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LE T TER FROM OUR GENERAL SECRE TARY  

Optimism in the face of fear
A farewell by Shan Cretin, general secretary

A
s we celebrated AFSC’s 100th an-
niversary this April, scholars, staff, 
Friends, activists, supporters, and 
partners from around the world 

gathered in Philadelphia to hold a summit 
for peace and justice.
 In this issue of Quaker Action, we 
offer a few of the many lessons on peace 
building and social justice that came out of 
our centennial summit. Here and through 
social media, we are sharing these insights 
as widely as possible, so people can learn 
from our experience.
 In the pages that follow, you can learn 
from AFSC’s efforts to bring peace and 
justice to border communities in the U.S. 
and Mexico. Or learn effective ways to 
counter Islamophobia and to change the 
pernicious, fear-based narratives that jus-
tify discrimination and militarism.
 After reading the stories highlighted 
here please visit our website for more about 
overcoming mass incarceration, working 
for peace in violent Central American com-
munities, or how business investments can 
drive conflict—or contribute to peace.
 A particularly inspiring part of the 
weekend was Erica Chenoweth’s keynote 
address, “Nonviolent Action Today: Why 
Now is Not the Time to Despair.” Erica 
provides a thoughtful, accessible analysis 
of the worldwide state of peace and liberal 
democracy, drawing on her groundbreak-
ing research on the effectiveness of non-
violent civil resistance and on the insights 
of others. Even more important—and why 
I’ve been sharing the AFSC website link to 

her presentation with everyone I know—
she offers a hopeful prescription for action.
 In her talk, Erica noted that today, 
we are at a high-water mark for civic en-
gagement, reversing a decades-long trend 
toward disengagement. The rhetoric and 
executive orders from the Trump ad-
ministration have offered little that sup-
ports our vision for peace, justice, or a 
beloved community. Yet new resistance 
is emerging that highlights the intercon-
nections among human rights, economic 
and social justice, and peace movements. 
More and more first-time supporters and 
re-energized longtime activists—includ-
ing women, immigrants, scientists, and 
a broad spectrum of faith communities—
are awakening to the power of love and 
mutual respect to transform the climate of 
fear and reclaim our democracy. This is a 
true reason for hope and optimism.
 As I prepare to retire after seven years 
as general secretary, I’m also hopeful 
about the future of AFSC. In September, 
Joyce Ajlouny will take up this role, bring-
ing new perspectives and opportunities to 
the AFSC community that reflect her rich 
background with the United Nations, Ox-
fam, and Ramallah Friends School. You 
can get a small preview of Joyce’s talents 
and passions on page 7.
 AFSC is a vibrant community of peo-
ple from diverse backgrounds, united in 
their stubbornly optimistic commitment 
to peace and social justice. I have been 
privileged to be part of this community for 
decades, as a committee member, donor, 

regional director, and general secretary. 
And I look forward to staying connected 
after I retire, knowing that peace is not a 
destination but a lifelong journey.
 Thanks to all of you who have been 
such loyal traveling companions. Thanks 
for your refusal to give in to apathy, cyni-
cism, or violence, even in the face of war, 
tyranny, and oppression.
 For 100 years AFSC has been a nur-
turing home for those willing to work for 
a more just and peaceful world. Please join 
me in welcoming and supporting Joyce 
as she guides the Service Committee into 
its second century of inspired—and still 
much needed—Quaker service.

In peace,

Shan Cretin
General Secretary

FIND MORE FROM AFSC’S SUMMIT

Visit our website to see:

• Video of Erica Chenoweth’s keynote 
address

• Ideas and resources to take action 
for peace and justice

MORE ONLINE :  afsc.org/summit
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CONVERSATION 

Readers respond to our last issue
“Uprooting racism,” Spring 2017 issue
I was born to Japanese-American parents 
76 years ago and was sent to an American 
prison camp during World War II on or-
ders of our then president Franklin Delano 
Roosevelt. I was one year old then and nei-
ther my parents nor I did anything illegal 
except be born of the “wrong” race. ... And 
that is no different from all of us who have 
ever been born—we did not choose our 
family nor our ethnicity, it just happened. 
Therefore, if no one makes the choice of 
his parents and ancestors, any one of us 
could have been born in completely dif-
ferent circumstances, which could have 
led to completely different treatment as 
human beings in our American society 
today. Donald Trump could have been 
born Black in the middle of Africa needing 
to forage for food and shelter or a Syrian 

refugee trying to stay alive instead of be-
ing heir to a wealthy American family! We 
as fellow human beings need to own up to 
our own foibles and self-deceit; no one is 

“better” than another—we are just differ-
ent because of our own personalities and 
circumstances. I applaud AFSC for con-
stantly staying your ground for the dignity 
and rights of all Americans. Thank you for 
everything you do.

Marge Oishi
Via email

“Working together to address racism”
I just wanted to pass on that one major im-
provement in policing that is slowly catch-
ing on is the idea of more women in that 
field. For starters, you can view/listen to a 
very impressive speech by [Katherine Spil-
lar of the Feminist Majority Foundation] … 

on this topic.
 [Visit] cityclub.org. When you get to 
their site, [search for] … “women police.” 

… The talk is about one hour, and she has 
lots of data to back up her theme.

Jim O’Reilly
Via email
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U P R O O T I N G  R A C I S M 
Standing at the intersection of race, peace, and justice

Spring 2017 issue, “Uprooting racism: Standing 
at the intersection of race, peace, and justice.”  

CONTRIBUTORS 

Nia Eubanks-Dixon, AFSC’s youth program officer, 
recaps our recent youth convergence in Philadelphia 
(page 6). Nia is an educator, community organizer, 
counselor, master trainer, and a therapeutic restor-

ative artist. She has a master’s degree from Eastern University in 
Urban Studies and a BFA in Dance Education from the University 
of the Arts in Philadelphia.

Beth Hallowell, AFSC’s communications research 
director, co-wrote “How to change a narrative” (page 
15). She leads AFSC’s communications research team, 
which researches media narratives and public opin-

ion, and helps to evaluate when narrative change happens. Prior to 
AFSC, Beth spent nearly 10 years in public health communications 
and research in Latin America and the U.S.

Mike Merryman-Lotze, Middle East program di-
rector, introduces our new Gaza Unlocked cam-
paign (page 5). Based in Philadelphia, Mike coordi-
nates AFSC’s advocacy and policy work on Israel 

and Palestine, working closely with staff in the Middle East and 
U.S. Prior to joining AFSC, he worked for Save the Children UK’s 
Jerusalem office and other nongovernmental organizations.

Jos Truitt, AFSC’s media relations director, co-
wrote “How to change a narrative” (page 15). Jos is 
passionate about shifting media narratives to change 
the way people think about important issues and in-

spire them to take action. Previously, Jos was executive director of 
the popular publication Feministing, a freelance writer, and an 
organizer for abortion access.

Mary Zerkel, coordinator of AFSC’s Communities 
Against Islamophobia project, writes about AFSC’s 
work to confront anti-Muslimism (page 8). Mary 
has worked for AFSC for over 20 years on a vari-

ety of issues and projects, including the demilitarization of U.S. 
foreign and domestic policy and coordinating the internationally 
acclaimed “Eyes Wide Open” exhibit.
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Creating 
sanctuary in 
Florida schools
President Trump signed an executive 
order to ramp up immigration en-
forcement just days after taking office—
sending ripples of fear throughout im-
migrant communities in the U.S.
 Parents worried about bringing 
their children to school, fearing they’d 
get picked up by Immigration and 
Customs Enforcement (ICE) agents on 
the way.
 But two school districts in Florida 
took action to resist these aggressive im-
migration enforcement policies, passing 
resolutions in March to protect their 
students against immigration raids. 
These school board actions were the re-
sult of months of advocacy by a coalition 
that included AFSC, other community 
organizations, and individuals—every-
day people who refused to accept poli-
cies that tear families apart.
 In Broward County, the school 
board passed a resolution that includes 
1) prohibiting ICE agents from setting 
foot on school campuses; 2) requiring 
ICE requests for information be di-
rected to the school district attorney’s 
office; and 3) helping families prepare 
in case a student’s parent or guardian is 
taken away by ICE.
 A week after Broward passed this 
resolution, Miami-Dade County’s 
school board followed suit. Could your 
community be next?

LE ARN MORE:  
afsc.org/floridaschools

IN BRIEF

News from around AFSC

It’s time to unlock Gaza 
When you read news stories about Gaza, you usually only hear 
about rocket attacks and other forms of violence. Rarely do you 
hear about everyday life for the two million Palestinians living 
under an Israeli-imposed military blockade.
 For over a decade, the blockade has restricted essential ac-
cess to nearly every facet of life in Gaza—health care; travel; em-
ployment and education opportunities; and water, electricity, and 
other basic services.
 AFSC’s new campaign, Gaza Unlocked, brings to light the 
stories of Palestinians like Rana, who has struggled to get life-saving health care for her 
family, and Ahmed, an aspiring student who has been blocked from leaving Gaza to pur-
sue his education.
 Visit gazaunlocked.org to read dozens of compelling firsthand accounts and help 
those living under the blockade get their stories out.

—MIKE MERRYMAN-LOTZE, MIDDLE EAST PROGRAM DIRECTOR

MORE:  gazaunlocked.org   

A family sits in their destroyed home in Gaza City, which was heavily bombarded in September 2014. 
Photo: Anne Paq

Gaza’s 
unemployment 
rate, one  
of the highest 
in the world

40%
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Young leaders converge in 
Philadelphia
As part of AFSC’s centennial celebration in April, over two dozen 
young leaders from AFSC programs around the globe—including 
Guatemala, Kenya, and cities across the U.S.—had a rare oppor-
tunity to gather face-to-face for a youth summit in Philadelphia.
 Attendees took part in a three-day youth-centered workshop 
facilitated by Training for Change, which explored tactics and 
tools to build effective campaigns for peace and social justice.
 In addition to helping participants hone their organizing and 
advocacy skills, the summit also helped them develop a transna-
tional network of emerging youth leaders working on a range of 
issues—from immigrant rights to addressing police violence to 
ending racism and discrimination in its many forms.
 “The experience was heartfelt and warming,” said Ruja Bal-
lard, an intern with AFSC’s Social Justice Leadership Institute in 
Philadelphia. “I gained a greater sense of urgency from being in 
the space.”
 The summit concluded with participants reflecting on their ex-
periences and brainstorming ways to incorporate what they learned 
into the work they do in their own communities. Through email, 
social media, and other gatherings, youth will continue to commu-
nicate with each other—exchanging stories and ideas to strengthen 
their work for peace and social change around the world.

—NIA EUBANKS-DIXON, AFSC YOUTH PROGRAM OFFICER, PHILADELPHIA

What we’re reading
BUILDING A MOVE ME NT TO E ND THE 

NE W J IM CROW: AN ORGANIZING GUIDE

By Daniel Hunter

“This book is a must read for social jus-
tice allies. A short read that packs a solid 
punch, ‘Building a Movement to End the 
New Jim Crow’ offers practical strategies 

on how to engage in effective, thoughtful action to achieve 
global fairness, equality, and true justice.” Recommend-
ed by Alexandra Goncalves-Pena, supervising attorney,  
Newark, NJ.

THE TRUE FL AG:  THEODORE 

ROOSE VELT,  MARK T WAIN AND THE 

B IRTH OF AMERICAN EMPIRE

By Stephen Kinzer (2017)

“True Flag is an absorbing and read-
able account of a little-known period 
in American history from 1898 to 1902, 

when there was a very public national conversation about 
whether the U.S. should become an imperial power. In an 
age in which the role of American empire is so thoroughly 
assumed by left and right alike, it’s important to learn about 
an era when this issue was at the center of a genuine nation-
al debate.” Recommended by Brant Rosen, Midwest regional 
director, Chicago.

UNBOWE D: A MEMOIR

By Wangari Maathai

“Unbowed is an incredible autobiogra-
phy of Kenyan activist Wangari Maathai, 
founder of the Green Belt Movement. 
Working with local women, the move-
ment combined direct action with envi-

ronmental work and women’s rights, with amazing results. 
But confronting patriarchy and capitalism also meant po-
litical persecution, torture, and prison. The book taught me 
much about Kenya’s history, culture, and the movement of 
Kenyan women defending and nurturing their land and wa-
ter.” Recommended by Sayrah Namaste, program co-director, 
Albuquerque, NM.

IN BRIEF

MORE OF WHAT WE’RE READING

Want to know what AFSC staff are reading about news 
events every week? 

VISIT:  afsc.org/wwr
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PEOPLE 

Joyce Ajlouny
AFSC’s incoming general secretary  
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AFSC welcomes our new general sec-
retary, Joyce Ajlouny, who starts on 
Sept. 1. Joyce is a transformative 
Quaker leader who has held senior 

positions at Oxfam Great Britain and vari-
ous United Nations agencies and, most 
recently, served as director of Ramallah 
Friends School in Palestine.
 
Q: What drew you to work at AFSC?
A: Working for a Quaker organization 
that upholds the values that have guided 
my life is very important to me. It’s where 
I feel most comfortable. One of the things 
that attracted me to AFSC is its continu-
ous soul- and truth-searching.
 I also find it energizing to work in 
service of an organization with such an 
impactful history and that has touched so 
many lives and communities. AFSC’s mis-
sion strongly corresponds with my deep 
concerns on issues of racism, injustice, 
and oppression. Being able to work with a 
passionate community of staff and volun-
teers who are committed to circumventing 
these issues is a true privilege.

Q: Tell us about some of your prior experi-
ences and how they will inform your work 
at AFSC.
A: At Oxfam, I was the country represen-
tative for Palestine and Israel. The main 
lesson for me there was that it’s not enough 
to work with communities for the sake of 

helping the few. We need to use that work 
as evidence to build an effective policy 
and advocacy program that addresses root 
causes of injustice at a national and inter-
national level. Before that at the United 
Nations, I learned about the importance of 
gender equality as this is where the major-
ity of my work was targeted. I also learned 
how large organizations work—their sys-
tems, checks and balances.
 Ramallah Friends School is where I saw 
firsthand the authenticity of working for a 
Quaker organization, where our values and 
spirit-led practices modeled the way. Our 
school community taught me about resil-
ience. When you live under brutal military 
occupation, you feel hopeless at times, but 
when you see the accomplishments, drive, 
and optimism of youth, you realize that in-
justice can’t give way to despair.
 I will also bring to AFSC my lengthy 
experience in senior management, finan-
cial planning, staff relations, communica-
tions, community building, and resource 
mobilization.

Q: What do you see as the biggest challenge 
AFSC faces today?
A: Building unity and action in the midst 
of present-day realities. There are many 
players, competition, and a need for better 
coordination and cooperation. AFSC has a 
place to help communities overcome hope-
lessness and build on positive examples 

from our past and present. AFSC can 
help build robust coalitions among peo-
ple, especially where there’s fragmenta-
tion among movements. Together, we can 
make truly profound changes to seemingly 
hopeless realities.
 We need to hold on to the notion that 
people are inherently good. Most people 
believe in human rights and equality. We 
therefore need to continue to help people 
open themselves up to others’ truths. We 
need to look forward to engaging those 
with opposing views. If we don’t consider 
the other narrative, we’re not going to ever 
find common ground toward solutions.

Q: What else should AFSC supporters know 
about you?
A: Some AFSC supporters know me well; 
others are friends I have not yet met. The 
engagement of supporters in AFSC’s work 
is crucial, and I’d love to hear their ideas as 
we together take AFSC into its second cen-
tury. I want them to know that I will work 
in service of the AFSC community, that 
I’m a listener. I’m an optimist, a problem 
solver, and very serious about building a 
soulful community. I’m goal-oriented, but 
patient. I know change takes time. And I 
don’t shy away from any challenge. ■

MORE: afsc.org/joyce-interview
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Confronting 
Islamophobia
A new AFSC project helps allies develop skills to 
stand with Muslims against hate and fear.
BY MARY ZERKEL

T
he dozens of people who 
showed up for our Commu-
nities Against Islamophobia 
workshop in Philadelphia 
last spring did not know 
quite what to expect. My 
colleagues—Dina El-Rifai 
and Gabriel Camacho—and 

I were facilitating the session, and among 
the participants were teachers and profes-
sors, social workers, local activists, and 
Quakers.
 “Let’s break into groups,” I said after 
a short introduction. “Turn to the people 
around you, and talk to each other about 
commonly held beliefs or myths about 
Muslims.”

 Several participants laughed ner-
vously—not unlike the responses we had 
seen from attendees in previous work-
shops. I told attendees, “It may seem un-
comfortable to say these things out loud, 
but this is the space to do that. Move into 
that uncomfortableness.”
 Within the next 10 minutes, blue, 
pink, and yellow sticky notes dotted one 
wall—all examples of the harmful stereo-
types associated with Islam. Workshop 
participants are asked to embrace some 
discomfort to learn—and the experience 
can be eye-opening.
 Allies begin to see how anti-Muslim 
narratives aren’t present only in the crude 
rhetoric of white nationalists, but also in 

progressive and liberal messages, where they 
often go unnoticed. One attendee shared 
that “I’ve been challenged to listen harder, 
and watch more intently as to how I’m com-
plicit in discrimination/Islamophobia.”
 Difficult conversations like these are 
part of AFSC’s new Communities Against 
Islamophobia (CAI) project, which was 
launched last fall. CAI workshops help 
people understand Islamophobia within 
an anti-racist framework, gain tools to 
interrupt individual and state violence 
against Muslims, and connect with Mus-
lim-led community efforts.
 Currently, AFSC is working with 
Muslim-led partner organizations in four 
U.S. cities—Chicago, Illinois; Indianapolis, 

A recent Communities 
Against Islamophobia 
training at a coffee 
shop in Chicago.  
Photo: AFSC/Mary 
Zerkel
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Indiana; Cambridge, Massachusetts; and 
Greensboro, North Carolina—to train al-
lies in understanding Islamophobia, or an-
ti-Muslimism, and developing strategies 
to stop it.
 In the U.S. the fear of terrorism has 
historically been used to justify the ra-
cial and religious profiling of Muslims 
and people perceived to be Muslim. Since 
the election of President Donald Trump  
intimidation and violence have risen 
across the country—as have policies like 
the Muslim ban that discriminate against 
refugees and immigrants.
 But we’ve also seen collective outrage 
in response to these acts—and growing in-
terest in resisting alongside affected com-
munities. Potential allies’ energy is wel-
come, but they need more context to not let 
their good intentions make matters worse.
 The workshops examine historical 
context, media narratives, and national se-
curity policies over decades, helping par-
ticipants see how the U.S. “war on terror” 
has effectively branded all forms of Mus-
lim activity—political, religious, or oth-
erwise—as forms of potential terrorism. 
Participants also begin to understand how 
these narratives and policies have been 
repeatedly used to justify surveillance of 
the Muslim community, criminalization 
of Muslim youth, and military attacks on 
Muslim-majority countries.
 For many people, taking part in a 
training is a meaningful first step in stand-
ing with Muslims to confront Islamopho-
bia. Cecily Relucio Hensler, a participant 
in Chicago, was recently inspired to work 
with us to organize workshops for public 
school teachers so they can see how Islam-
ophobia affects their students.
 Cecily, a teacher educator at the Uni-
versity of Illinois Chicago College of Edu-
cation, says. “Teachers committed to social 

Anti-Muslim narratives aren’t present only 
in the crude rhetoric of white nationalists—

they’re also in progressive and liberal 
messages, where they often go unnoticed.

AFSC’s Mary Zerkel and Dina El-Rifai gave an abbreviated Communities Against Islamophobia training 
at AFSC’s centennial summit in April. Photo: AFSC/Carl Roose

Perspectives 
from AFSC staff
AFSC’s Dina El-Rifai (Washington, 
D.C.), Sofia Sami (Chicago), and 
Umaymah Mohammad (Indianap-
olis) share their experiences as fa-
cilitators of Communities Against 
Islamophobia workshops.

Q: How do you describe CAI train-
ings and goals?
Umaymah: I usually describe it as 
all of us acknowledging that racism 
and Islamophobia are real. That’s 
where this training starts—having 
that really basic understanding.
Dina: Our broader goal is to help 
people recognize that when we feed 
into the narratives of fear and sus-
picion, we feed the cycle of milita-
rism and racism.
Sofia: Islamophobia is often por-
trayed as individualistic—people 
harassing Muslims in public, on 
the street, or on the subway. Our 
training helps push people toward 
understanding Islamophobia as 

justice need to develop understandings of 
the historical and structural roots of anti-
Muslimism as well as the tools to name it 
and shift the narrative, so that they can 
empower youth to develop those under-
standings and skills, as well.” 
 Other workshop participants leave 
with options for connecting to Muslim-led 
organizing efforts, tips to counter Islamo-
phobic comments in everyday conversa-
tions, and resources such as our Do’s and 
Don’ts for interrupting public instances of 
anti-Muslim violence or harassment (see 
page 11). 
 They’re all part of a growing commu-
nity of committed individuals willing to 
join Muslims in opposing policies driven 
by hate and fear. ■

Mary Zerkel is AFSC’s coordinator of Com-
munities Against Islamophobia.
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Stand with AFSC to overcome 
hate and fear. Become a 
Partner for Peace today.
  
Your monthly support ensures that we can continue to help communities 
build safe, welcoming spaces for all.

Become a monthly donor today. Call 888-588-2372 or visit afsc.org/pfp.
Young peace builders 
in Guatemala. Photo: 
Organización Peronia 
Adolescente

active state violence—part of a system that 
includes white supremacy, misogyny, and 
imperialism.

Q: Are parts of the training particularly 
challenging for participants?
Sofia: Many non-Muslims don’t realize 
that this Islamophobia isn’t just happening 
post Trump or even post-9/11. This is the 
historical way domestic and foreign policy 
has been shaped. Anti-Black, anti-brown, 
and anti-migrant violence is deeply tied 
up with anti-Muslim violence.
Dina: People are being challenged to think 
about the ways that they’ve been socialized 
to think about Muslims—“war on terror” 
policies, perceived fears and suspicions, 
what “security” means (and who it pro-
tects, and at what cost), and the way that 
state policies [communicate] how certain 
groups of people “deserve” to be treated. 
If these wheels start turning in people’s 
minds, even the slightest bit, then these 
trainings are effective.

Q: What are some tips for people who want 
to be effective allies in standing against Is-
lamophobia?
Umaymah: My number one tip: Listen to 

affected communities. If you can do that, 
you can be a good ally. There will naturally 
be some points of contention. For instance, 
some people may want to abolish the po-
lice. When someone from the affected 
community speaks, listen to it, whether 
you believe it or not. Sit in your turmoil, 
and let it wash over you. You may hear that 
the police killed their brother, which is 
why they feel the way they do.
Sofia: A lot of people want to get in-
volved—particularly white people—who 
may not be accustomed to centering 
people who are impacted. We help par-
ticipants develop those skills to stand with 
Muslim communities and other people 
directly affected by these issues, which are 
skills that they can apply to other areas of 
their organizing.

Q: Why are you personally invested in this 
project?
Dina: As an Egyptian-American Muslim, 
I have never feared for my and my fam-
ily’s safety and security more—Trump’s 
policies and actions put many of us in 
danger and put our civil liberties at risk. 
I feel blessed with the opportunity to do 
this work with AFSC and to empower 

myself with knowledge and experience 
during such a critical and scary time. I 
think what’s important here is continu-
ing to highlight the intersections between 
marginalized communities and the larger 
systems and policies that have long been 
normalized to create the political environ-
ment we find ourselves in today—that is 
what builds power in movements and cre-
ates change and that is what we are doing 
with this project.
Umaymah: At the end of every training, 
everyone is exhausted, but people still 
come up and tell me “Thank you for the 
training.” As a Muslim, people actually 
trying to take steps to challenge these poli-
cies to become allies in our communities—
it means a lot. Every time I do a training, 
it reminds me, here are 20 more people in 
Indianapolis who care about these issues, 
who care about us.

Dina  
El-Rifai

Sofia  
Sami

Umaymah  
Mohammad
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DO make your presence as a witness known.
• If possible, make eye contact with the person being 

harassed and ask them if they want support.

• Move yourself near the person being harassed. If possible 
and you feel you can risk doing so, create distance or 
a barrier between the person being harassed and the 
attacker.

• If it’s safe to do so, and the person being harassed 
consents, film or record the incident.

DO take cues from the individual being 
harassed.
• Is the person engaging with the harasser or not? You can 

make suggestions, “Would you like to walk with me over 
here? Move to another train car? For him to leave you 
alone?,” and then follow their lead.

• Notice if the person being harassed is resisting in their 
own way, and honor that. (Especially white folks, don’t 
police the tone of the person being harassed).

• Follow up with the individual being harassed after the 
incident is over; see if they need anything else.

DO keep both of you safe.
• Assess your surroundings—are there others nearby you can 

pull in to support? Working in a team is a good idea, if it is 
possible.

• Can you and the person being harassed move to a safer 
space/place?

afsc.org/noislamophobia

Do’s and don’ts  
for bystander intervention

If you witness public instances of anti-Muslim, anti-Black, or anti-trans violence or harassment— 
or any other form of interpersonal violence and harassment—use these tips on how to  

intervene while considering the safety of everyone involved.

DON’T call the police.
For many communities 
experiencing harassment right 
now (including Arab and Muslim 
communities, Black people, queer 
and trans folks, and immigrants), 
the police can cause a greater 
danger for the person being 
harassed.

DON’T escalate the 
situation.
The goal is to get the person being 
harassed to safety, not to incite 
further violence from the attacker.

DON’T do nothing.
Silence is dangerous—it 
communicates approval and 
leaves the victim high and dry. If 
you find yourself too nervous or 
afraid to speak out, move closer 
to the person being harassed to 
communicate your support with 
your body.



P
resident Donald Trump has famously called for the U.S. to 
build a nearly 2,000-mile long wall along the U.S.-Mexico 
border. Since taking office, he has signed sweeping execu-
tive orders to target immigrants, triple the number of Im-
migration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) agents, and 
call for immediate construction of this wall.

 What many people don’t realize is that President Trump’s pol-
icies continue a trend that started long before this president took 
office, says Pedro Rios, director of AFSC’s U.S.-Mexico Border 

Program based in San Diego, California. Over the past four de-
cades, policies under every presidential administration—regard-
less of political party—have systematically militarized southern 
border communities, criminalizing millions of immigrants and 
creating repressive conditions from California to Texas.
 Many of these efforts have been couched in the language 
of war. The “war on drugs,” which began in the 1970s, escalated 
border enforcement and brought more agents and modern mili-
tary technology to the borderlands. In the 1990s, the Clinton 

RESISTING BORDER 
MILITARIZATION 

For decades, the U.S. has militarized southern border communities.  
Here’s how some of those communities are pushing back.

BY RONNA BOLANTE

At Friendship Park along the U.S.-Mexico border 
south of San Diego, loved ones in both countries 
can meet, talk, and touch pinkies through the 
border fence. Photo: AFSC/Pedro Rios
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administration’s “war on crime” saw the passage of the draconian 
Illegal Immigration Reform and Immigrant Responsibility Act, 
which contributed to mass detentions and deportations, as well 
as passage of California’s anti-immigrant Proposition 187, which 
sought to deny public services to those “suspected” of being un-
documented.
 And after 9/11, George W. Bush’s “war on terror” led to the 
creation of the Department of Homeland Security, which includ-
ed reconfiguring three federal immigration agencies—U.S. Cus-
toms and Border Protection (CBP), which includes Border Patrol; 
Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE); and Citizenship 
and Immigration Services.
 “All of these policies have compounded to create the situation 
we have today,” says Pedro.
 And what is that situation?
 “U.S. Customs and Border Protection (CBP), which includes 
Border Patrol, is the largest law enforcement agency in the country,” 
Pedro says. “They use military-style enforcement tactics, equip-
ment, and strategies to ‘control’ the border, including drone planes, 
military helicopters, and the coordination of local law enforcement 
and federal forces that embolden dangerous vigilante groups.
 “When we talk about border militarization, it’s not an exag-
geration—there are real, palpable aspects of enforcement that are 
militaristic in nature. And they are often lobbied for by private 
corporations that profit from these policies.”
 Media stories about Trump’s proposed wall rarely mention 
that nearly 700 miles of walls, fencing, and other barriers already 
stretch along much of the U.S. southern border. Since 1994, more 
than 7,500 migrants1—most of whom are fleeing violence and 
poverty in their home countries—have died trying to cross over 
deadly terrain. The construction of more walls will only worsen 
the existing human rights catastrophe.
 This catastrophe has been exacerbated by the failure of the 
U.S. to hold CBP and border agents accountable for thousands of 
documented cases of violence, including at least 50 killings since 
20102—among them U.S. citizens, minors, and Mexican nationals 
shot while still in Mexico.
 CBP, which has the authority to operate within 100 miles of 
any U.S. border, also maintains permanent checkpoints along ma-
jor highways in the county and frequently pulls over drivers and 
pedestrians as parts of its “roving patrols.” Not surprisingly, racial 
profiling runs rampant. Pedro—who grew up five miles north of 
the border in a town where his parents still live today—has been 
stopped by border agents in downtown San Diego.
 The impacts of border militarization are deep and lasting—
individuals deprived of their human and civil rights, families torn 
apart, loved ones deported back to dangerous situations. It’s no 
wonder that in San Diego county, where 20 percent of the 3.2 mil-
lion residents are immigrants (170,000 of them undocumented)3, 

1 Based on estimates from human rights organizations and U.S. Customs 
and Border Protection

2 Southern Border Communities Coalition
3 Pew Research Center

many community members have long viewed Border Patrol, ICE, 
and local law enforcement agencies as threats to their personal 
safety and survival.
 “The shared community experience is one of state repression,” 
Pedro says.

Communities organize against border militarization
The good news is that many people have been resisting the mili-
tarization of their communities with support from AFSC’s 
U.S.-Mexico Border Program, which has worked in border com-
munities for 40 years. Through acts big and small, community 
members have courageously stood up to anti-immigrant policies 
and reasserted their human rights and dignity.
 “We’ve seen how disenfranchised community members can 
help lead social change when given the opportunity to share ideas 
and propose solutions,” Pedro says.
 After the death of Anastasio Hernandez Rojas, for example—
a father of five who in 2010 was brutally beaten to death by border 
agents at the San Ysidro Port-of-Entry in San Diego—AFSC and 
dozens of organizations advocated for justice through the media, 
through public actions, and through meetings with public offi-
cials. Earlier this year, Anastasio’s family settled a lawsuit against 
the U.S. government after nearly seven years of litigation. Because 
of his family’s persistence, CBP was compelled to make public its 
policies around its use of force and commit to additional studies.
 Since 2002, AFSC has trained individuals and organizations 
to monitor law enforcement agencies and document abuses in 
border and immigrant communities. AFSC was instrumental in 
helping to establish human rights committees in towns through-
out San Diego County and create a network where members sup-
port each other’s projects and collaborate for greater political 
impact. A partner in this effort, Alianza Comunitaria, organizes 
trainees and operates a free alert system through text messages 
and social media to notify community members about check-
points and raids. Some of its messages have been shared over 
200,000 times.
 “Our greatest obstacle is fear—fear that paralyzes people 
from participating and from mobilizing,” Pedro says. “With our 

Soon after moving to Escondido eight years ago, Lilian Serrano (speaking) 
began volunteering as a human rights observer to monitor activities by law 
enforcement. Photo: AFSC/Pedro Rios
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human rights training, not only are we providing people with re-
sources to be much more active in local organizations, they’re de-
veloping their leadership skills so they’re able to navigate difficult 
waters of enforcement and the huge psychological impact it has. 
If people are able to find a way to say ‘I’m no longer fearful,’ that 
points to their agency.”
 Lilian Serrano was a 19-year-old college student when she 
joined the human rights committee in Escondido about eight 
years ago, soon after moving to the city from Ventura—northwest 
of Los Angeles—to attend college.
 “I had been hearing stories from my peers of being stopped 
by law enforcement, asked if they were citizens,” Lilian says. “I 
remember going to the city council meetings and having people 
there telling me to go back to Mexico, even though I’m a U.S. citi-
zen. I come from a family of immigrants. For much of my life, my 
family was undocumented. Hearing that rhetoric from people in 
my city made me feel I needed to do something about it.”
 After taking part in AFSC’s human rights training, Lilian 
became part of a team of volunteer human rights observers moni-
toring activities by Border Patrol, ICE, and local police. After 
verifying reports from community members, she and others help 
observe and document what goes on at checkpoints with a goal of 

deterring civil and human rights violations.
 “I remember going to a checkpoint for the first time and look-
ing at the amount of resources and the number of police officers, 
and it almost felt like they were setting up a trap for people who 
were coming home from work,” Lilian says. “Local police often 
say their checkpoints are for DUIs, but some of the roads they 
closed—and the days and times they set them up—seemed strate-
gically placed to stop landscapers, house cleaners, really working-
class immigrants just trying to get home to their families.”
 About 30 community members like Lilian volunteer as hu-
man rights observers in several San Diego County cities, says Ri-
cardo Favela, Alianza Comunitaria’s coordinator.
 “Because of our reach, we’re not just providing information 
about checkpoints—we let people know when there are Know 
Your Rights workshops and share other information and oppor-
tunities around human rights that will benefit our communities,” 
Ricardo says. Recently, Alianza broadcast a live presentation from 
an immigration attorney, which has since been viewed thousands 
of times.
 AFSC also conducts Know Your Rights trainings. In just the 
first three months of this year, AFSC’s San Diego program con-
ducted 32 of them—up from just six in all of 2016. The trainings 
help immigrants understand the political context for border mili-
tarization and immigration enforcement, offer information about 
the different law enforcement agencies, and share how to prepare 
for and respond to raids and interactions with agents.
 Organizing efforts have been successful in spurring state  
level changes, as well. Last September, after two years of advocacy 
by AFSC and others, California’s governor signed the TRUTH 
Act, which strengthens protections for immigrants detained by 
law enforcement. The act brings transparency to the relationship 
between local jails and ICE and requires law enforcement agen-
cies to explain to people in custody what their rights are. It also 
calls for legislative bodies to hold community forums on police-
ICE collaboration and ensure that ICE-related records are part of 
the public record.
 While the Trump administration continues to pursue milita-
rized anti-immigrant policies, border communities also continue 
to organize to support one another and defend immigrants’ basic 
human rights.
 Lilian speaks for many when she says, “This work is personal 
for me—these things are happening to people I love, and that’s 
what keeps me motivated. ... I grew up in the border region. This 
is home. And you defend your home.” ■ 

LEARN MORE

Get our tip sheet: “5 ways to support the rights and dignity of 
border communities”

GO TO:  afsc.org/supportbordercommunities

(Top): At Friendship Park, young people from Oakland learn from Dan 
Watman, coordinator for the Bi-national Friendship Garden, speaking from 
the other side of the border fence in Tijuana. 

(Bottom): Ricardo Favela  (left) is coordinator of Alianza Comunitaria, which 
operates a free alert system about law enforcement checkpoints for 
community members. 

Photos: AFSC/Pedro Rios
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I n working for social justice, the stories we tell can be a powerful tool in shaping public 
opinion and influencing policies. Here’s what you need to know about what “narra-
tive change” means and how we can all effectively use it strengthen our efforts to end 

discrimination and build peace.
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and re-strategizing as needed. Once you’ve done the advance 
work of identifying goals and audiences, doing research, and de-
veloping messages to test, you can be responsive to breaking news 
and shifts in the organizing context.

Our friends at the nonprofit Opportunity Agenda have created a 
great, research-based rubric for messages that talk about issues in 
a way that inspires people to take action: First, establish a value 
shared by your audience. Then, identify the problem you’re try-
ing to address as a threat to shared values. Offer a solution to that 
problem and a way people can take action to bring policies or 
practices in line with the shared value.
 For example, at AFSC, we’re organizing against the profiling 
and surveillance of Muslims through our Communities Against 
Islamophobia project (see page 8). Earlier this year, we conducted 
a study that found that progressive audiences were most likely to 
be moved to action by messages that led with human rights. Mov-
ing forward, when we talk to our progressive base about this is-
sue, we will use human rights language to help move them to act 
against profiling and surveillance policies.
 Our messaging formula looks something like this:

• Value: Respect for human rights is an essential, universal value.
• Problem: Profiling and surveillance of Muslims is a threat to 

everyone’s human rights.
• Solution: We need to end the profiling and surveillance of Mus-

lims.
• Action: Join us next Thursday at City Hall to tell our City Coun-

cil members to vote NO on Resolution 123, which would in-
crease funding for police surveillance programs.

Our research for this program also showed that if we want to in-
spire people who are politically moderate to take action against 
profiling and surveillance policies, we should focus our messages 
on a slightly different value: safety and peace. As a result, when 
we develop messages to move moderate audiences to action, we’ll 
use this language. The formula is the same as the one we use for 
progressives, but since the shared value is different, we also frame 
the problem a little differently:

• Value: Everyone deserves to live in safe and peaceful communities.
• Problem: Profiling and surveillance of Muslims is a threat to 

everyone’s ability to live in safety and peace.

Public narratives are stories that help us understand our world. 
We encounter these stories everywhere: in the news, in politics, 
in conversations with our friends and family. Some are such 
common assumptions that they’ve become dominant narratives 
that over-determine how we understand important issues.

Right now, dominant public narratives about issues of peace and 
justice are setting us up to lose. We hear them every day: Islam 
is inherently violent. Immigrants are a threat to our way of life. 
Police and prisons are necessary to keep us safe.
 At the American Friends Service Committee, we’re employing 
narrative change strategies to shift people’s focus and the ways our 
issues are framed to help us build widespread support. If we can 
change the story, we can create the context for our work to win.

“Narrative change” is a hot communication buzzword right now. 
But we see it as a part of organizing, a set of tools to use to help us 
build support and create real change.
 As with any organizing work, it’s important to have a clear 
goal identified: Know what you’re trying to achieve and why nar-
rative change is necessary to win.
 Then we do research to understand existing narratives and 
test narratives and messages we think might help us move people 
to take action to solve the problems we’re addressing.
 To develop strong messages, it’s important to know the audi-
ence you’re speaking to. Identify who you need to move on your 
issue, and who you can actually move. These might not be the 
same groups, but maybe there’s a progressive base you can reach 
who can then be mobilized to move the elected officials who rep-
resent them, for example.
 Finally, narrative change requires a lot of flexibility. You have 
to be prepared for your messages to fail, or for them to be so suc-
cessful that they get co-opted. That means regularly re-evaluating 
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• Solution: We need to end the profiling and surveillance of 
Muslims.

• Action: Join us next Thursday at City Hall to tell our City Coun-
cil members to vote NO on Resolution 123, which would in-
crease funding for police surveillance programs.

See how even when the action or outcome you seek is the same, 
you can use different shared values to speak to different audiences?
 Communities Against Islamophobia is just one of AFSC’s nar-
rative change projects. We’re also working to change the narrative 
on Gaza and Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK/North 
Korea). Our messaging for these projects uses the same format. 
First, we researched existing narratives and shared values.
 In the case of Gaza, we found that mainstream U.S. media 
rarely cover Gaza, and that people in the U.S. know very little 
about Gaza or Palestine. But we also found that people responded 
to messages focused on human rights and dignity—frames that 
we’ve been using to move people to advocate for ending the Israeli 
blockade of Gaza via our Gaza Unlocked campaign (see page 5).
 In the case of the DPRK, we found that U.S. media over-
whelmingly portray the DPRK as a threat. But when we frame our 
messages in terms of engagement—at both the individual level, 
as in people-to-people exchanges, and the national level, as in di-
plomacy—these messages stick in part because the overwhelming 
majority of people in the U.S. support engagement with North 
Korea rather than isolation. We’ve been using engagement mes-
sages to help build support for peace on the Korean Peninsula, 
and have been continuously monitoring their success since 2015.

Interested in working with AFSC to change the narrative on one 
of these issues? Visit AFSC online to learn more about:

• Communities against Islamophobia: afsc.org/noislamophobia
• Gaza: gazaunlocked.org.

For more tips on messaging, check out our Media Uncovered blog: 
afsc.org/mediauncovered. ■

Beth Hallowell is AFSC’s communications research director, and 
Jos Truitt is AFSC’s media relations director.
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We asked these AFSC staff: How do you 
care for yourself physically, mentally, emo-
tionally, and spiritually while engaging in 
social change work?

“Spiritually, it’s meditation and prayer. The 
hardest thing to do is practice stillness and 
detachment. Physically, it’s yoga, working 
out, eating right—and sometimes not eat-
ing right, like treating yourself to your fa-
vorite food. Getting enough sleep where 
you’re actually resting. Mentally—breath-
ing and allowing yourself to slow down, 
and being realistic about what you can 
and can’t do capacity-wise. Emotionally, 
being aware if you’re burning out, and be-
ing careful what you consume. Choose the 
right people to be around; choose when to 
engage and when to disengage. Pick your 
spots.
 “The work is so draining, so desir-
ing of your full balance, that if you don’t 
take care of yourself, you can fall into that 
savior complex realm where you’re build-
ing your identity around helping others, 

and you don’t feel valuable when you’re 
doing nothing. People get afraid of falling 
behind, but social justice is not a competi-
tion. Remember the things that make you 
smile and do them. Produce as much joy as 
you can internally and externally. We all 
affect each other.”

—GREG CORBIN, DIRECTOR, SOCIAL JUSTICE 
LEADERSHIP INSTITUTE, PHILADELPHIA

“Self-care is extremely important in this 
work. First and foremost I think we have to 
pace ourselves. We can’t jump onto every 
bandwagon, or think we can be present to 
all the issues that come our way. I’m a firm 
believer in exercise—especially if it is fun. 
I am also pretty into my spiritual practice, 
which follows along Quaker lines—going to 
Meeting, joining a half hour online meet-
ing several mornings a week—and I have 
monthly visits with a spiritual director.”

—LAURA MAGNANI, HEALING JUSTICE 
PROGRAM DIRECTOR, WEST REGION

“Working in a politically and emotionally 

charged Jerusalem, I find quiet and calm 
during the sunset hours, for the light in 
the skies of Jerusalem at sunset is quite 
special. Also, I appreciate the Palestinian 
sense of humor, which helps us all in the 
office to get on with our work. As a for-
eigner with many privileges in this land, I 
try to laugh at myself a lot, not taking my-
self too seriously and trying with humility 
and fairness to do my job, which is what 
my team expects me to do.”

—MATILDE GOMIS-PEREZ, COUNTRY 
REPRESENTATIVE, ISRAEL AND PALESTINE

WE’D LOVE TO HEAR FROM YOU! 

Do you have tips for staying inspired 
for sustained activism? Email us at 
quakeraction@afsc.org.

MIND, BODY, AND SOUL
Staying inspired, motivated, and energized for sustained activism

COMPILED BY THERESA KIRBY

GREG CORBIN L AURA MAGNANI MATILDE GOMIS - PEREZ
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SNAPSHOT

A look at AFSC around the world
AFSC staff Jelani Brown (St. Louis) and Ricardo Hernandez 
(Philadelphia) at our centennial summit in April.  
Photo: AFSC/Don Davis

Left to right, top to bottom:

1. Centennial summit dinner; 
Philadelphia   

2. Sen. Maggie Hassan and 
AFSC’s Arnie Alpert; New 
Hampshire  

3. May Day rally; Des Moines, 
Iowa  

4. Vocational carpentry class; 
Somalia

5. May Day rally; Philadelphia 

6. Training class; Somalia

7. AFSC’s “Waging Peace” exhibit; 
Philadelphia

8. Immigrant rights activist Arturo 
Hernandez Garcia (left); Denver

9. #JuanaShouldStay action; 
Greensboro, NC

10. Spirit of Rebellion rally; 
Baltimore 

11. Centennial summit workshop; 
Philadelphia

12. “Jeanette Belongs Here” action; 
Denver

Photos: James Wasserman, AFSC/Eric Zulaski, AFSC/Jon Krieg, Wardi Abdullahi, AFSC/Don Davis, Wardi Abdullahi, 
Liana Kalushner, Margie Thompson, Betsy Blake (www.betsyblake.com), AFSC/Bryan Vana, James Wasserman, 
AFSC/Jordan Garcia
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All people should 
feel safe and 
welcome in our 
communities. 
You can help create “Sanctuary 
Everywhere” wherever you are—
in your school, college, or house 
of worship, and in public spaces.

Visit afsc.org/sanctuary for 
resources, including:

• Downloadable signs for 
resisting racism and 
bigotry.

• Tips on how to intervene in 
bias-based attacks.

• Model policies for 
welcoming schools, 
colleges, and cities.

• Toolkits for congregations 
interested in providing 
sanctuary.

Together, we can stop hateful 
acts and build safer, more 
inclusive communities.


