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To whom it may concern:
I am writing as the co-director of the Discrimination and National Security Initiative (DNSI), an affiliate of the Pluralism Project at Harvard University.  DNSI documents social and legal discrimination against minority communities during times of military action or national crisis.  This initiative was founded in response to the hate epidemic that swept the United States in the aftermath of the terrorist attacks on September 11, 2001.  As co-director of DNSI, I would like to introduce my own background in the field and present the central findings of my research.

For over four years, I have studied patterns of post-9/11 discrimination and hate violence with special attention to their impact on Sikh Americans.  My research began as a student of International Relations and Religious Studies at Stanford University, where I conducted my first phase of field research.  In the fall of 2001, I captured over 100 hours of interview footage with Sikh Americans across the nation, documenting stories of discrimination, fear, and loss.  I am continuing my research as a graduate student at Harvard Divinity School, where I study the intersections between religion, violence, and law in the aftermath of 9/11.  (My investigations will continue at Yale Law School next fall).  As part of my research at Harvard, I retraced my steps across the country in the summer of 2005 and conducted a second phase of interviews in order to track patterns of change.

Working with an award-winning film team, I have developed this interview footage into Divided We Fall, the first feature-length documentary film to chronicle discrimination, fear, hate, and hope in post-9/11 America.  The film focuses on the experiences of Sikh Americans and explores the larger question of what it means to be American.  We anticipate the film’s release later this year; it has already been featured on dozens of media outlets, including CSPAN and Frances Moore-Lappe’s recent book Choosing Courage in a Culture of Fear.  We have received hundreds of requests from schools, universities, community centers, and police departments who wish to use the film to fill an important gap in diversity curriculum.  As the film’s creator/writer/producer, I have previewed the film and presented my research at over forty conferences and film festivals nation-wide.  

I would like to share with you the central findings of my research.
●  In the immediate aftermath of 9/11, hate crimes and incidents against minorities were not aberrations in a peaceful climate but rather a nation-wide epidemic.  The hate epidemic affected Muslim Americans and anyone perceived to be Muslim, including Sikh, Arab, South Asian, Latino, and other brown-skinned Americans.  Within one year of the attacks, the epidemic swept every part of the public sphere: houses, workplaces, airports, school grounds, and street corners, in every major city in the United States.  In targeted communities, temples were burned, homes vandalized, families threatened, jobs denied, children bullied, women harassed, men and boys beaten and murdered.  The federal government officially reported a 1700 percent increase in ‘anti-Muslim’ hate crimes, from 28 in 2000 to 481 in 2001; however, this statistic only includes crimes both reported to and recorded by police departments.  In contrast, community and civil rights organizations have reported thousands of hate incidents in the year that followed 9/11, including at least nineteen murders.
●  Sikh men with turbans have been among the most immediate targets of the hate epidemic.  
The immediate violence has been directed at those who have been seen to resemble the enemy, in this case the picture of a turbaned and bearded Osama bin Laden.  Nearly all people who wear turbans in the United States are Sikh.  Sikhs have lived in America since the early 1900s and now reach a population of half a million.  Sikhs trace their ancestral and religious roots to Punjab, India, where many of them fled from religious persecution.  Most Sikh men and some women wear turbans as part of their religious dress.  Sikhs do not share the religion or nationality of the alleged terrorists, yet their visual markers alone made them the first targets after 9/11.  On September 15, 2001, Balbir Singh Sodhi, a Sikh man, became the first person murdered in the hate epidemic.  Out of the estimated nineteen people murdered in the immediate aftermath, four are turbaned Sikh men.  Their stories barely made the news in the days and months, now years, since 9/11.  Divided We Fall focuses on Sikh Americans precisely because their stories demand a new American pluralism that embraces, rather than effaces, differences.
●  Hate crimes are only the tip of the iceberg: they indicate a larger epidemic of stereotyping and prejudice beneath the radar of law enforcement and media.  Violent hate crimes are the most obvious manifestation of a wide range of prejudiced behavior, including verbal harassment, threats, staring, and avoidance.  My qualitative research documents subtle forms of discrimination that do not appear in police statements or newspaper reports.  In four years of field research since 9/11, I have collected Sikh American narratives that show that subtle prejudices constitute daily lived experience for targeted groups.  My interviewees have become accustomed to being seen and treated as foreign, alien, laughable, and/or un-American.  Based on my sampling, I estimate that millions of Sikh, Muslim, and Arab Americans have experienced subtle or overt forms of the post-9/11 hate epidemic.
●  The ‘private violence’ of the hate epidemic has preceded and presaged ‘public violence,’ ongoing state-sponsored discriminatory treatment of Sikhs, Muslims, Arabs, immigrants, and non-citizens.  ‘Private violence’ is carried out by citizens, ‘public violence’ by our government.  Soon after the immediate outbreak of private violence, our government began to allow greater provisions for racial profiling in both immigration enforcement and domestic security programs.  While these provisions were meant to protect our national security, they have violated and further alienated groups who fall into designated categories.  These groups include turbaned Sikhs who have consistently experienced public violence in the form of employment discrimination, immigration enforcement, targeted security searches, or prisoner abuse.  On this last point, evidence suggests that Sikh men in prison are especially vulnerable to public and private violence at the hands of inmates as well as prison guards.  
●  The hate epidemic continues to present-day.  Many believe that these hate crimes simply disappeared after the initial aftermath.  This is far from the truth.  My qualitative research shows that spikes in hate violence here at home correspond with terrorism abroad, such as the bombings in Madrid and London, as well as critical moments of in the US war in Iraq.  For example, at the onset of the war in Iraq, three turbaned Sikh cab drivers were shot in the San Francisco Bay Area alone.  Due to inconsistent classification and tracking procedures at local, state, and federal levels, there is no way to provide exact statistics for present-day hate crimes.  While the number of hate crimes have not returned to levels reported in the aftermath of 9/11, qualitative research confirms that Sikh, Muslim, and Arab Americans continue to experience subtle yet damaging forms of discrimination in both private and public realms.  

●  The ongoing hate epidemic has profound social and psychological effects on targeted communities.  Social psychological research indicates that individuals who belong to historically targeted groups experience ‘stereotype threat’: the moment they enter certain public situations, they become aware of the stereotypes against their group and consequently undergo increased anxiety.  In the Sikh American community alone, I have found overwhelming evidence of the deep-seated effects of this anxiety.  Most of my interviewees express feelings of fear, insecurity, and disorientation.  Others indicate bitterness or anger.  Still others channel their frustration into positive, hopeful responses.  While more research is required to determine the exact outcome of these effects, it is clear that the hate epidemic has dramatically altered the social and psychological well-being of Sikhs Americans and others.
In the end, in order to understand the full impact of the post-9/11 hate epidemic, one must hear the stories of affected Americans in their own words.  With that goal in mind, I have enclosed a DVD of the official film trailer for Divided We Fall.  The six-minute preview features the voices of Sikh Americans as well as analysis from scholars, lawyers, and legislators in the field.  My team will soon release a refined version of this trailer to promote the film.  The film will be released later this year.  

This letter is meant to provide a summary of my research findings on post-9/11 discrimination.  For greater analysis, I invite you to visit the official websites of the Discrimination and National Security Initiative (dnsi.org) and Divided We Fall (dwf-film.com).  Please feel free to contact me for any further information or questions.
Sincerely,

Valarie Kaur

Co-Director, Discrimination & National Security Initiative
Writer/Producer, Divided We Fall
Masters Candidate, Harvard Divinity School
1 Farrell Way
Cambridge, MA 02139

(650) 269-2792
Valarie@DWF-Film.com
