure our economic, political, and
judicial systems in ways that create justice, democracy and equality” (Ginwright
2015:28–29).
Although DRUM’s campaigns have consistently centered economic justice for
low-wage Desis, the post-9/11 period demanded urgent attention to racial and immigrant
justice. DRUM’s launch of the South Asian Workers Center (SAWC) in 2009 signals a
re-prioritization of economic justice. The SAWC “builds the power of low-wage, mostly
undocumented, South Asian workers to win improvement in rights, conditions and wages
in the workplace” and makes the struggles low-wage Desis face as taxi drivers, retail
workers, service laborers and domestic workers visible (DRUM 2018). SAWC empowers
workers who experience economic repression to lead economic justice campaigns and to
envision solutions to the issues they face. Farheen, a staff member, shared how the
SAWC was born:
First, we held a lot of membership meetings, and [during] every single
membership meeting, our members came with their own stories of what their
workplace looked like, how much salary they got, how long they have to work….
We heard a lot of stories and a lot of problems, so we decided to do a survey.
After collecting approximately 200 surveys, the staff recorded patterns of labor violations
and exploitation across various sectors of low-wage employment. Farheen elaborated, “It
ends up being a lot of issues around criminalization because they're undocumented
workers who are threatened with deportation or …unable to organize off of their labor
rights because of that fear.” Responding to this need for workers’ rights at the
intersections of migrant and racial justice, SAWC developed the “Wage Theft Recovery”
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and “We Respect Jackson Heights Workers” (WRJHW) campaigns to improve wages
and labor standards for low-income Desis.
The Wage Theft Recovery campaign contests exploitation by fighting for
workers’ back pay. On a monthly basis, DRUM leaders hold Workers Rights clinics to
help workers file unpaid back wage claims and advocate with their employers; they also
conduct Know Your Rights trainings for low-wage workers. Since 2009, DRUM has
secured hundreds of thousands of dollars in unpaid wages. Often these campaigns are
intra-ethnic struggles of workers fighting for wage recovery from immigrant- and South
Asian-owned businesses. The “We Respect Jackson Heights Workers” campaign builds
workers’ rights in immigrant- or Desi-owned businesses on Roosevelt Avenue between
72nd and 75th streets (DRUM 2018). Because the WRJHW campaign aims to build
workers’ unions in small businesses that are often owned by higher-income Desis,
victories are rare. Rizwan elaborated,
I would say, without reservation, we are cutting edge around our racial justice,
immigrant justice, and educational justice work. If you talk to folks that do that
work in Black and Brown communities, we have a reputation that we do it in a
way that nobody else does. Our workers’ center is not that cutting edge. We're
still figuring out how to get it working, but in some ways, that may actually be
more important because it's something that's palpable for most people. It's
challenging because it's small shop organizing within the [South Asian]
community, so there's a reason that most unions and workers' centers don't want
to touch that work: some unions say it's impossible. And maybe, that's probably
why we're doing it, because people say it's impossible.
The SAWC campaigns are ambitious because 1) Desi migrant workers’ movements in the
U.S have little precedent; 2) Building sufficient labor power amongst small shop
employees is risky; and 3) Small business owners, often Desi, are unwilling to address
worker exploitation. Accordingly, when Subhash, a DRUM staff leader, explained that
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SAWC’s mere existence contests the “model minority” myth that generalizes Asian
communities as innately successful, he insinuated that the program sheds light on how
elitist Desis perpetuate racial and economic exploitation against low-wage Desi workers.
That SAWC seeks to transform workers who have first-hand experiences of worker
exploitation into leaders who build campaigns for economic justice illustrates DRUM’s
value for transformative justice.
DRUM’s YouthPower! program builds the leadership of low-income, often
undocumented, Desi youth who attend New York City public schools, public colleges or
are low-wage workers. The program uses a collective leadership model to build young
peoples’ capacity to run campaigns on issues that affect their day-to-day lives, such as
zero-tolerance policies, suspensions in public schools, confronting “school safety”
policies and the “Countering Violent Extremism” (CVE) programs that rely on law
enforcement, racial profiling, and racist immigration policies. In seeking educational and
migrant justice for Black and Brown youth in New York City, DRUM’s Youth Power!
campaigns apply principles of restorative justice and transformative justice. Restorative
justice is an approach to organizing that focuses on “repairing the harm, as opposed to
punishing people who violated rules, agreements and trust within a community”
(Ginwright 2015:28). While there are differences between both “transformative” and
“restorative” approaches to social justice organizing, organizations sometimes use both
approaches to address structural oppression.
Jameelah shared that in order “to end the school-to-prison pipeline,” DRUM
youth educate each other on “the particular ways in which working-class South Asian
youth are impacted by and have a role to play in dismantling it.” Since 2001, Desi youth
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– mostly Sikhs and Muslims – have faced alarming rates of racial profiling and bullying
in schools and other spaces. Rather than propose resolutions that punish the people who
are responsible for profiling and bullying South Asians with disciplinary protocol such as
detention, suspension and arrests, youth members promote restorative and transformative
justice solutions like peer mediation, behavior support programs and student-empowering
safety protocol that dismantle existing systems of policing in schools. Additionally, youth
work to deepen their analyses by participating in the Alliance for Educational Justice
(AEJ) and the national- and New York-based Dignity in Schools Campaigns (DSC) –
coalitions that bring low-income Black and Brown youth together to fight the school-toprison pipeline and criminalization. In January 2011, these coalitions successfully
campaigned to pass the Student Safety Act, “a groundbreaking law that requires the NYC
Department of Education (DoE) and the New York Police Department (NYPD) to report
the number of suspensions, arrests and the race and gender of offenders” to the City
Council (DRUM 2012). By holding the DoE and NYPD accountable to share raw data on
the impact of their disciplinary practices, DRUM and the coalition of community-based
organizations hope to craft alternatives to arrests and zero-tolerance policies. DRUM’s
prioritization of transformative justice amongst youth members is made evident through
their efforts to amplify a youth vision for safety and social change. By encouraging Desi
youth to form strategic cross-racial alliances with other Black and Brown youth groups
who are also criminalized by systems of policing in schools, DRUM works to promote a
vision of freedom that works for all oppressed communities. Their solutions seek to
transform existing punitive systems in schools by replacing them with restorative models.
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Similarly, while DRUM’s racial and immigrant justice programs have valued
cross-racial mobilizing since the organization’s emergence in 2000, the struggle to end
the criminalization of immigrants and the government’s practice of mass detention and
deportation, has led DRUM to deepen their commitment to alliance-building and promote
transformative justice solutions. In 2013, when Congress was debating comprehensive
immigration reform and proposed policies to legalize immigration for skilled immigrants
while curbing the rates of unskilled immigrants, DRUM members understood these
policies would also lead to an increase in militarization at the southern U.S. border.
Despite knowing how these policies could benefit the majority of South Asian
immigrants, DRUM’s members still campaigned against these policies because members
felt they criminalized undocumented immigrants – who according to public stereotypes
generally arrive from Mexico and Central and South America. The majority of South
Asian organizations and immigrants with H-1 visas support merit-based immigration
policies that favor skilled immigrants over those who arrive as refugees or unskilled
workers, or without documents (PTI 2018). DRUM, however, stands by a vision that
does not divide immigrants by educational backgrounds and skill sets.
DRUM’s decision to oppose policies that pit immigrant communities against each
other illustrates their value for transformative justice because rather than limiting their
advocacy to members of “their own kind,” they advocate for social policies that benefit
the collective whole and that are committed to transforming society as a whole. DRUM’s
members oppose policies that criminalize and divide immigrants as “good”/“more
deserving” or “bad”/“less deserving” based on their educational and professional skill
sets and ethnic/cultural backgrounds. Undocumented members of their organization
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advocate for clean DREAM Act (Development, Relief, and Education for Alien Minors
Act), a policy that would provide young immigrants a pathway for U.S. citizenship
without using them as a bargaining chip to increase funding for a border wall and the
criminalization and deportation of adults and other immigrant communities. DRUM
members push for the abolition of Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE).
Furthermore, rather than limit themselves to advocating for immigrants on a domestic
level, DRUM’s members work toward building relationships with South Asian migrants
across the globe. I argue that DRUM’s members use the tenets of transformative change
by focusing on developing a global framework for understanding migration and
displacement, advocating for the abolition of programs that criminalize and detain
immigrants, and building relationships with social movements across the world.
Finally, DRUM’s shift toward transformative justice is evident through their
commitment to prioritize women’s empowerment and gender justice internally and
externally. In 2015, Jameelah and a few young women created Eckshakte – a program for
femme-identified women to build strength and solidarity with each other. Shahin shared,
“We had 2 meetings so far, and they were really incredible.… DRUM has never really
had a space like that before just for women, to talk about gender issues on a larger level.”
In August 2016, Eckshate organized a “Liberation Dhaba for Gender Justice” in Diversity
Plaza, a public space and ethnic enclave of Jackson Heights businesses. Men, women and
non-binary members of the community participated by discussing how they have
internalized patriarchy and gender policing in their interpersonal relationships and how
they plan to dismantle these structures. Recently, DRUM’s efforts to promote its women
leaders on social media and in rallies in honor of International Women’s Day illustrate
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this intentionality toward gender justice in their public programs. By addressing
patriarchy within South Asian culture and promoting personal self-reflection, DRUM
delineates its value for transformative justice and its enduring commitment to empower
marginalized communities to fight for social justice, as Table 4 exemplifies.
DRUM – Reflecting on Achievements and Challenges
Balancing the Short-term Victories with A Broader Vision for Change
In measuring DRUM’s sense of efficacy, this section considers how leaders
reflect on the aforementioned campaigns. Kanwal shared why it’s important for DRUM
to be calculative and strategic in selecting campaigns:
For DRUM, it’s about actually making concrete changes in people's lives, and
that doesn't happen overnight. Sometimes, that's years; sometimes, we never pass
a certain law, but it's really about building mass bases. Honestly, you can build
consciousness in people and leadership. [Say] you're working with a hundred
people, that's not going to happen with all one hundred of them. For the vast
majority of people, particularly working-class people, or anybody who joins any
political organization, there's a self-interest. You have to balance…the selfinterest with the politicization, and that's why we've always chosen campaigns
that are harder, but [ones] also that have wins. We need to have wins to inspire
people, so that they see, they are not just marching; they're not just coming to
meetings, year after year after year. We're actually changing institutions and
policies. That is the point at the end of the day, with the bigger picture being
about building movements that push for broader change. [emphasis added]
Kanwal’s explanation of how members select campaigns that balance short-term concrete
victories with broader long-term change relates to the organization’s overall mission to
transmute the systems that uphold justice – a value of transformative organizing.
Members have experienced short-term victories in their campaigns for wage theft
recovery and student safety. These victories embody transformative justice because they
simultaneously shift policy while emboldening members to “embody social change”
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internally (brown 2017). Further, after 14 years of leading the NYC Coalition Against
Special Registration and involvement in the Coalition for the Human Rights of
Immigrants victorious (CHRI), DRUM members won their campaign to pressure
President Obama to order the Department of Homeland Security (DHS) to dismantle the
regulatory and discriminatory framework of the National Security Entry-Exit Registration
System (NSEERS) (Anon 2016). This broader nationwide victory is reflective of their
effort to build a long-term, multi-faceted campaign and coalitions to resist NSEERS since
its initiation in 2002. The short-term victories are integral because they sustain people’s
capacity and hope to fight for broader, long-haul victories.
To say DRUM’s long-haul battle for societal change is an uphill one is not an
understatement. Their programs take an active political stance against a status quo of
capitalism, white supremacy, heteropatriarchy and xenophobia. Low-wage workers
struggle to meet their day-to-day needs while facing exploitative conditions in the
workplace. Youth routinely attend schools that use metal detectors and employ school
resource officers to monitor social behavior and discipline or punish students. DRUM
members are organizing against continued surveillance in their neighborhoods and
campaigning to free members incarcerated due to unjust entrapment by post-9/11 NYPD
programs. They are disputing detentions and fighting to abolish Immigrations and
Customs Enforcement (ICE) while family members continue to be deported on an
ongoing basis. Finally, working women face more barriers to long-haul change because
in addition to facing structural violence from governmental and law enforcement
agencies, they also incur sexism within familial and cultural settings.
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DRUM’s commitment to the internal and external transformation of members and
society is commendable: although long-haul change is a distant ideal, DRUM continues
to prioritize mass-based people power, collective liberation, and structural shifts in
society. The impact of transformative justice is evident in the way that members,
especially youth, reflect on how being involved with DRUM cured them of feeling
isolated in their personal struggles. Kabirah shared:
For so long, I didn't know what it meant to be undocumented….My mom told me
we're undocumented, we don't have papers, but I didn't realize what that meant,
nor did I care…Then I did the internship, and six years later, here I am…Because
of DRUM, I wouldn't be as corny as to say I found myself, but it's true. I became
very open and super loud, very social. It made me the person I wanted to be but
couldn't because I was afraid. [emphasis added]
DRUM helped Kabirah learn how to operate from a space of courage, develop human
relationships across political struggles, and unapologetically, own her queer, workingclass, undocumented, immigrant, South Asian self.
In considering the effect that DRUM’s embodiment of transformative justice has
on their members, I am reminded that the sentiment of DRUM operating like a “family”
came up, often unprompted, in almost every interview I conducted with DRUM leaders
and members. This maxim is evident in another reflection Kabirah shared,
DRUM is a multigenerational organization that works on a lot of issues –
educational justice, racial justice, immigrant justice, and workers’ rights. That's
the definition I give, but it's so much more than that. DRUM has also helped
politicize so many people, and not only that, it's a community space, and
everybody here is exactly like family. [emphasis added]
Maurice, a longtime board member shared a description of DRUM’s work that broadens
the definition of “family” to a collective community:
Part of who I am as a person seeks to kind of draw…in a very deeply
African American way from what Henry Louis Gates would call
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signifying, you know, bringing your own particular meaning to the
politic…so I’ve been experimenting with this term called 'socialism,' like
S-O-U-L, so “Soul-cialism” because it speaks specifically to words, to a
place we need to go. It also speaks directly to those non-commodified
parts of our soul and…our body, the soul that all of our communities
have…that we have to really lift up, in this moment, you know, in
particular, in a moment when so many of our communities are under
attack…I don't think enough people talk about the soul like S-O-U-L as a
political force but soul matters, and that's another thing I like
about DRUM. They’ve got SOUL! [and]…soul actually is around
aspiration and overcoming, and it confronts individual pleasure with
collective joy as Cornel West would say. Soul looks at that role of
collective joy in our political work, [and] when I say joy, I'm not saying
having to be happy all the time. I’m talking about the actual connection of
human beings in a process as important, and again, DRUM has that.
[emphasis added]
Maurice’s words illustrate how DRUM’s value for transformative change permits
members to feel their own humanity and connection to each other as a collective unit.
The “S-O-U-L” that DRUM invokes allows members to build hope in themselves as
empowered agents of change – in a moment when they remain “under attack” on multiple
fronts.
The victories in campaigns, in localized empowerment, in consciousness-raising,
in cross-racial and cross-generational relationships, alongside the cultivation of a sense of
family – what Dr. King would identify as a beloved community – develops DRUM
members’ capacity to commit to their uphill battles in sustainable ways. This quality of
“collective joy” that DRUM cultivates is remarkable considering how the dynamics of
neoliberalism, militarism and criminalization shape the reality of their campaigns for
social, migrant and economic justice.
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Table 4. Summary of Current Political Goals of Each Organization Categorized into an
“Assimilation-to-Racialization Continuum”
Wholehearted
Assimilation

WLP

SAALT

“Model
Minority”
Assimilation

Normalizing
Minority
Presence

•  WLP interns
initiate the
#SouthAsianA
nd Campaign
•  Staff leaders
network interns to Desis
who “made it
in D.C.”

•  Broadening
internship
placements
beyond Congress
•  More Desis in
office regardless of political values
•  Making it unremarkable for
Desis to be in
politics

•  Still evolving
to address internal hierarchies within
SA community (e.g. class
and Indian
privileges)

•  NY Speaks
Punjabi! Campaign

Racial
Justice and
Progressive
Inclusivity

Empowering
the Margins
for Social
Justice

•  Starting a
youth social
justice leadership initiative
(YLI)
•  Aims to unify
national
groups around
a progressive
agenda

•  Toward Intersectional Advocacy
•  We Build
Community
(WBC) initiative to support
NCSO members’ local initiatives

Seva

•  Continues to
empower a
base of lowincome immigrant residents
•  Census and
Voter Registration
•  Richmond Hill
Restaurant
Week

DRUM

•  YouthPower!
and Restorative Justice
Campaigns
•  South Asian
Workers Center (economic
justice)
•  Racial and Immigrant Justice Programs
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Analysis
The reification of Islamophobic and xenophobic policies during the Obama era
perpetuated the tendency for people of South Asian origin – namely South Asian
Muslims – to be implicated as “perpetual foreigners,” and “terrorists.” The data in this
chapter explore how four South Asian organizations with divergent membership bases,
WLP, SAALT, Seva NY, and DRUM, adjusted their programmatic and public campaigns
in the decade and a half following 9/11. The narratives above illuminate the sustained
absence of ethnoracial unity among South Asian American groups; and at the same time,
they also illustrate a desire amongst South Asian leaders for deeper connections. The
modified programs and evaluations clarify where each organization is positioned along
an assimilation-to-racialization continuum. In recent years, WLP’s shift to: 1) Broaden
the placement of interns across D.C. agencies and Congressional offices; 2) Strengthen
Desi networks through multi-generational connections; 3) “Make unremarkable” South
Asian presence in political and governmental spaces; and 4) Fill more “seats at the table”
delineates innovation in their intention to build the next generation of South Asian
leaders. It also illustrates that their overall agenda still hovers near the assimilation end of
the spectrum.
While SAALT’s staff share socioeconomic traits with WLP’s leaders, their
leaders are evaluating what it means to represent a diverse base of Desis. Recognizing the
harmful impact of the “model minority” myth and the systemic racialization of members
of their community, SAALT’s leaders actively work to dismantle the “model minority”
myth by lending voice and power to the issues that marginalized Desis face. The Young
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Leaders Institute (YLI) and the “We Build Community” initiatives elucidate SAALT’s
dedication to anti-oppressive political education and intersectional social justice
leadership. As an organization that speaks for a diverse base but generally attracts one
that is economically privileged, SAALT’s leaders are still learning how to dismantle and
confront internally oppressive dynamics – such as classism, casteism, religious
fundamentalism, and patriarchy – that disrupt the South Asian community’s potential for
ethnoracial solidarity. SAALT’s agenda has gotten incrementally more progressive since
its emergence. Leaders have stepped up their efforts to resist the oppression and
criminalization of working-class, immigrant, Muslim, women and queer/trans Desis.
They have also made some strides to encourage middle- to upper-class Desis to divest
from the “model minority” myth. While the narratives from SAALT’s and DRUM’s
leaders suggest that SAALT’s efforts to confront and invert class hierarchy in the Desi
community needs to be more direct, intentional and routinized across elitist spaces, it
sometimes takes critical evaluation, strategic meetings and stories (like the one shared by
the DRUM leader who attended a SAALT gathering) for internally privileged groups to
realize how glaring these dynamics remain.
As an organization that serves a low-income, Punjabi immigrant community in
Richmond Hill, Queens, New York City, Seva seeks to build an organized community
that knows their own power. Seva’s emergence during the “War on Terror” decade
signals the importance of Desi communities positioning themselves as a political base.
Their members continue to experience racialized attacks based on their ethnic and
religious traits. Seva’s shift to: 1) Actively train youth to organize their neighbors to vote
and register for the Census; 2) Launch a language access campaign (NY Speaks
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Punjabi!); and 3) Conceive of the idea for a neighborhood-based restaurant week indicate
the lived experience and unique perspective that low-wage South Asians Sikh immigrants
have in the struggle for South Asian unity. Seva’s efforts to seek ethnic inclusion in a
society that maintains racial exclusion largely through the “racialization of religion”
reveals the organization’s vacillation between both sides of the assimilation to
racialization continuum.
Still DRUM’s members face the most extreme forms of racialization. As an
organization led by low-wage, predominantly Muslim immigrants, their shift to
incorporate a transformative justice framework to their value system – through the South
Asian Workers Center (SAWC), YouthPower!, their racial and immigrant justice and
gender justice programs – indicate why sociologists must position them at the
racialization end of the spectrum. Additionally, because they work solely with members
who experience exclusion by race, class, and citizenship status, their efforts indicate their
willingness to expand beyond the boundary of racial exclusion, into the field of
abolitionism, when developing political agendas. Their members emphasize building
campaigns that dismantle the existing social structure and that dream up new ones. They
envision erecting societies rooted in values of transformative justice.
Conclusion
This chapter illuminates a need for sociologists of race and ethnicity to complicate
the frames used to understand immigrant political activism in the U.S. The data on how
South Asian political organizations have evolved their agendas, programs and campaigns
– both during and “War on Terror” decade and the Obama era – suggest that rather than
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assuming a binary or immigrant-origin lens to interpreting and hypothesizing the political
mobilization of Desi immigrants, scholars would benefit from positioning South Asian
American organizations along an ever-evolving continuum from “assimilation” to
“racialization.”
A continuum makes apparent the diverse ways that people of South Asian and
Indo-Caribbean descent are mobilized and driven to political action. While the “model
minority” myth paints an image of South Asian Americans as homogenous and of
middle- to upper-class status in order to feed an assumption of ethnoracial solidarity and
desire for integration, a framework that presents organizations as existing along a
continuum makes visible the pressing issues and political values of South Asian
Americans living on the margins. In addition to illuminating the agendas of Desis who
are struggling for a “seat at the table” via representative politics, a continuum highlights
the issues and political values of marginalized Desis whose agendas are frequently
underrepresented or absent from existing sociological theories of assimilation and
racialization. As well, a continuum makes room for the flexible ways that South Asian
organizations vacillate along the continuum. Finally, a continuum clarifies the absence of
ethnoracial solidarity amongst migrants, immigrants and U.S. citizens of the South Asian
Diaspora by specifying where those cleavages are rooted and evident. Knowing the
origins and manifestations of these fragments is a crucial first step toward Desis being
able to develop a collective agenda and build a united front in the current political
climate.
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CHAPTER 7:
CONCLUSION: SOUTH ASIANS ON A SPECTRUM OF
POLITICAL INCORPORATION

South Asians in the United States have long been characterized in mainstream
media and by social scientists as the “model minority,” a high-earning demographic with
educational and economic standards that often get compared to other racial minorities
(Richwine 2009; Wong et al. 1998). Although evidence points to the stereotypical and
mischaracterizing nature of the “model minority” label (Chou and Feagin 2008), it is still
an image that sways the public perception of South Asians. Similarly, and also for several
decades, South Asians in the U.S. have been depicted as a politically apathetic
population. In recent years, however, this characterization of Desis as politically passive
has shifted (Gottschlich 2008). A simple “Google search” on “South Asian political
power in the United States” yields a surplus of articles, resources and images suggesting
that these high-achieving Desis are now “flexing their political muscle,” “building a New
American Dream,” discovering their “political clout,” coming of age in the midterm
elections, and “seeking US political power” (Bhattacharjee 2018; Rouse 2017; Roy 2010;
Sampathkumar 2018; Upadhyay 2008).
The majority of these articles remark on the impressive ways that South Asians in
the U.S. are “making their mark” on public life in the U.S. Many of them also suggest
that although a majority of South Asian Americans “lean left” on political issues, their
prominence is felt across party lines – both as spokespeople and representatives of the
Trump Administration and Republican Party and of the former Obama Administration
195

  
and Democratic Party (Mangaldas 2017; Posner 2012). These portrayals serve as an
important reminder about the homogenizing assumptions that mainstream media,
entertainment industries, journalists, politicians and academics make about South Asians
and their political engagement, and about racial and ethnic minority groups more broadly.
For one, the coverage remains heavily focused on individual political elites in public
service positions rather than on the specific subgroups within the ethnoracial community
(Beltrán 2010; Mishra 2016; Taylor 2016). Specific to South Asians, these high profile
individuals are often presumed to represent the interests of the entire Desi community.
Second, these portrayals assume racial and ethnic minority groups – such as African,
Arab, Asian, Latino Americans – to operate as a cohesive unit, or essentially as an
“ethnic bloc” that shares a political consciousness.
While it is true that South Asian immigrants and their families are making a
remarkable influence in the U.S. political arena today, the need to document the political
interests of South Asians in ways that do not presume ethnoracial solidarity is becoming
more urgent as the population grows, diversifies, and becomes less middle-class. Issues
of immigration and displacement, socioeconomic class, educational background,
occupation, religion, gender, sexuality, and language interact with Desi interests and
greatly influence their politicization. These factors invite us to explore the political
agendas of everyday South Asians – from the third-generation, middle-class Desi
Americans who aspire toward political leadership as elected officials to the newly-arrived
working-class immigrants or asylum seekers who seek political empowerment by massbased organizing or by demanding public resources and safety in their neighborhood.
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In this dissertation project, I chose to explore how South Asians advance the
interests of their communities’ by studying their mobilization through political
organizations. Stepping back from a methodology that randomly interviews individuals
who are not associated with a political organization, I used a wider frame to engage the
question of South Asian political engagement. I interviewed individuals representing
South Asian non-profit organizations and inquired how the organizations: 1) Engage
Desis in political action; 2) Advance an ideological and political agenda; and 3)
Construct cross-racial alliances. Specifically, I chose four U.S.-based organizations (The
Washington Leadership Program, South Asian Americans Leading Together, Seva, New
York, and Desis Rising Up and Moving) that work with South Asian constituents. I
interviewed organizational staff, advisors and members and conducted participant
observations at their public events, fundraisers, summits and rallies.
While the narratives and observations from this study affirm the need for
academics to explore South Asian engagement in the political arena, the data also
illuminate the limitations of frameworks that homogenize ethnic and/or racial identity
groups. Broadly, the narratives suggest a need for scholars to examine Desi political
interests by scrutinizing the agendas of subgroups within the broader community. Desis
“do politics” in different ways. The heterogeneity of Desi political interests are made
apparent through the empirical findings explored in each data chapter: “Establishing
Divergence: The Varied Political Origins of Desi Organizations;” “And Then 9/11
Happened: Racialized Fear and the Spectrum of Desi Politicization Made Visible;” and
“What United Front: How a Continuum Best Explains Desi Politics.” The analysis that is
rendered from these chapters contributes to the “sociological imagination” by
197

  
demonstrating how social scientists interested in race and ethnicity can integrate, rather
than separate, the dominant frameworks of assimilation (or ethnic inclusion) and
racialization (or racial exclusion).
In each chapter, I argue that despite Desis sharing an experience of racialization
by the dominant culture, their loose association with an ethnoracial identity does not
equate to them being politicized by a shared sense of interests. As the data exemplify,
Desis also seek incorporation to the political process by assimilating into the dominant
culture. Both of the prevailing frameworks, assimilation and racialization, are validated
by the empirical data in this study; at the same time, the narratives also reveal how the
paradigms of “ethnic inclusion” and “racial exclusion” are generally confirmed by studies
that prioritize the experiences of South Asian elites. The accounts by Desis on the
margins, while generally overshadowed by those of South Asian elites, are thus
intentionally prioritized in this study. These narratives highlight the “internal cleavages”
of Desis and disrupt the notion of a unified ethnoracial solidarity (Mishra 2016). They
further elucidate why social scientists need to position Desi groups along a paradigm
between ethnic inclusion and racial exclusion. The current chapter elucidates how the
political ambitions of South Asian groups can be positioned along a spectrum from
assimilation to racialization; and also offers some broad implications on what we gain by
theorizing Desi political interests through an integrated paradigm.
In the rest of the chapter that follows, I first envision how Desi political interests
can be mapped along an assimilation-to-racialization continuum. At times, I revisit
empirical findings from this study to explain their particular location along the spectrum.
I then consider why researchers must exercise caution in locating racial and immigrant
198

  
mobilization along such a continuum by not assuming ethnoracial solidarity. Encouraging
academics to contemplate the influence of class status and ideological values on alliancebuilding, I review each group’s cross-racial relationships. Turning finally to the broad
implications of this study, I explain how an assimilation-to-racialization continuum helps
us make sense of the policies affecting South Asians at home and abroad, as well as of
the prominence of racially- and ethnically-marked Desis in the public sphere. Finally, I
offer thoughts for the direction of future research while considering the methodological
and empirical limitations of this project.
The Assimilation-to-Racialization Continuum Illuminated
Narrow theoretical purviews amount to incomplete understandings of Desi
political lives. Assimilation paradigms are predicated on a notion of ethnic inclusion and
measure political incorporation by a minority group’s success at integrating to the
dominant culture (Alba 2005; Alba and Nee 2005; Portes and Rumbaut 2001, 2014;
Portes and Zhou 1993). The assimilation paradigm, while speaking for a substantial
portion of South Asians, does not explain how marginalized Desis become engaged in the
political process via non-linear modes of mobilization (i.e. non-electoral modes); nor
does the assimilation model explain how these marginalized sectors define their political
interests on social and policy issues.
Alternatively, racialization paradigms study racial minority and immigrant
mobilization by considering how structural oppression and a white supremacist culture
condition a group’s access to political influence (Bonilla-Silva 2013; Feagin 2012). The
racialization paradigm – while accounting for alternative forms of mobilization by
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marginalized communities – does not account for the agency and mobility that permits
socially- and economically-privileged Desis to attain high-profile positions or significant
political influence. The “racialization-to-assimilation continuum” I propose in this study
builds on the contributions of Valdez and Golash-Boza (2017) and locates the political
engagement of South Asians and their organizations along a spectrum.
The political work embodied by the Washington Leadership Program (WLP),
South Asian Americans Leading Together (SAALT), Seva New York (Seva) and Desis
Rising Up and Moving (DRUM) both affirm and challenge existing scholarship on racial
minority and immigrant mobilization. In agreement with studies by Jones-Correa on the
political empowerment of Latinos in New York, this research affirms the need for
theoretical paradigms to look beyond linear models of assimilation as a measurement of
political incorporation. This study builds on Das Gupta’s (2006) research on the
mobilization of “unruly immigrants” by illustrating nonwhite Desi immigrants’
willingness to engage in social and political change despite structural barriers of class,
English language proficiency, and citizenship status. The findings affirm that a majority
of South Asians enter the political process after achieving economic mobility and
acquiring legal citizenship. The findings, however, also affirm that undocumented
immigrants and permanent residents of the South Asian diaspora, many of whom are
working-class, make up a growing portion of the U.S. population engaging in the political
process. Estimates from the Center for Migration Studies suggest that Asian immigrants
make up the fastest growing demographic of undocumented immigrants (Shah and
Ramakrishnan 2017). Between 2000 and 2015, the Asian undocumented population more
than tripled: India and Pakistan account for some of the largest shares of the Asian
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undocumented population (26% and 3% respectively) (2017). Traditional and segmented
assimilation models do not account for the ways that undocumented South Asian – and
Asian – immigrant populations are engaging in the political process and, often, contesting
their marginalization despite being legally excluded from the political structure. In
agreement with Mishra, this study sees the modes of mobilization and political values of
Desis as characterized by “internal cleavages” and an absence of ethnoracial solidarity
(Mishra 2016). Similar to Beltrán’s (2010) findings on the incomplete nature of a unified
pan-ethnic political agenda amongst Latinx groups, my research highlights the diverse
needs of South Asian subgroups and suggests that scholars question the utility of a panethnic framework, notably ones that refuse to address their divergent interests.
Extending the arguments of these scholars, my research locates Desi politicization
along an assimilation-to-racialization continuum. The findings illuminate why social and
political scientists concerned with providing a wholesome assessment of racial minority
and immigrant group engagement in the political process need to intersect the tenets of
assimilation and racialization paradigms (Valdez and Golash-Boza 2017). While the
spectrum I offer is not exhaustive, it does provide a more holistic understanding of Desi
politicization. It also envisions these organizations as experiencing fluidity between,
rather than fixation at, the specified nodes. Below, I theorize some characteristics and
values of actors and groups on the Desi assimilation-to-racialization continuum.
Wholehearted Assimilation (of Racial Minorities into the Mainstream Elite)
Although the organizations in this study did not incorporate agendas that position
them as working toward wholehearted assimilation, it is important for theoretical
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paradigms to consider the values and agendas characterizing this area of the continuum.
Actors near these nodes exhibit growing influence on the trajectory of U.S. politics. It is
worth considering the economic status of those who desire “wholehearted assimilation”
into mainstream elite spaces. U.S.-born and/or naturalized citizens of South Asian origin,
such as business owners or high-income professionals, have more access to assimilation
toward the mainstream dominant culture. Kurien’s (2007) research on the Indian and
South Asian lobbies reminds us that Desis of middle-class to affluent, Indian, Hindu,
upper-caste and Brahmin backgrounds experience greater privilege with regard to
influence on social and political policies. Representatives from these subgroups are often
the ones who speak for the greater Desi community (Kurien 2007). Accordingly, on the
most assimilatory end of the political incorporation spectrum are Desis whose privilege,
both in South Asia and in the U.S., affords them access to socio-economic mobility and
elite positions of political power.
“Model Minority” Assimilation (into "Honorary Whiteness”)
Close to the wholehearted end of the spectrum are Desis who use the “model
minority” stereotype to assimilate South Asians to the economic, social and culturalpolitical structure of the host society. As “model minorities,” they seek validation as a
culture or a subgroup for their distinct achievements, or for their “honorary whiteness”
(Bonilla-Silva 2013). In other words, rather than desiring wholehearted assimilation to
U.S. society, Desis in this category seek to retain their ethnic or religious markers and use
them as leverage to separate themselves from other oppressed minority groups, such as
Blacks, Latinx, Indigenous people, and other oppressed communities. Rather than
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relinquishing their own ethnic or cultural traditions to dominant culture, people near this
end of the spectrum incorporate strategies of “selective acculturation” (Portes and Zhou
1993) or cultural parallelism to build influence. For example, they might portray Indian
or South Asian values as inherently equivalent to American democratic and moral values
– or as compatible to the values of other successful ethnic groups such as Jewish
Americans. With regard to the political process, Desis in this camp often allude to Indian
or South Asian culture as innately affiliated with an ethic of hard work, individualism,
and a quality education; they also refer to their religious traditions as inherently
“American.” Finally, they might also internalize the “model minority” stereotype by
buying into the notion that Asian Americans are successful because of cultural or
biological values.
Normalizing Minority Representation and Racial Diversity
Located near the center of the spectrum are the Desi organizations that deploy
multiculturalism and minority representation as tools for integration to the political
system. Desis positioned near this point recognize the barriers that new immigrant and
racial minority groups face while trying to gain access to the political process. For
instance, they recognize how hate crimes, racialized discrimination, and xenophobia
prevent Desis from access to American society. However, they also tend to view issues of
discrimination as individualized and surmountable rather than as structurally embedded
in the political structure. Trusting American democracy as open to diversity and as
willing to tolerate nonwhite minority group’s cultural and ethnic practices, Desis in this
camp believe the most effective ways to build political power are through promoting
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multicultural inclusivity. These groups work to preserve the religious and cultural
identities of their constituents; college campus student groups such as the Indian Cultural
Exchange (ICE), Hindu Students Council (HSC), South Asian Students Association
(SASA), Muslim Students Association (MSA) have a high likelihood of being positioned
near this node. Outside of college campuses, groups in this category stress the following
strategies to achieve political influence: educational and economic mobility; social
networking with political elites; descriptive representation; and electoral participation.
Groups near this position also aim to build power by normalizing South Asians’ capacity
to serve as representatives and elected officials.
WLP vacillates between the latter category (“model minority” assimilation”) and
this position on the political spectrum. The tendency amongst WLP leaders to support
descriptive representation as a solution to hate violence and individualized experiences
of racialized backlash is one reason they are categorized here. Their strategic focus on
grooming Desi leaders toward social and political mobility speaks to the faith they place
in representative politics. While the WLP leaders I spoke with often critiqued the “model
minority” myth, they also reified the “model minority” and “good Asian” stereotypes by
using the white political elite as a standard for Asian American success and by seeking to
integrate U.S. citizen South Asians to the existing structures. Their vacillation between
refuting and reifying the “model minority” trope reveals why an “assimilation-toracialization continuum” is needed. Rather than being firmly placed at “minority
representation” node, WLP’s political agenda can be understood as fluidly located
between the “‘model minority assimilation” and “normalizing minority representation”
nodes. Individuals or groups at the center of the spectrum are more likely to come from
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higher income geographic and suburban towns. Their political strategies do not attract
immigrants and otherwise marginalized communities in urban spaces – as evident by the
privileged economic and citizenship statuses of WLP’s constituency.
At times, Seva leaders employ multicultural strategies to empower their
constituents. Seva deploys multicultural strategies by mobilizing residents in Richmond
Hill to vote, registering them for the census, and educating the public about Sikhism.
Dissimilar from WLP, their intention is focused on local empowerment of a marginalized
population – not on elitist leadership and descriptive representation on the national
political sphere. Seva’s leaders demonstrate the need for these strategies through their
recollections that suggest a significant portion of residents expressed reluctance to
complete Census forms, were ineligible to vote, and faced enduring hate violence in their
neighborhoods and occupational places, such as restaurant, taxi cab and other service
industries. Seva’s political agenda, while incorporating aspects of this node, is not fixed
here, and may in fact shift between positions along the continuum.
Racial Justice and Progressive Inclusivity
A growing portion of individuals and groups of Desi origin recognize the structural
barriers that new and non-white minority groups face to integrate. They build South Asian
power by employing various modes of mobilization as political strategies. Instead of
limiting their agenda by utilizing modes of mobilization that work only for the more
dominantly represented and privileged Desi subgroups, they incorporate progressive values
to advocate for and represent a diverse base of Desis. Individuals or groups located near
this node also consider mass-based organizing, direct action protest, rallies, marches, and
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social justice and domestic violence advocacy to be effective methods of politicization and,
thus, employ them as strategies.
SAALT exemplifies this model because of its emphasis on using progressive and
racial justice values to unify a broad ethnoracial community. SAALT’s leaders employ
multiple strategies across the assimilation-to-racialization continuum to push the U.S.,
and their broad and diverse South Asian constituency, toward a more progressive
political platform. SAALT sees it as imperative that they empower marginalized
immigrant and low-wage workers’ perspectives in order for Desis to achieve ethnoracial
solidarity. There are other progressive organizations and Desi collectives that use shared
ethnoracial identity as a tool to shift the politics of co-ethnics toward embracing social,
racial, and immigrant justice values. Although recent scholarship pushes us to consider
whether a unified ethnoracial politics is truly attainable among Desis, Latinx and other
groups (Beltrán 2010; Mishra 2016), groups that aspire toward these ideals occupy a
popular place on the continuum. I discuss the assumption of ethnoracial solidarity later in
this chapter.
Empowering the Most Marginalized for Social Justice & Transformative Change
Finally, a growing population of South Asian immigrants are directly affected by
racial and immigration policies because of their status as undocumented migrants,
working-class immigrants, or because of their Sikh and Muslim identities. A Pew
Research study claims Asians make up approximately 13 percent of unauthorized, or
undocumented, immigrants in the country and that immigrants from India are among the
highest number by nation of origin (Street et al. 2012, 2013). Situated near the most
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racialized side of the assimilation-to-racialization continuum are Desis who have been
structurally and legally excluded from participating in mainstream politics. Racialized
policies exclude undocumented immigrants, Muslims, racialized youth, low-wage
immigrant workers, and newly naturalized citizens from accessing political power.
Nevertheless, organizations representing these constituents employ alternative strategies
to empower the most marginalized members of their community. Despite being subject to
xenophobic rules of the U.S. immigration system, unauthorized South Asian immigrants
make up a growing portion of Desis exercising power and claiming rights as refugees,
asylees, and global citizens (Das Gupta 2006).
Though their ideological values are quite dissimilar from one another, Seva and
DRUM can be placed near this end of the spectrum, primarily because they work with
working-class immigrant communities of Sikh and Muslim backgrounds. Seva’s political
values lean more toward using multicultural political strategies and a non-partisan
platform. DRUM’s members lean toward a working-class, leftist revolutionary vision of
people power. Like DRUM, Seva mobilizes a working-class immigrant constituency
using mass-based organizing strategies. Seva’s leaders work to support immigrants
through offering know your rights trainings and providing legal services to them during
their immigration process. DRUM’s leaders develop campaigns that challenge the
government’s oppressive structure.
One of DRUM’s youth members Aftab Urooq43 is an undocumented South Asian
immigrant who came to the U.S. with his parents and has always known about and felt
                                                                                                                
43

While DRUM openly shares the identity of their members who willingly disclose their identities as undocumented immigrants, I choose to use a pseudonym in this document.

207

  
the vulnerability of his undocumented status. While he has benefited from Deferred
Action for Childhood (DACA) – the administrative relief program that former President
Obama signed to protect young immigrants from detention and deportation, Urooq has
been publicly vocal about the risk and fear he encounters due to President Trump’s
announcement to end DACA. Although Urooq is not eligible to vote because of his
undocumented status, he is making his voice heard as a community organizer for DRUM
and by fighting for his rights as a working-class immigrant. Although people like Urooq
are not represented in high profile political positions in U.S. government, they make up a
valuable and influential sector of South Asian political values and need to be recognized
on the continuum as political leaders of the Desi community.
The Utility of a Spectrum
While the organizations and individuals I discuss above represent Desis who
share an ethnic and racial identity, their methods of political mobilization and interests
differ significantly based on their location within the racialized social structure and on
their access to assimilation via social and economic mobility. A spectrum makes visible
the divergent experiences of assimilation and racialization that Desis encounter in the
process of politicization. It also illustrates the diversity of political interests representing
South Asian Americans. Another relevant finding about the groups involved in
amplifying South Asian political voices in the U.S. is that they must not be looked at as
static, or fixed, in their locations along the spectrum. Some groups embody different
political interests depending on the issue or political context. Further, some individual
actors or political groups might have an experience closer to the racialization side of the
208

  
spectrum but still employ strategies closer to the assimilation end of the spectrum. Hence,
the experiences and political interests of these groups do not always align. While an
assimilation-to-racialization continuum is a great visual and theoretical tool for
researchers, it must also be able to account for the spontaneous and fluctuating ways that
Desis mobilize their constituents, advocate for their communities, and define their
political values.

Desi Unity: The Potential for Ethnoracial Cohesion?

A key finding from this study is that South Asians are not a cohesive political
force. Still, as social and political scientists develop paradigms that hypothesize social
and political behavior beyond the white-black binary, they resort to defining ethnoracial
groups like South Asians as a collective body. South Asians’ experience of racialization
is connected to a shared history of targeted exclusion acts, racialized immigration
policies, and subjugation to British colonization. The desire for ethnoracial solidarity
amongst those who self-identify as “South Asian” or “Desi” is rooted in these historical
and enduring experiences. While the desire for ethnoracial solidarity comes from an
identification of common cause, the internal fractures – defined by issues of class,
religion, gender, sexuality, nation of origin, immigration, and language – point to the
difficulty of developing such an authentic practice of intra-ethnic solidarity. Prashad
(1998:122) has warned us that these alliances must be “complex” and “broad,” stating,
“Solidarity must be crafted on the basis of both commonalities and differences, on the
basis of a theoretically aware translation of our mutual contradictions into political
practice.”
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Since 9/11 (and arguably before the attacks), significant efforts have been made
by isolated groups and individuals to develop a unified Desi agenda by addressing
internal differences and building cross-racial alliances with other marginalized groups.
Such attempts do not, however, qualify as an achievement of ethnoracial and cross-racial
solidarity. For the most part, such efforts have been elitist or symbolic and thus,
incomplete. Sociological interests in moving beyond a binary understanding of political
behavior, even for instance by considering the tri-racial hierarchical power structure
(Bonilla-Silva 2013), indicates an interest in diversifying their understanding of different
ethnic and racial groups. However, because these efforts fail to consider the various
internal cleavages within widely recognized ethnic groups, even tri-racial models risk the
assumption of homogeneity.
Similar to other immigrant and racial minority groups, Desis continue to be
racialized as if they are already a cohesive force. The tendency for scholarship to theorize
racial and ethnic groups in homogenizing ways results in the favoring of elitist
perspectives and the erasure of marginalized subgroups within the overarching category.
Although WLP’s “We the South Asians” social media campaign sought to broaden career
options for Desis by using ethnoracial identity to grab the attention of young South
Asians, their campaign promoted non-traditional professions that spoke to a sector of
educated and middle- to upper-class Desis. Desis in low-wage positions have achieved
political influence by forming unions and advocating for social change, but their
occupations were not listed in the campaign archives. Still, mainstream media gravitates
toward using campaigns like “We the South Asians” or examples of South Asians
running for political office to interpret the political lives of Desis as essentially unified.
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Rather than presume ethno-racial solidarity, scholars of racism and ethnicity need to
consider the internal heterogeneity and variation representing South Asian agendas.
Under the leadership of SAALT, over 54 organizations have come together to
form the National Coalition of South Asian Organizations (NCSO) – a coalition that
seeks to align Desis toward a more progressive political platform. While the NCSO is an
important step toward South Asians building a united front, it also mostly unites Desis
who already support progressive issues. The groups and politicians positioned near the
“wholehearted” or “model minority” assimilation nodes of the continuum or who support
Islamophobic and Hindu nationalist agendas are not in the NCSO. Further, even within
the coalition, groups mobilize constituents in different ways; less than three of the groups
in the NCSO organize Desis on all levels of the continuum through mass-based
mobilizing efforts. Leftist Desi collectives are also working to build a unified Desi
movement by organizing events, protesting at rallies, and showing solidarity for local
causes, but these groups face similar limitations of attracting those who are already
progressive and working with bases that are already politicized. There is little indication
that these groups or coalitions are organizing toward a unified platform by working with
Desis across political ideologies and with those who are marginalized from the process.
Still, because of the infrequency of such alliances, journalists, academics, executive
leaders of organizations, and politicians often cite coalitions like the NCSO as an
indicator of ethnoracial solidarity. While the NCSO is an example of an effort toward
ethnoracial solidarity, to consider it an indicator of achieved solidarity is premature and
dangerous.
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The fascination with a unified Desi front has been addressed by Mishra (2016),
who proposes scholars consider Desis’ differentiated nature of ethnic mobilization.
Similar proposals have been made for Latinx movements. Beltrán (2010) suggests that
the desire for a unified Latinx group agenda amidst its unstable and incomplete reality
contributes to the suppression of multiple visions for building Latinx power. Beltrán’s
and Mishra’s findings challenge scholars of immigration and ethnicity to consider the
hope for a unified ethnoracial political agenda (for Desis and non-Desi minority groups)
as impractical and unlikely given the fragments by religion, class, gender, and
immigration, language and other categories.
Alliances, Coalitions and the Cross-racial Solidarity

Cross-racial alliances play a substantial role in advancing the agendas of all ethnic
and racial groups. South Asians – and the organizations they participate in – do not
follow a unified or prescriptive approach in the ways that they navigate the boundaries of
race and ethnicity and build political alliances. They build relationships in widely variant
ways; these differences vary by factors such as the class position, immigration and
citizenship status, and ideological values of Desi subgroups. For instance, while none of
the groups in this study are fully located along the wholehearted and “model minority”
assimilation nodes of the continuum, groups that are positioned at one of these nodules
might experience higher levels of social and economic mobility and be privileged by
class, citizenship status and premigration factors. Using white dominant culture as the
standard for achieving political assimilation, organizations near these zones tend to
construct alliances with white and white ethnic political elites to integrate to the political
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culture of their host society. On the “assimilation-to-racialization continuum,” groups
located near the wholehearted assimilation node often seek incorporation by building
alliances with public elites, representatives, international embassies, influential lobbies,
and research think tanks – most of which are represented by white, white ethnic, and
elitist people of color political actors.
WLP’s early efforts to follow the political success of Jewish Americans and the
lobbying power of the associated American Israeli Public Affairs Committee (AIPAC)
reflect the organization’s desire to expand South Asian political power by following the
assimilationist pathways to which their European immigrant predecessors adhered.
Mishra’s (2016), Kurien’s (2007) and Kamdar’s (2007) research on how the Indian
American community has long been fascinated with the Jewish American communities’
political and economic influence in Washington, D.C. speaks to the efforts by
economically mobile (and U.S. citizen) South Asians to follow the lead of white and
white ethnic elites. Although WLP leaders organize events with other leadership groups
that also cater to nonwhite constituencies – such as the Conference on Asian Pacific
American Leadership (CAPAL) and the Sikh American Legal Defense and Education
Fund (SALDEF), even these alliances have an end goal of integration into a social and
political structure dominated by the same white, Anglo-Saxon, upper-class values.
WLP’s alliances with non-whites are still elitist when we consider the social capital,
class, and immigration status of their leadership. Rather than seek reform or radical
structural shifts to the existing race-class-gender hierarchy, groups near this end of the
spectrum seek integration into the current structure.
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Contrary to WLP, SAALT’s national efforts to develop cross-racial alliances with
groups advocating for the rights of Blacks, indigenous, and people of color – and women,
immigrants, and LGBTQ community members – indicate a desire to expand power by
diversifying their bases and partners. Though many of SAALT’s leaders come from
middle- and upper-class Indian backgrounds, SAALT’s commitment to progressive and
social justice values indicates their alliances are not limited to groups led by white elitist
cultural values. SAALT builds alliances and coalitions with other marginalized
communities in the U.S – generally national civil rights and political advocacy groups
also led by progressive and a range of racial justice values. In addition to the National
Coalition of South Asian Organizations (NCSO), SAALT also works with the National
Council of Asian Pacific Americans (NCAPA), Detention Watch Network, National
Network for Immigrant and Refugee Rights (NNIRR), National Council of Asian Pacific
Americans (NCAPA), and the Rights Working Group.
Seva’s members do not identify with a particular set of ideological values as it
relates to racial and ethnic equality and justice in the U.S. However, as a small
neighborhood-based organization, alliances, and coalitions play a significant role in their
capacity to build political power and influence change. They build alliances with a
variety of local groups in the Queens and New York City area. They have endorsed
petitions and participated in coalitions to end FBI surveillance, support the New York
Taxi Workers Alliance, and resist gerrymandering. These alliances indicate the
significant influence that labor, social class, and immigrant profiles have on the nature of
Seva’s alliances: even though Seva does not proclaim formal allegiance to an ideology or
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set of political values, we still see the effect of class and immigrant status on members’
cross-racial relationships.
DRUM’s political alliances are defined by their commitment to revolutionary
freedom, societal transformation, working-class power, and the abolition of systems that
criminalize Blacks, Indigenous people, immigrants and other people of color
communities. Since their evolution, DRUM has built solidarity with groups that share
their commitment to revolutionary leftist politics and with communities that are
marginalized by their economic, social, and racial exclusion from the existing social
structure. DRUM members have aligned with groups seeking to end police brutality, FBI
surveillance, discriminatory national security programs, detention centers and low-wage
worker exploitation. DRUM’s origin story is rooted in a public rally from April 2000: the
“Desi Cultural Mela Against Police Brutality,” which was organized in response to a call
for “41 Days of Action” from a multiracial coalition of poor Black and Brown
community leaders. I am reminded of the longtime DRUM board member, also a Black
man, who shared with me in his interview, “The important thing about DRUM is that
before there was a hashtag, a sweater, a fitted sweatband or whatever, Black lives
mattered at DRUM.” The nature of DRUM’s alliances and coalitions continue to be
forged with low-income Black and Brown immigrants and people of color. DRUM’s
long-haul commitment cross-racial solidarity is not reliant on “people-of-color-blindness”
(Sexton 2010). Rather, it grounds itself in “a robust, polyvalent approach to cross-racial
coalition building.” Scholar activists Liu’s and Shange’s (2018:190) theorizing on “thick
solidarity” as “a kind of solidarity that mobilizes empathy in ways that do not gloss over
difference, but rather pushes into the specificity, irreducibility, and incommensurability
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of racialized experiences” depicts the type of solidarity that DRUM embodies. To
reiterate, the varied approach to alliance-building by each organization can be explained
by issues of class and immigration status; as well, ideological values play a significant
role in nurturing cross-racial relationships among Desi subgroups. Conclusively, with
regard to alliances and coalitions, Desis do not inherit a homogeneous experience of
relating to the U.S.’s ethnic and racial climate simply because of a broadly shared cultural
consciousness.
From Theory to Praxis: Implications in the Political Sphere
In many ways, the implications of this study could be considered the most
important section of the conclusion, and arguably of this entire text. How does a research
project on the political engagement of South Asians – a community that is racialized as
culturally similar but exhibits significant diversity – inform how we make sense of their
political lives in the present moment? Why does it matter that some members of the Desi
community experience assimilation, or inclusion in the political system, while other
Desis experience further marginalization, or exclusion, by the same system? In this
section, I posit that the diverse and fragmented political interests of South Asians in the
U.S. matter because frameworks that attach homogenized and elitist understandings to
ethnoracial communities are pervasive in the public sphere. Desi interests ought to be
mapped along a continuum because a spectrum allows for diverse and fluid positions of
various organizations; but also, a continuum helps illustrate how disadvantaged
subgroups within the Desi diaspora in the U.S. are more susceptible to political and
policy-related matters than privileged subgroups.
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In this implications section, I consider the political environment surrounding the
“War on Terror” decade and the present era; and I frame this context through the legacies
and policies of the Obama and Trump eras. What follows is a juxtaposition of these
contextual periods with the simultaneous rise to prominence of a few key South Asian
American political figures. Contemplating how these ethnically and racially-marked
minorities became (and are becoming) the face of diversity in both Democratic and
Republican administrations clarifies why studies that limit their understanding on the
political engagement of South Asians to the electoral arena are incomplete. It is necessary
to study the activities of groups operating along the margins and on the frontlines of
social and political change because such studies offer a more thorough investigation into
the political lives of South Asians in the U.S. As legal scholar Chaumtoli Huq (2016)
reminds us, sociologists and political scientists risk a lot when they develop
understandings about an ethnoracial community using limited and elitist narratives. With
regard to comprehending Trump’s Executive Order that calls for a “Muslim Ban” (2017),
researchers risk a misunderstanding of how national security measures that also profiled
working-class South Asians predated the “Muslim Ban” and paved the way for its
authorization.
Social scientists often readily acknowledge the overt manifestations of racialized
violence that South Asians (and Arabs and Muslims) endured during the immediate post9/11 period. However, what generally gets disavowed by researchers are the ways in
which an imperialistic, Islamophobic agenda became further entrenched in the U.S.’s
domestic national security and international policy well after the immediate backlash era.
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While many of these precedents were initiated by the Bush administration, several of
them also endured, or were revived, during President Barack Obama’s administration.
Although his administration outwardly rejected the “clash of civilizations” thesis
previously upheld by conservative politicians (Engagement 2008), President Obama also
authorized Islamophobic policies that renewed the criminalization of South Asians –
particularly Muslims and working-class migrants. The domestic programs that his
administration launched under the guise of preventing “violent extremism,” namely the
Countering Violent Extremism (CVE) initiative Obama launched in September 2015,
used the language of liberalism to “address the root causes of extremism through
community engagement” in black, brown and white America (Office of the Press
Secretary 2015). Deepa Kumar contends that the shift to using the language of “liberal
Islamophobia” is rhetorically gentler than that of “liberal imperialism” but it is still one
that wages unjust wars against Muslims at home and abroad (Kumar 2012). CVE recruits
social workers, faith leaders, teachers, and other community members to identify
potential “extremists” in order to “disrupt the radicalization process before an individual
engages in criminal activity” (Office of the Press Secretary 2015). Despite employing this
liberal rhetoric, the CVE program has maintained a tradition of surveillance and racial
profiling in Muslim communities across the U.S. Rather than eradicating Islamophobic
policies, Obama’s legacy illustrates how the repression and racialization of Muslims,
including South Asian Muslims, is systemically woven into the fabric of this nation.
During the same decade when these policies were passed, Desis in the U.S. also
witnessed seemingly contradictory shifts in the U.S. government’s policy toward the
subcontinent of South Asia. In May of 2011, Obama gained notoriety for sending U.S.
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Special Forces to Pakistan to assassinate longtime enemy Osama Bin Laden; he also
authorized the policy that labeled all men between the ages of 18-60 in the war zone areas
of Afghanistan and parts of Pakistan as “enemy combatants,” eliminating any possibility
of counting them as civilians when they were murdered by drones (Kazi 2015).
The following term, Obama met with India’s newly elected Prime Minister
Narendra Modi, arguably setting a new precedent for U.S. diplomatic relations to India.
From 2005 to 2014, the U.S. Government repeatedly denied a diplomatic visa to then
Chief Minister Modi due to the widespread belief and evidence of Modi’s complicity in
the pogroms that left over 2,000 Muslims murdered in the state of Gujarat in 2002
(Human Rights Watch 2012). However, it was under President Obama’s watch that Modi
– a right-wing Hindu Nationalist – regained entry to the United States and the White
House. Since Modi’s Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) has taken control of the government,
India has seen a rise in mob attacks and assaults against Muslims, lower-caste Hindus,
Dalits, and minorities (Human Rights Watch 2018). At first glance, Obama’s policy
toward Muslims in the U.S. and the government’s diplomatic relations to Pakistan, India
and the rest of South Asia may seem less relevant to the political agendas of South Asian
groups in America. However, when we consider that the subcontinent of South Asia
contains religious, class, and nation-state divisions that are historic and ongoing, and that
South Asians in the U.S. are a Diasporic community, the influence that these policies and
diplomatic moves have on Desi political lives in the U.S. is undeniable.
While the examples of President Obama adopting policies that overtly profile
non-whites and Muslims are rare, President Trump ran (and was elected) on an
inflammatory platform that called for the eradication of “radical Islam” and the defeat of
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ISIS (The Islamic State). Scholars suggest that Trump’s agenda has emboldened the
public’s hatred toward those who “look Muslim.” A recently published Communities on
Fire report by South Asian American Leaders of Tomorrow (SAALT) documents 302
incidents of hate violence (213) and xenophobic public rhetoric (89) directed at Arabs,
Muslims, and South Asians in the year following Trump’s election as the President of the
United States (from November 9, 2016 and November 7, 2017) (Modi 2018). AntiMuslim sentiment motivated 248 of these documented incidents (2018). One of the first
South Asian casualties to die after the Trump administration took office was an Indian
immigrant Srinivas Kuchibhotla, who was murdered by Adam Purinton, a U.S. Navy
Veteran and xenophobe who assumed Kuchibhotla and his friend Alok Madasani to be
“illegal immigrants” from Iran.
Beyond running on a racially charged and inflammatory political platform,
Trump’s recent executive decisions – issued under the guise of national security – further
contribute to the structural racism affecting segments of the Desi population in the U.S.
During his first term in office, Trump authorized executive orders that ban “foreign
terrorists” from entering the U.S. and further criminalize migrants for entering without
legal documents. Even though all Desis are not affected by such legislation, Desis on the
margins are vulnerable and fearful of the impact of these policies on their lives. A recent
article on the current administration’s border policy shares that Desis seeking asylum are
amongst the migrants being affected by detentions, family separation, and zero-tolerance
policies (Thomas 2018). The Trump administration openly perpetuates a legacy of
institutionalized discrimination against Black, Brown, and Indigenous communities.
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whites and Muslims, the actions of his administration are not an interruption to the
systemic racism embodied by previous administrations. Similar to Obama, Trump has
also shared friendly relations with the Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi.
Moreover, the bi-partisan support for a systemically Islamophobic agenda and for
a plausible Hindu nationalist Prime Minister is not limited to those in Presidential
positions. In fact, Congressional officials also suppress their critique for the Hindu
nationalist government and movement that is growing throughout India (Raj 2016).
Acknowledging the tendency among political leaders of both parties to support
Islamophobic policies helps illuminate how Republicans and Democrats alike contribute
to racialization and systemic profiling of segments of the South Asian population. The
simultaneous rise to fame of South Asian Americans who have risen to political power
and successfully integrated into the more elite segments of American society is the other
side to this equation. As the next segment demonstrates, a government that wants to
conceal its ongoing legacy of legalized racialization against Muslims and non-whites
needs the image of successful politicians (who either look Muslim or are Muslim) to
legitimize its façade of inclusivity.
Given the ways that South Asians categorically experienced racialization as
“terrorists” after September 11, 2001, it may surprise some that South Asians were also
regarded as an “emerging political force” later that decade (Gottschlich 2008; Roy 2010).
Or perhaps, to the critical social theorists who understand the workings of multicultural
politics, these seemingly oppositional realities make perfect sense. The Obama and
Trump eras are more similar than different when we consider the rise to prominence of
key political figures of South Asian origin. One of Obama’s first Presidential
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appointments after being elected in 2008 went to Rajiv Shah, who was nominated as head
of U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID). Other nominations included
Preet Bharara, who was appointed as U.S. Attorney for the Southern District of New
York; actor Kal Penn, who worked in the White House in 2009 and was appointed to
serve as a co-chair to Obama’s re-election campaign in 2010; Ajit Pai, who was
appointed to serve as the chairman of the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) in
2012; and Dr. Vivek Murthy, who was nominated as the U.S. Surgeon General in 2013.
In addition to these appointments, there are other examples of South Asian Americans
who were elected to public office; for instance, consider the victories of Congresspersons
Representative Niraj Antani (R-Ohio), Representative Ami Bera (D-CA), Representative
Ro Khanna (D-CA), Senator Kamala Harris (D-CA), and Representative Pramila Jayapal
(D-WA).
Although much of the public predicted that the diversity within the White House
and Presidential Administration teams would reach an all-time low with the election of
President Trump, this is not the case with regard to the appointment of South Asians.
People of South Asian origin continue to rise to political prominence under the Trump
Administration. Trump has appointed a record number of South Asians to office.
Consider Raj Shah, who serves as the deputy assistant to the president; Nikki Haley, who
serves as the U.S. ambassador to the United Nations; and Seema Verma, who serves as
the administrator of the Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services for Trump’s
administration. Further, a number of South Asian Americans, such as Raja
Krishnamoorthy (D-IL), Ro Khanna, Pramila Jayapal, and Ami Bera have also either won
or retained their Congressional seats since 2016.
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The fact that both the Obama and Trump administrations have positioned South
Asians as a face of diversity, or as the face of diversity, respectively, while profiling and
targeting distinct South Asian and Muslim subgroups at home and abroad, demonstrates
why we cannot rely on electoral and representative politics to comprehend the political
engagement of South Asians in the U.S. The appointments and victories of South Asian
political figures provide only a surface level and elitist understanding of the interests and
issues affecting everyday South Asians. On the one hand, it makes sense that academics
rely on electoral methods of mobilization to measure South Asian political incorporation.
From popular culture to mass media to political influence, South Asians are becoming
more influential in the existing political climate through these modes. On the other hand,
the predisposition to measure a racial or ethnic group’s political participation by electoral
engagement still privileges South Asian elites and their interests. The research
methodologies take economic mobility and assimilation for granted and fail to consider
the working-class groups and immigrants who mobilize and engage in the political realm
via alternative pathways. When the agendas championed by South Asian elites are
allowed to speak for the entire community without actually representing working-class,
immigrant interests, we end up with incomplete – rather than holistic – understandings of
South Asian political lives in the U.S.
Because the narratives in this study emphasize the diversity of issues and methods
that mobilize South Asians, social and political scientists need to move beyond studies
that assess political engagement through electoral political measures. When social
scientists use narrow approaches to understand the political interests of a diverse
ethnoracial community, they perpetuate the erasure of marginalized people’s agendas.
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The detriment of only considering political agendas and interests of Desi elites becomes
apparent when we consider the series of attacks on Muslim communities by the current
Presidential administration and the tendency among South Asian and Muslim elites to
passively endorse the government programs that racially profile the most vulnerable
members of our community. Consider the U.S. government’s post-9/11 approach to
national security and the threat of terrorism. Working-class South Asians and Muslims
experienced the brunt of racialization through policies and programs that surveilled,
detained and deported members of their community while those privileged by their
economic, religious, or social status experienced other, often individualized, forms of
hate violence.
Several years later, we continue to witness the racialization of Muslims through
government policy. For instance, President Trump issued an executive order to ban
visitors, refugees and asylum seekers from Muslim-majority nations in January 2017.
U.S.-based Muslim and some non-Muslim, progressive organizations, such as SAALT
and DRUM, responded almost immediately to these xenophobic attacks through public
action: by protesting at airports, appealing the order, and proclaiming Muslims’ rights to
religious and political freedom. Even some of the elite South Asian and Muslim
leadership organizations who otherwise bought into the politics of living in an inclusive
and multicultural society protested the “Muslim Ban.” Activist scholar Nazia Kazi (2017)
reminds us that many of the groups representing Muslim and South Asian elites
considered the executive order to be one of the first blatant examples of governmentsanctioned racial profiling against Muslim communities by the United States government.
However, if the issues and interests of marginalized Desis had been more visible in the
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public sphere, they may not consider the “Muslim Ban” to be the first example of statesanctioned racism. Rather, they may consider it a norm for U.S. policy.
The data from this study indicate that within the Desi umbrella, working-class
Muslim immigrants have experienced the brunt of state-sanctioned profiling in the form
of mass detentions, surveillance and entrapment. Legal scholar and community organizer
Chaumtoli Huq reminds us to trust and pay attention to the ways that identity politics
erase the interests and needs of those on the margins:
When working class Muslims and South Asians say they have already experienced
what Donald Trump is proposing, it is true; but we [the greater society] are not
aware of these narratives because we have not lifted up the experience of Muslim
and South Asian low-wage workers, not just in terms of their racial and religious
identities but also as workers. When such racial, religious, and immigration
policies are enforced, it impacts the poor and working class (Huq 2016).
Huq’s words echo the narratives in this study, and encourage scholars, media outlets, and
organizations to consider the agendas of working-class immigrant groups not simply for
the sake of inclusivity and diversity, but also for the sake of protecting the basic rights and
lives of the most marginalized of Desi communities.

Limitation of This Study and Recommendations for Future Research

This study looks at a small number of groups representing South Asian political
interests. As a result, it omits the perspectives of Desis subgroups who have conservative
political values and operate outside the non-profit industrial complex. It also omits Desi
subgroups that organize around religious political values, and represent the interests of
lower caste or Dalit community groups. Future research needs to examine the political
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realities of South Asians at the subgroup level by scrutinizing the political activities that
take place at these cleavages.
This study represents only a portion of the diversity that is truly reflected in South
Asian American political interests. I believe the continuum of assimilation-toracialization that I propose is helpful and necessary in deepening our awareness of South
Asian political behavior, but it does not reflect the full spectrum of political agendas and
goals of South Asian organizations. In addition to DRUM’s inclination toward
transformative justice operating outside the plane of the spectrum, there are other
organizations that may not have a place on the spectrum. For instance, organizations
representing the interests of lower-caste and Dalit communities are not represented in this
study, and they have an important political perspective and campaigns that must be taken
into consideration when mapping South Asian interests.
As well, while the agendas of Desis of Indo-Caribbean backgrounds are partially
represented through organizations like DRUM and Seva, they need to be examined for
their specific political motives. Indo-Caribbean immigrants are of the South Asian
diaspora but represent a community that has lived in Caribbean and African nations for
generations; Indo-Caribbean immigrants experience erasure and marginality in getting
their political interests represented by South Asian elites. Sociological theories and
models must be willing to adapt and include the various subgroups representing ethnoracial communities.
The partitioning of political agendas among South Asian Americans runs deeper
than their arrival in the United States. Diasporic groups bring with them socialized and
racialized notions of groups in the U.S., but also groups within their homeland. For
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example, casteism is a 5,000+ year old hierarchical project of Hinduism that puts uppercaste groups at an economic and political advantage over lower-caste groups. As much as
Brahmins and upper-caste groups deny the “de jure” practice of casteism in Modern India
and South Asia, research indicates the oppressive system is embedded in the social,
political and economic structure of India as a nation. With regard to South Asian
Americans’ involvement in the political climate in the U.S., economic and caste-based
privileges and divisions translate with migration. The internal cleavages are older than
the racial commonalities that South Asians share once they arrive in the U.S. Thus, to
assume or even ask for a unified political force among a diasporic force that is influenced
by fragmented transnational interests seems to be a truly impossible task. Scholars need
to consider the role of caste-based oppression in influencing South Asian politics in the
U.S.
To come full circle, as we continue to witness the escalation of racialized violence
by individuals and state-sanctioned measures, and simultaneously enter a new
demographic where people of color are destined to become the majority, it is essential
that we reject flattened understandings of South Asian political engagement. I posit that
we adopt the “assimilation-to-racialization continuum” to better understand how
fragmented ethnoracial communities engage the political sphere.
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APPENDIX A
LETTER TO ORGANIZATIONS TO REQUEST PARTICIPATION
Dear Mr./Ms./ Dr. Surname [Organization’s Director]
My name is Sheena Sood. I am a graduate student in sociology at Temple University. I
am writing to request your organization’s participation in my dissertation research. The
project consists of a comparative analysis of political organizations addressing South
Asian American interests. I wish to include [ORGANIZATION TITLE] in this project.
I anticipate beginning the data collection phase of my research in the summer 2015. It
will involve interviews and observations/participation in organizational events.
Specifically, I will conduct interviews with selected members of your organization’s
leadership, attend between 1 to 2 meetings of your board of directors, attend between 2 to
4 major events and interview 3-4 rank and file members/participants in your organization.
The goal of this research is to gain a better understanding of the specific political interests
of South Asian Americans and how this community is positioned on the political
spectrum in the United States. My research will be an important addition to scholarship
about South Asian American political activities, particularly as they relate to the
construction of alliances and coalitions.
I recently received approval for my dissertation proposal from my committee and from
Temple University’s Institutional Review Board. Approval by the IRB indicates that my
work meets the standards of research with regard to the safely and anonymity of my
participants. It requires that all participants give their informed consent to be a part of the
project. Dr. Michelle Byng is the chair of my dissertation committee and, as such, the
principle investigator on the project. She is available to answer any questions you have
about your group’s participation in this study. She can be reached at mbyng@temple.edu.
At this point I am requesting that you indicate whether you would be willing to have
(ORGANIZATION) be a part of my research. Your commitment will allow me to include
your group in my data collection process. Of course, once the research begins, your right
to withdraw from participation in the project will be protected by IRB guidelines.
Please contact me at sheena.sood@temple.edu if I can provide you with additional
information about my research. At this point, if you agree to participate in this study,
please either reply to this e-mail or call me. I can also be reached at 678-523-1662.
With warm regards,
Sheena Sood, Doctoral Candidate
Department of Sociology, Temple University
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APPENDIX B
PARTICIPANT WAIVER FORMS

Permission to Take Part in a Human Research Study
Title of research: Organizations and Political Action: Agendas & Alliances of South
Asian Americans
Investigator and Department:

Dr. Michelle Byng, Sociology, PI
Sheena Sood, Sociology: Student Investigator

Why am I being invited to take part in this research?
I am inviting you to participate in an interview about the political agendas and alliances
of South Asian American political organizations because of your involvement with an
organization included in this study. Signing this form indicates that you agree to be
interviewed. Please read it carefully. Please feel free to ask any questions you have
before, during and after the interview. You can stop the interview at any point. You can
withdraw your consent to participate at any point, including after the interview is over.
What should I know about this research?
Someone will explain this research to you.
Whether or not you agree to be interviewed is up to you.
You can choose not to take part.
You can agree to take part and later change your mind.
Your decision will not be held against you.
You can ask questions before you decide to participate.
Who can I talk to about this research?
If you have any questions, concerns or complaints, contact:
Principle Investigator: Dr. Michelle Byng (mbyng@temple.edu)
Graduate Investigator: Sheena Sood (sheena.sood@temple.edu)
Department of Sociology (phone: 215-204-1494)
713 Gladfelter Hall
Temple University
Philadelphia, Pa 19122
This research has been reviewed and approved by Temple University’s Institutional
Review Board. You may contact the Institutional Review Board (IRB) at 215-707-3390
or e-mail them at irb@temple.edu if have any questions regarding the following:
•   Your questions, concerns and complaints are not being addressed by the research
team.
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•   You cannot reach the research team.
•   You want to talk to someone besides the research team.
•   You have questions about your rights as a research subject.
•   You want to get information or provide input about this research.
You will be given a copy of this form to keep for your records.
Why is this research being done?
The purpose of this study is to understand how South Asian American political
organizations formulate political agendas for their communities, how they build political
power, how they engage in political activities, and how they craft alliances. Your
participation in this research study will enhance our understanding of South Asian
American political organizations, how they represent the interests of South Asian
Americans and how they construct.
How long will you be in this research: Your participation in this research involves one
interview that will take place between July and December of 2015. After the completion
of the in-person interview, follow up may be necessary between January 2016 to May
2017.
What happens if you agree to be in this research: Taking part in this study is completely
voluntary. If you agree to participate, you will be asked to complete a survey and
participate in an interview that is recorded during the main data collection phase from
July to December 2015. I will conduct an interview that will include questions about your
understanding on the mission, activities, events and alliances of the organization you are
involved in. The interview will take between 1-2 hours to complete. You may skip any
questions that you do not want to answer. With your permission, the interview will be
recorded. After the completion of the main research phase in December 2015, if
necessary, I agree to be available for follow up questions for a period of up to two years.
What happens if you agree to be in this research, but you change your mind later:
There are no risks to taking part in this study. You may choose not to participate at any
time, with no adverse consequences for your choice. You can stop the interview at any
point. If you stop the interview you will be withdrawn from the study and what you have
said up to that point will not be included in the research. You can decide to withdraw
from the project after the interview is complete. You will be provided with contact
information for the investigator. If you decide to withdraw after the interview, you can
contact the investigator, and your interview file with be destroyed.
What happens to the information collected for this research: To the extent allowed by
law, we limit the viewing of your personal information to people who have to review it.
We cannot promise complete secrecy. The IRB may inspect and copy your information to
ensure the study follows IRB protocol. In the event that this study is audited by the IRB,
officials are required by law to maintain confidentiality of subjects involved.

244

  
Signature Block for Adult Subject Capable of Consent
Your signature documents your permission to take part in this research.
Signature of subject

Date

Printed name of subject
Signature of person obtaining consent
Printed name of person obtaining consent
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APPENDIX C
INTERVIEW SCHEDULES
Staff

Respondent ID #_________

What I wish to learn from these interviews:
1.   What are the organization’s political agendas?
2.   What are their primary activities, and how do they relate to the organization’s
agenda?
3.   What are the similarities and differences between the organizations in the project
in terms of their agendas, goals, events and membership efforts?
4.   Are these organizations allied with one another? (How? Why? Why not?)
5.   Do the organizations have alliances outside of South Asian American
community? (How? Why? Why not?)
Interview Questions:
Political Agenda/Mission/Purpose
1.   Tell me about [organization name].
2.   How did you first get involved?
3.   From your point of view, what is the mission of [organization name]?
4.   What would you say are the primary goals of this organization?
a.   What kinds of issues do they focus on to accomplish these goals?
b.   What kinds of activities do they focus on to accomplish these goals?
5.   Are there other goals that are secondary or less central to the group’s mission?
a.   If yes: what are they?
i.   Are there specific activities to address these goals?
b.   If no: in your opinion, why not?
6.   What would you say are this organization’s major programs or events?
a.   Which program are you involved in with this organization? Why?
b.   How often do/does [event/events named] occur?
7.   Why do you participate in [event/events named]?
8.   [If they named only one event]: What is it like to be at [event named]?
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a.   [If they named more than one event]: Of the events you named, which one
is most important to you? Why is it most important to you? What is it like
to be at that event?
b.   Explain. (How often do they happen? What do they generally look like?
Who are the leaders involved? How do you participate in them?)
9.   Are you involved in any other activities with this organization?
10.  Can you tell me about how [organization name] plans and stages an event?
11.  Can you describe a typical day in your office/workplace?
a.   Could you walk me through what you did (yesterday) in your office/work
day?
12.  Do most work days look the same or different? Explain.
13.  Do you have staff meetings on a regular basis?
a.   How often do they happen? What do they generally look like?
14.  From your point of view, are there issues that [organization name] should be
addressing but are not?
a.   If yes: what and why?
b.   If no: why not?
15.  From your point of view, are there other activities that this organization should be
focusing on but is not?
Political Interests
16.  Why do you participate in this organization?
a.   How does your identity influence why you participate in this organization?
17.  How would you describe your political interests?
18.  Does this organization advance your political interests?
19.  There is another organization in [CITY] called [ORGANIZATION NAME].
b.   Do you know about them?
c.   If yes, do you see them as having a political agenda that matches this
organization’s political interests?
20.  What about [ORGANIZATION NAME] in [CITY]?
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d.   Do you know about them?
e.   If yes, do you see them as having a political agenda that matches this
organization’s political interests?
21.  What about [ORGANIZATION NAME] in [CITY]?
f.   Do you know about them?
g.   If yes, do you see them as having a political agenda that matches this
organization’s political interests?
22.  What about other communities? Are there other organizations or groups that
advocate for their interests in a way that is similar to the way this group does for
South Asians?
Networks/Coalitions/Alliances
23.  From your point of view, does this organization have alliances with other
organizations?
24.  Is the organization a member of any coalition of organizations?
a.   If yes: what are the names of these coalitions?
b.   If yes: why is [organization name] a member of [coalition name]?
25.  How long has this organization been involved with each coalition?
a.   How did this coalition emerge? Was this organization involved in the
coalition from the beginning?
26.  Do you represent [organization name] in the [coalition name]?
a.   If yes: what is that experience like?
b.   If no: what do you know about the role of [organization name] in
[coalition name]?
27.  In your opinion, does [organization name] benefit from participation in [coalition
name]?
a.   If yes: how? Explain.
b.   If no: why not? Explain.
28.  Is this organization a member of the National Coalition of South Asian
Organizations?
a.   If yes: why?
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b.   If no: why not?
29.  From your point of view, are the organizations that represent South Asians
interests allied?
30.  Are there other coalitions that it would be beneficial for [organization name] to
participate in?
a.   If yes: who and why?
b.   If no: why not?
31.  Does this organization see itself as sharing common interests with groups that
represent people who are non-white?
32.  Do you think that [organization name] members have common cause with any
other groups or communities?
a.   If yes: which groups? Why?
b.   If no: why not? Explain.
33.  Do you think it would be beneficial for Americans who are not racially white to
form political alliances with one another?
a.   How about organizations…Do you think it would be beneficial for
organizations that represent the interests of racial minorities to be formally
allied with one another?
b.   If yes: why?
c.   If no: why not?
34.  Finally, tell me about yourself.
a.   Why did you become involved with [organization name]?
b.   Why did you agree to become a staff member of [organization name]?
c.   Is there anything about your background or experiences growing-up that
has influenced your decision to participate in [organization name]?
35.  Is there anything else you wish to tell me about this organization?
36.  Is there anything else you wish to tell me about your involvement with this
organization?
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Interview Schedule - General Members
General Members

Respondent ID#__________

What I wish to learn from these interviews:
1.   What are the organization’s political agendas?
2.   What are their primary activities, and how do they relate to the organization’s
agenda?
3.   What are the similarities and differences between the organizations in the project
in terms of their agendas, goals, events and membership efforts?
4.   Are these organizations allied with one another? (How? Why? Why not?)
5.   Do the organizations have alliances outside of South Asian American
community? (How? Why? Why not?)
Interview Questions:
Political Agenda/Mission/Purpose
1.   Tell me about [organization name].
2.   How did you first get involved?
3.   From your point of view, what is the mission of [organization name]?
4.   What would you say are the primary goals of this organization?
a.   What kinds of issues do they focus on to accomplish these goals?
b.   What kinds of activities do they focus on to accomplish these goals?
5.   Are there other goals that are secondary or less central to the group’s mission?
a.   If yes: what are they?
i.   Are there specific activities to address these goals?
b.   If no: in your opinion, why not?
6.   What would you say are this organization’s major programs or events?
a.   Which program are you involved in with this organization? Why?
b.   How often do/does [event/events named] occur?
7.   Why do you participate in [event/events named]?
8.   [If they named only one event]: What is it like to be at [event named]?
a.   [If they named more than one event]: Of the events you named, which one
is most important to you? Why is it most important to you? What is it like
to be at that event?
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b.   Explain. (How often do they happen? What do they generally look like?
Who are the leaders involved? How do you participate in them?)
9.   Are you involved in any other activities with this organization?
10.  From your point of view, are there issues that [organization name] should be
addressing but are not?
a.   If yes: what and why?
b.   If no: why not?
11.  From your point of view, are there other activities that this organization should be
focusing on but is not?
Political Interests
12.  Why do you participate in this organization?
a.   How does your identity influence why you participate in this organization?
13.  How would you describe your political interests?
14.  Does this organization advance your political interests?
15.  There is another organization in [CITY] called [ORGANIZATION NAME].
a.   Do you know about them?
b.   If yes, do you see them as having a political agenda that matches this
organization’s political interests?
16.  What about [ORGANIZATION NAME] in [CITY]?
a.   Do you know about them?
b.   If yes, do you see them as having a political agenda that matches this
organization’s political interests?
17.  What about [ORGANIZATION NAME] in [CITY]?
a.   Do you know about them?
b.   If yes, do you see them as having a political agenda that matches this
organization’s political interests?
18.  What about other communities? Are there other organizations or groups that
advocate for their interests in a way that is similar to the way this group does for
South Asians?
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Networks/Coalitions/Alliances
19.  From your point of view, does this organization have alliances with other
organizations?
20.  Is the organization a member of any coalition of organizations?
d.   If yes: what are the names of these coalitions?
e.   If yes: why is [organization name] a member of [coalition name]?
21.  How long has this organization been involved with each coalition?
a.   How did this coalition emerge?
b.   Was this organization involved in the coalition from the beginning?
22.  Do you represent [organization name] in the [coalition name]?
a.   If yes: what is that experience like?
b.   If no: what do you know about the role of [organization name] in
[coalition name]?
23.  In your opinion, does [organization name] benefit from participation in [coalition
name]?
a.   If yes: how? Explain.
b.   If no: why not? Explain.
24.  Is this organization a member of the National Coalition of South Asian
Organizations?
f.   If yes: why?
g.   If no: why not?
25.  From your point of view, are the organizations that represent South Asians
interests allied?
26.  Are there other coalitions out there that [organization name] would benefit from
participating in?
a.   If yes: who and why?
b.   If no: why not?
27.  Does this organization see itself as sharing common interests with groups that
represent people who are non-white?
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28.  Do you think that [organization name] members have common cause with any
other groups or communities?
a.   If yes: which groups? Why?
b.   If no: why not? Explain.
29.  Do you think it would be beneficial for Americans who are not racially white to
form political alliances with one another?
a.   How about organizations? Do you think it would be beneficial for
organizations that represent the interests of racial minorities to be formally
allied with one another?
a.   If yes: why?
b.   If no: why not?
30.  Finally, tell me about yourself.
a.   Why did you become involved with [organization name]?
b.   Is there anything about your background or experiences growing-up that
influenced your decision to participate in [organization name]?
31.  Is there anything else you wish to tell me about this organization?
32.  Is there anything else you wish to tell me about your involvement with this
organization?
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Interview Schedule – Advisors
Advisors

Respondent ID#__________

What I wish to learn from these interviews:
1.   What are the organization’s political agendas?
2.   What are their primary activities, and how do they relate to the organization’s
agenda?
3.   What are the similarities and differences between the organizations in the project
in terms of their agendas, goals, events and membership efforts?
4.   Are these organizations allied with one another? (How? Why? Why not?)
5.   Do the organizations have alliances outside of South Asian American
community? (How? Why? Why not?)
Interview Questions:
Political Agenda/Mission/Purpose
1.   Tell me about the [organization name]. How did you first get involved with it?
2.   How did you first get involved as a [Board Member/advisor]?
3.   From your point of view, what is the mission of [organization name]?
4.   What would you say are the primary goals of this organization?
a.   What kinds of issues do they focus on to accomplish these goals?
b.   What kinds of activities do they focus on to accomplish these goals?
5.   Are there other goals that are secondary or less central to the group’s mission?
a.   If yes: what are they?
i.   Are there specific activities to address these goals?
b.   If no: in your opinion, why not?
6.   What would you say are this organization’s major programs or events?
a.   Which program are you involved in with this organization? Why?
b.   How often do/does [event/events named] occur?
7.   Why do you participate in [event/events named]?
8.   [If they named only one event]: What is it like to be at [event named]?
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a.   [If they named more than one event]: Of the events you named, which one
is most important to you? Why is it most important to you? What is it like
to be at that event?
9.   Are you involved in any other activities with this organization?
10.  Can you tell me about how [organization name] plans and stages an event?
11.  Can you describe a typical board meeting?
a.   Do most board meetings look the same or different?
b.   How often does the board meet?
12.  Do you and any of the staff of [organization name] share membership of another
organization together? If so, which organization(s)?
13.  From your point of view, are there issues that [organization name] should be
addressing but are not?
a.   If yes: what and why?
b.   If no: why not?
14.  From your point of view, are there other activities that this organization should be
focusing on but is not?
Political Interests
15.  Why do you participate in this organization?
h.   How does your identity influence why you participate in this organization?
16.  How would you describe your political interests?
17.  Does this organization advance your political interests?
18.  There is another organization in [CITY] called [ORGANIZATION NAME].
i.   Do you know about them?
j.   If yes, do you see them as having a political agenda that matches this
organization’s political interests?
19.  What about [ORGANIZATION NAME] in [CITY]?
k.   Do you know about them?
l.   If yes, do you see them as having a political agenda that matches this
organization’s political interests?
20.  What about [ORGANIZATION NAME] in [CITY]?
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m.   Do you know about them?
n.   If yes, do you see them as having a political agenda that matches this
organization’s political interests?
21.  What about other communities? Are there other organizations or groups that
advocate for their interests in a way that is similar to the way this group does for
South Asians?
Networks/Coalitions/Alliances
22.  From your point of view, does this organization have alliances with other
organizations?
23.  Is the organization a member of any coalition of organizations?
c.   If yes: what are the names of these coalitions?
d.   If yes: why is [organization name] a member of [coalition name]?
24.  How long has this organization been involved with each coalition?
b.   How did this coalition emerge? Was this organization involved in the
coalition from the beginning?
25.  Do you represent [organization name] in the [coalition name]?
c.   If yes: what is that experience like?
d.   If no: what do you know about the role of [organization name] in
[coalition name]?
26.  In your opinion, does [organization name] benefit from participation in [coalition
name]?
a.   If yes: how? Explain.
b.   If no: why not? Explain.
27.  Is this organization a member of the National Coalition of South Asian
Organizations?
h.   If yes: why? Is it advantageous to [organization] to be a member?
i.   If no: why not?
28.  From your point of view, are the organizations that represent South Asians
interests allied?
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29.  Are there other coalitions that it would be beneficial for [organization name] to
participate in?
a.   If yes: who and why?
b.   If no: why not?
30.  Does this organization see itself as sharing common interests with groups that
represent people who are non-white?
31.  Do you think that [organization name] members have common cause with any
other groups or communities?
a.   If yes: which groups? Why?
b.   If no: why not? Explain.
32.  Do you think it would be beneficial for Americans who are not racially white to
form political alliances with one another?
c.   How about organizations…Do you think it would be beneficial for
organizations that represent the interests of racial minorities to be formally
allied with one another?
d.   If yes: why?
j.   If no: why not?
33.  Finally, tell me about yourself.
a.   Why did you become involved with [organization name]?
b.   Why did you agree to become a Board member of [organization name]?
c.   Is there anything about your background or experiences growing-up that
has influenced your decision to participate in [organization name]?
34.  Is there anything else you wish to tell me about this organization?
Is there anything else you wish to tell me about your involvement with this organization?
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APPENDIX D
GENERAL INFORMATION SURVEY
Greetings! This survey will be used to create a general description of the participants in
this research project. In addition to the one-on-one interview that takes place, I ask that
you please fill out all the questions on this survey. Your participation is voluntary. You
can refuse to answer any question. Your responses will be kept confidential.
1.   How old are you?
¨   Between 18-24
¨   Between 25-34
¨   Between 35-44
¨   Between 45-54
¨   Between 55-64
¨   65 years or older
2.   How do you identify? (Circle the applicable category).
Woman

Man

Gender Non-Conforming

Transgender

Other: __________________

3.   Were you born in the United States of America?
¨   Yes
¨   No
4.   If no, where were you born? _______________________
5.   If you were not born in the US, how long have you lived here? __________________
6.   Which race(s) apply/applies to you? (Circle one or more categories)
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White Black or African Am. Amer. Indian/Alaska Native Asian
Island Hispanic/Latino(a) Neither

Native Hawaiian/Pac.

Other (Please Name):

______________________________
7.   Which ethnicity/ethnicities apply/applies to you? (Circle one or more categories)
Afghan

African American

Bangladeshi

Bhutanese

Indo-Caribbean

Black Caribbean/West Indian

European

Maldivian

Hispanic/Latino/Latina

Nepali

Pakistani

Indian

South Asian

Sri Lankan
Other (Please Name): ___________________________________________________
8.   What is your ancestry? (Please name) ______________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________
9.   What is the highest level of formal education you have completed?
¨   Some school but no high school degree
¨   GED
¨   Some college/college credit but no four-year college degree
¨   Bachelor’s or four-year college degree (for example: BA, BS)
¨   Graduate degree (for example: MA, MS, MSW, MBA)
¨   Other Professional degree (for example: MD, JD)
¨   Doctorate degree (for example: PhD, EdD)
10.  Are you currently employed?
¨   Yes
¨   No
11.  If yes,
¨   Full time
¨   Part time
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12.  If no, are you currently looking for a job?
¨   Yes
¨   No
13.  What is your occupation? ________________________________________________
14.  Are you currently enrolled in an education program?
¨   Yes
¨   No
15.  If yes, what type of education program are you enrolled in?
¨   High School
¨   Undergraduate
¨   Masters
¨   Graduate or Professional
¨   Doctorate
16.  What is your social class?
¨   Working Class
¨   Middle Class
¨   Upper-Middle Class
¨   Upper class
17.  How many employed adults live in your household?
¨   1 (myself)
¨   2
¨   3
¨   More than 3
18.  What is your annual household income (over the past 12 months)?
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¨   Less than $40,000
¨   $40,000 to $64,999
¨   $65,000 to $99,999
¨   $100,000 or above
19.  How long have you been involved with this organization?
¨   Less than 1 year
¨   Between 1 to 3 years
¨   Between 3 to 5 years
¨   Between 5 to 10 years
¨   More than 10 years
20.  From your point of view, how effective is this organization in meeting its goals?
¨   Not effective
¨   Somewhat effective
¨   Moderately effective
¨   Effective
¨   Very effective
21.  Do you participate in any other organizations that are similar to the one discussed in
this interview?
¨   Yes
¨   No
If yes:
Number of organizations ______
Name the two that you are most actively involved in:
___________________________________________
___________________________________________
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APPENDIX E
INTERVIEW INDEX

The Washington Leadership Program
(WLP)

ID Code

Pseudonym

Date Interviewed

1

DC_WLP_B_101

Abhishek

December 10, 2015

2

DC_WLP_B_102

Dev

December 11, 2015

3

DC_WLP_B_103

Anoushka

December 12, 2015

4

DC_WLP_B_104

Joseph

February 22, 2016

5

DC_WLP_M_101

Rachna

July 23, 2015

6

DC_WLP_M_102

Ruby

July 25, 2015

7

DC_WLP_M_103

Alka

July 30, 2015

8

DC_WLP_M_104

Pooja

July 31, 2015

9

DC_WLP_M_105

Naveen

July 31, 2015

10

DC_WLP_S_101

Sagar

September 11, 2015

11

DC_WLP_S_102

Nirmala

September 11, 2015

12

DC_WLP_S_103

Aarti

October 30, 2015
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South Asian Americans Leading Together
(SAALT)

ID Code

Pseudonym

Date Interviewed

1

DC_SAALT_B_101

Reena

October 1, 2015

2

DC_SAALT_B_102

Ankur

May 5, 2016

3

DC_SAALT_M_101

Mehreen

December 4, 2015

4

DC_SAALT_M_102

Bhupali

February 29, 2016 and
March 8, 2016

5

DC_SAALT_M_103

Chandana

March 3, 2016

6

DC_SAALT_S_101

Amna

September 12, 2015

7

DC_SAALT_S_102

Sandra

September 12, 2015

8

DC_SAALT_S_103

Kanchana

October 2, 2015

9

DC_SAALT_S_104

Lakmini

May 8, 2016
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Seva New York
(Seva NY)

ID Code

Pseudonym

Date Interviewed

NYC_SEVA_B_101

Jaskaran

November 23, 2015

NYC_SEVA_B_102

Sunita

December 14, 2015

NYC_SEVA_B_103

Tarun

November 2015

NYC_SEVA_M_101

Falina

November 22, 2015

NYC_SEVA_M_102

Palvi

February 20, 2016

NYC_SEVA_S_101

Laila

November 21, 2015

NYC_SEVA_S_102

Jiah

November 22, 2015

NYC_SEVA_S_103

Heer

November 23, 2015

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
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Desis Rising Up and Moving
(DRUM)

ID Code

Pseudonym

Date Interviewed

1

NYC_DRUM_B_101

Karim

February 5, 2016

2

NYC_DRUM_B_102

Aarzam

February 5, 2016

3

NYC_DRUM_B_103

Kanwal

May 4, 2016

4

NYC_DRUM_M_101

Shahin

February 26, 2016

5

NYC_DRUM_M_102

Kabirah

February 27, 2016

6

NYC_DRUM_M_103

Sabat

August 14, 2016

7

NYC_DRUM_S_101

Rizwan

December 14, 2015

8

NYC_DRUM_S_102

Jameelah

February 19, 2016

9

NYC_DRUM_S_103

Farheen

March 5, 2016

10

NYC_DRUM_S_104

Mahnoor

March 3, 2016

11

NYC_DRUM_S_105

Subhash

February 6, 2016
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