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PROLOGUE





The bosom of America is open to receive not only the Opulent and respected Stranger, but the oppressed and persecuted of all Nations and Religions; whom we shall welcome to a participation of all our rights and privileges.


—George Washington, December 1783




I finished much of this book while teaching in Shanghai, China, the seaside gigantopolis of southeast China. It is, depending on the year, one of the largest, or, the largest city in the world.


From the desk where I wrote, I could see construction cranes and hear the hammering and pile-driving from construction sites, forests of apartment towers in the near distance, and soaring skyscrapers busily rewriting the rules for what a modern office building should look like.


Shanghai has a big and growing stock exchange. The city has a subway system of staggering size and efficiency. It has shopping streets that would be the envy of most world capitals, broad boulevards, and horrendous traffic. When you use the word “immigrant” here, you would have to be referring, perhaps ironically, to the people who flood in from distant parts of China to work. Being one of those workers is a tough road to walk. The newcomer lured by the promise of work and life in an exciting, dynamic city is denied social benefits by various layers of government, unless he or she holds a permit to reside here. Those permits are very hard to come by.


That doesn’t stop millions from going where they find opportunity in China. However, the central government fears what would happen if there was suddenly freedom of movement. Some cities would be swamped by ambitious hustlers. Some rural provinces would likely empty out. The millions who have flooded in from China’s rural provinces account for all this megacity’s population growth, as it has one of the lowest fertility rates of any city in the world.


Unlike New York, Los Angeles, Chicago, Johannesburg, London, Paris, Berlin, Singapore, Madrid, and Rome, Shanghai has not become a home to many foreigners even during the years it was getting rich. An astonishing 98.2 percent of Shanghai’s population is from China’s predominant ethnic group, the Han. Despite its low number of childbirths and breakneck economic growth, China is not an immigrant magnet. I thought about that a lot as I wrote, and as I taught an international student body in New York University’s audacious attempt to create a multi-cultural, multinational university in this amazing city, sticking with the project even in the midst of a global pandemic. The very existence of the school speaks to one idea about the future of humankind, while rising nationalism in China and around the world speaks loudly about a very different vision.


In the largest country on earth, the word “foreigner” carries a nasty and suspicious connotation. When monkeypox rose as a potential infectious threat, Chinese health officials advised their vast public that one way to avoid getting the disease was to avoid touching foreigners. I joked with friends that the new directive might help me get a seat on the subway.


As China has not laid out the welcome mat for foreigners (the hoops you have to leap through to work here are fearsome), countries around the world are now reckoning with the very idea of nationhood itself. What does it mean to be “us”? Is it strictly a geographical designation? A product of birthplace? Is it a feeling, or something more like a legal arrangement? When we draw lines around places and call them borders, would we also say everybody inside the line is “us,” and everybody on the other side, “them”?


In recent years, gunmen have headed to shopping centers in El Paso, Texas, and Buffalo, New York, to shoot up stores where Black and Latino shoppers gather. Other gunmen headed to a synagogue in Pittsburgh and a Black church in Charleston, enraged in various ways by the way they think America is changing. In 2017, a torchlit parade snaked through Thomas Jefferson’s hometown of Charlottesville, Virginia, to rally around a statue of Confederate general Robert E. Lee and chant, “You will not replace us.”


The idea that dark forces are engineering demographic change in the United States to the detriment of whites of European origin—by encouraging high rates of immigration to shift the balance of political power in the US—has moved from the fringes of American ideological battles to somewhere much closer to the emotional center. As Tucker Carlson climbed the greasy pole at Fox News Channel, he frequently told his audience, among the largest in cable television history, that the Democratic Party was “trying to replace the current US electorate,” with “new people, more obedient voters from the Third World.”


It’s not true. But if you’re still not grasping Carlson’s zero-sum calculations around political power, he goes further to make it plain: “Every time they import a new voter, I become disenfranchised as a current voter. I have less political power because they are importing a brand-new electorate.” Carlson calls people like himself—here he means white people, not rich heirs to frozen food fortunes, though he is that, too—“legacy Americans,” and his former bosses, led by an immigrant family named Murdoch, did not stop him.


If you look at the division and rancor created by debates over American identity, changing demographics, and shared notions of citizenship around which we might build a similarly shared notion of nationhood or common good, you might get a nagging thought in the back of your mind. Is China’s policy of universalizing Han identity, of building a shared notion of what it means to be Chinese around the norms set by the ethnic majority, a sound policy for an increasingly pluralistic 21st century? What choices face an increasingly plural America?


Even the most casual observer knows the United States chose a different way, and chose it a long time ago. While it marginalized and killed Indigenous people and enslaved Africans from the start of settlement until the Civil War, and it continued to marginalize Black and Indigenous people long after, the young nation also took in immigrants from a wider and wider set of places. The borders of the United States were wide-open for the nation’s first century. The country put economic growth at the center of its national goals, and over time changed its laws to match its broadening definitions of shared humanity, shared citizenship, and shared contribution to the common good. Both things were true at the same time: the United States was a country disfigured by historic devotion to racial hierarchy and unequal treatment under law, and it was at the very same moment a nation of immigrants, on a long march to greater equality.


The main federal courthouse in Philadelphia is symbolically and spectacularly located on Independence Mall. From an office on the upper floors you can look left and see the National Constitution Center, a modern museum dedicated to that document, walking the visitor through its drafting and its meaning. When you turn right, you see the visitors’ center, orienting people from all over the world for their wanderings through the historic core of the 340-year-old city. Just a little farther right, the modern structure housing the Liberty Bell fills with visitors from across America and the world, even during the pandemic. Just beyond the bell is Independence Hall, the chamber that served as the petri dish for the momentous decision to break up with the British empire and as the place where fifty-five men drew up an operator’s manual for running the young country.


On a cloudy day in May 2019, after I got through the complex post–9/11 security, I welcomed eighty men, women, and children from thirty-seven countries to their new lives as US citizens. It felt like a day for idealism. It felt like a day for looking at the coming years with hope. I told them:




The United States, from its very first days as a country, had created a nationality, a people, out of shared values instead of shared religion, shared clan, shared land. For 240 years, yes, with some exceptions along the way, we have opened the door and made a promise, if you share with us values around the rule of law, personal freedom, around your individual ambition getting expressed inside a community… you can be us. All of us are countrymen, and countrywomen. That was always the ideal: join with us in pursuing a set of ideas, and you’re in. Now granted… this country has not always lived up to its ideals. The Constitution acknowledged and allowed the continuation of slavery. For a long time, in practice, the American Dream was largely open to people of European origin, and not others. Immigrants from China were specifically barred by national law for decades. But the great genius of our country, yours and mine, is that while we don’t always get it right, right away, we are always moving toward a national goal, of more freedom, of more equality, of more justice under law. Our Constitution, a brilliant document when it was written, has been amended almost thirty times. Over the centuries we opened the definition of full citizenship wider and wider, included more and more people in the definition of being a full partner in this work of building a better place to live.


You are proof, sitting here today, that we still hold a radically different idea about what it means to belong. Your children will be Americans… your grandchildren will not only be Americans; they may not even know more than a few words of your native tongue, those of you who come from non–English speaking countries.


Now that you’re American citizens, what does your new homeland want from you?


We want you to work hard.


We want you to dream big.


We want you to make this country richer, fairer, more peaceful, more just.


We want you to join the rest of us as the work to make a more perfect union, as it says in the Constitution, continues always, forever. It’s a goal we never reach. Our country, your country, is always a work in progress… never standing still… never fully satisfied… never quite finished. There’s always more work to do.





In recent years, sadly, that creed has been challenged. What had once seemed like settled law, questions long since asked and answered, have become part of our national life again.


Should we count noncitizens in the US Census?


Should we automatically grant citizenship to anyone born in this country?


Should US policy discourage further immigration from poorer, non-white countries, and favor it from richer, whiter ones?


The questions, and the arguments that follow from it, are at once contemporary and very old, with antecedents stretching back to the earliest days of self-government and the forging of a national identity.


The arrival of tens of millions from Ireland and Germany, Italy, and the czarist empire in the roughly seventy-five years from the revolutions of 1848 until the 1920s, when the US Congress slammed the door shut, was one of the greatest mass migrations in human history. This surge tide of people fleeing Europe changed the histories of not only the US, but Canada, Brazil, Mexico, and Argentina as well. In this country, many scorned the new arrivals as illiterate, filthy, diseased, unintelligent, clinging to foreign religions and ideas, and unfit for the responsibilities of American citizenship.


Scientists and pseudoscientists from America’s greatest research universities, in concert and competition with European scholars, were frantically measuring the bridges of noses, cranium sizes, and the prominence of jaws, creating new and utterly bogus categories of human origin to back up their coalescing ideas about the differences between an immigrant from the Balkans and one from Britain. It may not surprise you to read that northern and western Europeans were found to be superior stock.


Today’s version of this resistance has taken new forms, depending less on racist pseudo-biology and more on racist cultural arguments. The “America First” manifesto, seeking to establish a new congressional caucus, invokes history as evidence that “social trust and political unity are threatened” by immigrants “imported en masse into a country,” who will also need the support of an “expansive welfare state” to “bail them out should they fail.”


It isn’t hard to see why the old backlash has risen again in new form. It’s been more than fifty years since the Immigration and Nationality Act of 1965 opened the US to Africans, Asians, and Latin Americans “yearning to breathe free.” We will never again have the open borders of the early 19th century, but for the past sixty years we have been far more open to chain migration from Asia, Latin America, and Africa, and the percentage of immigrants swelling the total US population has steadily climbed. It isn’t at 19th-century levels, but it’s large, and from the most diverse points of origin ever in our history. In 1910, almost all the top birth countries of immigrants were in Europe, and the lone exception, Canada, sent descendants of European immigrants. A century later, all the main birth countries were in Asia and Latin America. The highest percentages of foreign-born residents in our history were counted in the 1870, 1890, and 1910 census tabulations, 14.4, 14.8, and 14.7 percent, respectively. In the most recent count in 2020, the foreign-born totaled 44.1 million people, or 13 percent of the total population.


America’s demographic cake is baked.


At some point in the mid-21st century, the number of Americans who trace their ancestry primarily to Africa, Asia, and Latin America will surpass the number of those whose forebears came here from Europe. Americans of European ancestry will cease to be the majority here, even if they remain the largest single racial group in the United States for many decades after that.


In 2010, for the first time in centuries (but in every year since, and for a long time to come), a majority of the children born in the US were not of European ancestry. Today those kids are in middle school. In a few years they’ll head into military recruitment offices and to college fairs. Not long after that, they will constitute a majority of the workforce, supporting tens of millions of white Americans through the FICA deductions that fund Social Security checks. That intergenerational dependence is not enough, yet, to create solidarity.


The messaging, in the America First declaration of principles, and night after night in conservative media outlets, is loud and clear: these new people aren’t like us. The messages confidently assert that newer arrivals are changing the country you thought you knew in ways you don’t like. And, perhaps worst of all, the new people won’t pull their weight. And when that happens, who’ll have to support them? You.


We simply can’t take any more striving, struggling, ambitious, hardworking people. Especially if they aren’t like us already.


That idea turned out to be wrong in 1871.


It turned out to be wrong half a century later in 1921, when the nativists were rewriting immigration law.


And it’s wrong today. Immigrants to America have always faced resistance, and have always, over time, assimilated and become vital parts of America. They join our communities. Their children speak flawless American English. They intermarry. This is a process as old as the nation itself, and it can’t be stopped no matter how many, or how few, new immigrants arrive every year.


Where are we Americans in the first half of the 21st century, approaching our 250th anniversary as an independent country?


We are unstoppably, irresistibly both, and.


We are both the place where a Black man bounded onto a stage in Grant Park in Chicago in 2008 to accept the ovation of a cheering crowd for becoming the country’s first Black chief executive and the country that watched—again and again—a police officer snuff the life from a Black man with the weight of his body pressing on that man’s neck. We are both the country where a Turkish Kurdish immigrant named Hamdi Ulukaya became a billionaire in less than twenty years, and the country that sent secret agents into mosques in the years after the 2001 terrorist attacks to spy and root out radicalism. We are both the country that prides itself on being a “nation of immigrants” and the country openly wondering whether we still want to be. We are both the country that proudly declares its openness to people regardless of race, religion, and national origin and the country openly wondering whether this will still be America if the majority of people are no longer Christian, white, and of European descent.


The story of the coming changes in who lives here, in what a typical American looks like and when her family got here, starts in 1965 with the reform act that scrapped the old quota system and opened America up to the rest of the world. That was a milepost, a marker on a long timeline toward our present population, that begins during the Lyndon Johnson administration with a US senator from Michigan named Philip Hart, and a US representative from New York named Emanuel Celler.


What did they help create? Who are we, today?















CHAPTER ONE



“A NATION OF STRANGERS”




Men of needed skill and talent were denied entrance because they came from southern or eastern Europe or from one of the developing continents. This system violated the basic principle of American democracy—the principle that values and rewards each man on the basis of his merit as a man. It has been un-American in the highest sense, because it has been untrue to the faith that brought thousands to these shores even before we were a country.


Today, with my signature, this system is abolished. We can now believe that it will never again shadow the gate to the American Nation with the twin barriers of prejudice and privilege.


—Lyndon B. Johnson, October 3, 1965




A Marine helicopter brought Lyndon B. Johnson, the President of the United States, to Ellis Island in New York Harbor on a bright October day. There, as the President put it, “under the monument which has welcomed so many to our shores,” he signed the Immigration and Nationality Act of 1965. It was a sweeping rewrite of the framework governing immigration to the United States since 1924, when Congress worried about the origin of the “huddled masses” making their way here almost entirely from Europe.


Johnson was flanked by House and Senate leaders, Vice President Hubert Humphrey, and the two surviving brothers of Johnson’s murdered predecessor, Senators Robert F. Kennedy and Edward M. Kennedy; former New York governor, ambassador, and cabinet secretary Averell Harriman; and the new law’s chief sponsors, Senator Philip Hart of Michigan and Rep. Emanuel Celler of New York. The President gave the crowd a moving and uplifting justification for the new law. He told the gathering that the bill repaired “a deep and painful flaw in the fabric of American justice. It corrects a cruel and enduring wrong in the conduct of the American Nation.”


He was right about that.


The President went on to say that the new law “does not affect the lives of millions. It will not reshape the structure of our daily lives, or really add importantly to either our wealth or power.”


He was wrong about that. Time, and events, prove that statement utterly and totally wrong.


I wonder if he knew it was wrong when he said it. LBJ was a man who understood the mechanics of legislation and getting new laws across the finish line better than any human being alive. He knew who had to be placated, who had to be enticed, and what went into the vat for the sausage-making of legislation. Reassuring everyone that they would hardly notice the effects of the new law may have been a smart political move.


In the main, it was the idealistic Johnson of the Civil Rights Act speeches and signing ceremonies who was on display at the foot of the Statue of Liberty. He told his audience the system he was ending by signing the bill “violated the basic principle of American democracy, the principle that values and rewards each man on the basis of his merit as a man. It has been un-American in the highest sense, because it has been untrue to the faith that brought thousands to these shores even before we were a country.”


This is strong stuff from the Southerner shepherding civil rights laws to passage. From the Texan who taught impoverished children in a segregated Mexican American school during the Depression. Johnson used a phrase that has stuck with me for years. He said, “Our beautiful America was built by a nation of strangers. From a hundred different places or more they have poured forth into an empty land, joining and blending in one mighty and irresistible tide.”


Many Americans might object, accurately, to the denial of native Americans inherent in that phrase, “an empty land.” That is a foundation stone of our national myth, and beyond the scope of this book. Let’s at least give credit to LBJ for holding that myth up to its own mirror.


Lyndon Johnson, a man from the Hill Country of central Texas, whose ancestors came from Scotland long before there was a United States, demonstrated a grasp of a subtle thing about coming here from elsewhere in the world. We arrive as strangers. We build community. We make common cause with our neighbors and fellow citizens once we are rooted here. A persistent motif in American debates over immigration goes directly to the heart of this idea.


As a people, we seem reluctant to give ourselves much credit for being able to make neighbors from strangers. We have always tried hard to shape the arrivals to make it easier for us to get used to them. The Chinese Exclusion Act barred entry and naturalization of Chinese migrants from the 1880s until the 1940s. The 1924 Johnson-Reed Act barred the Japanese from entering the US. The intent of the 68th Congress, and its successors, was to maintain homogeneity in the US, preferably by allowing immigration from the northern and western regions of Europe, and then, reluctantly, from eastern Europe.


From 1924—when the Johnson-Reed Act tried to slam the “golden door” to the people of much of the world by explicitly favoring immigration from northern and western Europe, and only then, in greatly reduced numbers—until the 1965 Act was signed, the world was a pretty complicated place. It was a world of new borders, new countries carved from old empires, a global economic depression, followed by another calamitous world war, followed by a new thing called the Cold War, and the rapid decolonization of more than half a billion subject peoples around the world.


As the dust cleared, millions were refugees, millions more were politically vulnerable, or permanently stigmatized in their own homelands. The postwar revolution of rising expectations left yet more millions of ambitious people dissatisfied and longing for a place in an America that offered hope that was in too little supply at home.


Conversely, the slots reserved for people from increasingly prosperous Wirtschaftswunder West Germany; from the treinte glorieuses, thirty years of postwar glory in France; and from a new “Golden Age” in postwar Britain, went unused. Plenty of people wanted to get here. Just not from the places for which a long-ago Congress put their thumb on the scale.


The restrictions of the 1920s combined with the tumult of the next forty years created an American population of family lore and albums of sepia photographs, but one almost entirely born in the US, even though the early 20th century saw the final chapters of one of the greatest surge tides of human migration in the history of the world. In roughly a century from 1820 to 1924, an estimated 37 million Europeans came to the United States.


In 1900, 13.6 percent of the residents of the US were born outside its borders. After restrictions, and decades of assimilation, in 1960 the population of foreign-born Americans was down to just 5.6 percent. That same year Americans went to the polls and elected John Kennedy president, a Roman Catholic whose great-grandparents came from Ireland.


By the 1960s, there were still some tens of millions of Americans who were descendants of recent waves of European immigrants, or, in the phrase of the Census Bureau, “of immigrant stock.” Family heirlooms from Europe had pride of place in living rooms, instructions to novice cooks were delivered in English, but with thick accents as grandchildren often knew little more than a few words of an ancestral tongue. Twentieth-century popular culture was flush with the output of people whose imaginations were shaped by immigrant memory but, crucially, were not immigrants themselves.


Chico Marx, the New York–born son of immigrants from Germany and the Franco-German Alsace region of France, played wisecracking immigrant hustlers named Panello, Rivelli, and Fiorello. Baseball Hall of Famer Yogi Berra, grinning from advertisements for soft drinks and cigarettes, was raised by early-20th-century Italian immigrants. One of the kings of early television, Sid Caesar, clowned with customers as a boy at the New York diner owned by his Polish immigrant parents. Born John Feeney to Irish immigrants in Maine, John Ford thrilled movie fans with his mastery of that most American of genres, the Western, decade after decade.


By the 1960s the explicit pro-European bias in the 1924 immigration law—70 percent of visas were reserved for immigrants from Ireland, the United Kingdom, and Germany—had been softened somewhat by laws passed in the 1950s. Masters of the Congress were pressed to act by LBJ, and they assured him they would, even if they were not always transparent about their motives.


Despite his own formidable skill and power as a legislator, and despite big Democratic majorities in the House and Senate, Johnson’s battle for the Immigration and Nationality Act was tough. The struggles inside the Democratic majorities illustrated the deep incoherence of the party’s wings.


Southern Democrats represented states the Ellis Island era had simply passed by. The former states of the Confederacy comprised the most uniformly native-born region in the country. Northeastern and Great Lakes Democrats were shaped by two mass migrations: of Blacks fleeing the South, and whites quitting Europe. Chicago’s mayor Anton Cermak was born in the Austro-Hungarian empire, New York mayors Abraham Beame and Anthony Impelliteri, and Cleveland’s Anthony Celebrezze all immigrated from Europe.


Senator Sam Ervin of North Carolina, in a debate on provisions in the proposed immigration reform bill, said, “The people of Ethiopia have the same right to come to the United States under this bill as the people from England, the people of France, the people of Germany, the people of Holland. With all due respect to Ethiopia, I don’t know of any contributions that Ethiopia has made to the making of America.” In the America of Ervin’s imagination, just as it was for the US Congress in the 1920s, the country’s immigrant past should remain a reliable guide to the future.


Rep. Michael Feighan of Ohio was another of the Democrats favoring reform who wanted to maintain America’s racial structure, while couching it in terms of protecting American-born workers and national security. Feighan wanted to thread the needle. If a course could be found that would ease pressure from the President, allow him to get a bill passed, and assure that immigrants would not change the ethnic and racial character of the United States, he would find it. Feighan emphasized family reunification over job qualifications, believing that the profile of already settled immigrants could dictate the nationality of future ones. This “chain migration” would prove enormously consequential, but not in the manner he expected.


Like many politicians of his era, Feighan contained elements of character that made for an uneasy mix. The chairman of the House Immigration and Naturalization Committee, he cherished his own Irish immigrant heritage. He opposed the plain language of Hart-Celler (“No person shall receive any preference or priority or be discriminated against in the issuance of an immigrant visa because of his race, sex, nationality, place of birth, or place of residence”) and pushed back against the President. In the 1964 election, Feighan had limped past the finish line to reelection while Johnson won one of the greatest landslides in presidential history. Feighan was strongly anti-Communist, but that did not keep his 1964 primary, against a Czech American who wanted to scrap the quota system to help more eastern Europeans get to the US, from becoming a political near-death experience. To further spice the legislative stew, Feighan and the bill’s cosponsor Emanuel Celler, a fellow Democrat and chair of the powerful Judiciary Committee, disliked each other intensely.


Coming back to Washington in 1965, Feighan gave to get. He gave in on the desire to keep the quota system, and inserted family unification, one of his strongest legislative priorities. Once Feighan was on board, thanks in no small part to LBJ’s intense pressure (known as “the treatment”), the 1965 Act steamed toward passage.


More than a quarter century later, when the silver-haired Ohioan died, the New York Times called Feighan an “Immigration Reformer” in his obituary headline.


It is easy to forget from today’s distance how much of this legislative battle was carried on in the shadow of the Cold War. Hundreds of thousands of American men were headed to Southeast Asia to defend the sovereignty of South Vietnam. South Florida had absorbed thousands of Cuban refugees in the first years after Fidel Castro’s victory in the Cuban Revolution. Some thirty thousand Hungarians came to the US in the years after the abortive 1956 uprising against Soviet domination. The USSR was countering the US across the world in newly decolonized countries in Africa and Asia, in a propaganda blitz that pushed photos and newsreel footage from the Southern states of police dogs menacing civil rights protestors, and local officers opening firehoses on marchers.


In the battle to win hearts and minds in the newly independent developing world, a preference for white immigrants isn’t a great opening card to play. Taking down the Eurocentric quotas was, in the end, not a hard call. It may be that the country’s elites were so accustomed to a modest trickle of newcomers from the world outside Europe that they did not understand the full extent of the desire to come here. Political instability, civil war, the failed promises of independence, and the large numbers of foreign students would make getting to America not only desirable but achievable.


The thumping Democratic majorities in both House and Senate should not obscure the bipartisan nature of support for immigration reform in those long-ago days. It passed the House by a margin unimaginable in modern politics, 318–95. The Senate passed the measure by a lopsided 76–18, sending it to the base of the State of Liberty and the celebratory presidential signature. It is almost impossible to imagine today, but the opening (or, rather, reopening) of America’s gates was a hugely popular decision, with hugely bipartisan support.


And those gates have proven to be floodgates. Since 1965, immigrants have accounted for 55 percent of all population growth in the United States. Some seventy million people have come to the US from every corner of the globe in the last half century. Add immigrants and their US-born children together into a single number, and you have more than a quarter of all Americans, in every corner of the country. They are us.















INTERLUDE



Samir


born in Mombasa, Kenya




I was already 20, and it was like you had won the Golden Ticket, right? I had family and cousins here, so I kind of knew a bit about it, like it wasn’t “the streets were paved with gold” type of thing. You’ll have to work.




My parents were born in Kenya and Tanzania during the colonial time, the British colonial time, so we were, I guess, second or third generation, and we were originally from Yemen. So growing up I was already an immigrant from birth. The way they spoke about Yemen, and especially their parents, my grandparents, it was always as if one day we’ll go back. So you felt Kenyan by upbringing, but sometimes, you know, going to school they tell you you’re an Arab. Go back home, right?” Figuring out just where home was would become the puzzle he would spend the next decades of his life solving.


Settlers and traders from the Arabian Peninsula have been moving south along Africa’s Indian Ocean coast for centuries. There are Arab settlements and towns from the Red Sea all the way down to what is today Mozambique. Swahili, the lingua franca of much of East Africa, is shot through with Arabic words and linguistic structures.


Samir, now in his forties, trim, compact, brown-skinned, brown-haired, brown-eyed, would look at home walking down countless streets in the Global South. From his youngest days he navigated multiple cultures and nationalities. After early childhood in the Kenyan coastal city of Mombasa, he moved to Saudi Arabia when his father got a job there, and then returned to Kenya at eleven. The reentry, he recalls, was not so easy. His Swahili was now accented after years abroad. His Arabic was shaped by the particular dialect of Saudi Arabia. “So I remember they teased me, even the other Arab kids did. I remember trying to fit in again.”


As Samir was trying to find his feet back home in Kenya, life took an unexpected turn. His parents divorced. His father returned to Saudi Arabia. An aunt, his mother’s sister, had moved to the United States and had entered Samir’s mother and the children into the lottery system for a so-called diversity visa. Unlike the other increasingly exacting parts of American immigration statutes, the diversity visa, created by a 1990 immigration law, is literally a game of chance. Every year the US government awards fifty thousand visas to applicants selected at random from countries with low rates of immigration to the US. Most applicants, and most winners, come from Africa.


Millions apply for diversity visas every year. As with state lotteries, the odds of a life-changing win are minuscule.


Samir’s mother won. She packed up her kids and headed to Maryland to live with her sister.


Samir knew he would have to work hard. And that it wouldn’t be easy.


“When I came here, even though I spoke English and I had a network, and support, I was really surprised how homesick I was for Kenya. There, I knew how to get around. I was popular. Now, I went to the suburbs of Columbia, Maryland, and it really felt like I was in a desert, very lonely. No cafés. People didn’t even know the neighbor’s name and stuff like that.”


Even in the midst of winning that lottery, there was heartbreak, and a difficult decision to be made. “One thing that broke my mom’s heart coming here was my brother was over twenty-one. He was in university in Kenya. My older brother. I’m the second out of five. And they told him that with the diversity visas she could only move with four out of her five kids. The oldest one had to be issued a separate green card.


“She cried a lot because it was the second time she left my older brother. When we moved to Saudi Arabia, my dad had left my older brother behind because he had already started school and was learning English. None of us (younger siblings) had started school when we moved. Now, all these years later, my mom was like, ‘I’m doing this again. I’m leaving him for the second time.’ She had never forgiven herself for the first one, so she was really torn about it. Then my aunt said, ‘Oh, it’s only going to take a year to get his green card.’ So we thought. It actually took fifteen years.”


Samir reassured his mother, telling her she had done the right thing. He had just finished high school. A younger brother was in high school, a sister was in middle school. The family crowded into a townhouse in Columbia, Maryland, with Samir’s aunt and her family, until the five of them could rent a townhouse of their own nearby. It must have been head-spinning. Mombasa is a picturesque old port city melding Arabic, African, and British colonial influences. Warm breezes from the Indian Ocean waft aromas from spice markets and open-air food stalls. Through the day the muezzin’s call to prayer ricochets through the ancient streets.


Seven time zones away, Columbia, Maryland, was a planned development, a model city meant to pioneer a new kind of medium-density urbanism for America’s metropolitan areas. Developer James Rouse wanted to demonstrate a kind of development that would combat sprawl, while making room for employment, housing, recreation, and medical care all within easy distance. It is hard to think of two places less alike than Mombasa and Columbia. To hear Samir tell it, he took it all in stride.


“It wasn’t hard to assimilate quickly. Get a job. I worked at McDonald’s and Wawa. One of my first jobs at Wawa was at the deli counter. I spoke with a Kenyan accent. Most people when they move here, they think Americans speak fast. You almost don’t hear half the words. They’re saying what? But all you hear is wa, wa, wa, right?


“I didn’t know all the different cheeses! And people were very particular. They want tuna on rye, with this, but not that. I thought, ‘Oh my God, how many cheeses do these people have? These are the things that stick with me. I remember, you know, the guy’s watching me. It’s kind of like a Subway setup. He’s watching me make his sandwich and I’m panicking. And what the hell is relish?”


In the United States for just a few weeks, Samir was working two full-time jobs at two very American businesses, Wawa, the mid-Atlantic convenience store chain, and McDonald’s. He wanted to enroll in college, but hesitated, even as he worked those crushing hours. His aunt offered to lend him the money to register. “But I felt very restless. And I was scared that I was going to squander the money. That I wasn’t going to be a good student, because the college was right across the street. And that wasn’t college how I envisioned it. I wanted to go to Animal House college. But this was a community college. I was going to be living at home. Taking the bus. It was not fun.”


We were sitting in a Cuban-style coffee shop in Maryland’s District of Columbia suburbs as he told me his story, full of gentle self-deprecation and frequent references to American pop culture… television, movies, music. Yet even when the family had just unpacked in its new home, the young Kenyan did something audacious.


He joined the United States Army.


“I got into this country in May. By August first I had already signed up to go into the military. I was watching reruns of Seinfeld or something at night, and they were showing the recruiting commercial ‘Be All That You Can Be.’ And make college money! I was like, ‘Oh, what is this?’ I told my aunt to take me to the recruiting station.


“A few years earlier I had seen A Few Good Men, and I really liked that uniform. You know, I fancied myself as Tom Cruise, so I walked into the Marine section, it was a joint recruitment station, and I think not a lot of people just walk in because they were kind of surprised to see me.


“I was like, ‘Is it okay if I come in?’ And they’re like ‘Oh yeah, sure! Come in!’ And then I talked to them about what jobs they had. I told them I want college money. But I think back, and a couple of things were driving me. We were comfortable, middle class, in Kenya. We had house help. We had maids. We had stuff, and coming here and seeing my mother take the bus to go to the mall, Columbia Mall, really killed me. She worked at JCPenney. She sold shoes. It’s like, ‘Oh my God, she’s going and fetching shoes for people.’ To me, it felt beneath her. But I knew we needed the money.


“I thought, ‘What am I doing? I can’t go to college?’ And at that point I had wanted to go to law school. I thought, ‘My God, I’ve got to go to four years of university, and then three years of law school, and all that time my mom’s going to measure people’s feet and touch their feet?’ It just killed me.


“I didn’t tell her this, because I didn’t want her to feel bad. And she didn’t seem to mind. She was happy. She had always been a housewife and stuff, and here she learned how to drive. She was taking computer classes. She enjoyed it.


“One of the reasons I went into the military was this: I was like, okay, I’m going to help provide. I’m killing two birds with one stone. I’ll make school money. I’ll get out of the suburbs. And help my mom.”


As Samir tells the story now, in his forties, he is recalling a time when he was still, in many ways, a kid. Both sides of him came through: emotions that are unusually wise, self-possessed, and forward-thinking, as well as his younger, fresh-off-the-plane self. He remembers sitting at the recruiting station waiting for his aunt to circle back and pick him up. An Army recruiter mentioned that he saw Samir talking to the other branches, slipped him a business card, and invited him to chat.


“I had done the ASVAB test [the Armed Services Vocational Aptitude Battery], and I scored high. I was kind of seeing who had the best deal. The Air Force was like, well, we can send you to school and teach you a technical job, but it’s going to take nine months. But I had found the suburbs were very suffocating. I wanted to get out now! I had no car. I had nothing. I was like, this sucked.”


The Army pounced. “The Army guy’s like, ‘We can ship you out sooner!’ And I was like, ‘Hell yes, let’s sign up.’ Because I was not a citizen, there were some jobs I was precluded from. I think I picked fuel logistics because I was thinking about what I could do after I got out and still make money.”


It set up an interesting argument between Samir’s seasoned immigrant aunt and his newly arrived mother. “My aunt says, ‘Yeah! Do this!’ because she had been in America for years. But my mom was crying. She was like, ‘I didn’t bring you here to die! How can they even take you? You just got here!’ At that point I wanted to say, ‘Look, if you’re willing to take a bullet, they’ll take you.’ But I didn’t.”


In recent years, when I have had long talks with people who immigrated to the United States, I always ask about patriotism, love of country, alliance, and allegiance. I didn’t have to ask Samir about his motivations as he got ready to go to basic training. He told me. “It was really transactional. It was not like flag or patriotism or anything.” Enlisting offered a faster track to citizenship, but that wasn’t what closed the deal. “Instead of waiting five years to become a citizen, it’s three years. But if they mentioned it, I don’t even remember it. Because to me, whether I had a green card or citizenship, it was kind of the same.” Mainly, he just wanted to get out of Columbia, and out of the drive-through window, while helping to support the family.


“So I’m ready to ship out. I’m desperate to go now. I’m ready. You know, I’m doing these dead-end jobs. I was doing two shifts a day, at Wawa and McDonald’s. And McDonald’s paid me extra to open the store. So I would be there at five in the morning. I take the bus back home. That took an hour in the suburbs. At three o’clock in the afternoon I would go to my other shift at Wawa. But I was twenty. Even so, after a few weeks I remember, I couldn’t even think straight because basically I went home, showered, at eleven o’clock at night. I’d barely eat. Then I had to wake up at four, four thirty, shower, and call a cab to take me to McDonald’s.


“I remember being so resentful of people waiting in the line, the drive-through, before we even opened. I was like, ‘Goddamnit, where the hell are you Americans going?’ After a while, you kind of started figuring it out. People are very predictable. They order the same thing every day. Hey, I’m helping to pay rent, so I’m ready to go.”


Grow up in Kenya and Saudi Arabia. Get a quick coat of finish from American convenience and fast food. Then put on the uniform and head to basic training at Fort Jackson in South Carolina. “I was still Kenyan. I met somebody at basic from an Indian reservation, and then what I found was a common theme. We were all poor. And nobody had really joined for any higher ideals. It was just to get out.”


Even after a delay in beginning basic training caused by a government shutdown, Samir had been in the US less than a year. His American journey started to get even stranger. “They sent me to Korea for my first duty station. It was really interesting, because I barely know America, and I’m wearing the uniform, and I’m out of the country. They asked us, after boot camp and technical training, whether we wanted to jump out of an airplane or drive a truck.” They promised a commercial driver’s license and training in logistics. He drove a truck.


I pointed out what Samir already knew. That he had been born and raised in societies with high degrees of tribal and racial consciousness. Kenya was home to Indigenous Africans, a small population of European descent, and families with deep roots and long-standing contacts with the Arabian Peninsula. He had grown up reminded of his identity at every turn. Now, as a young adult serving in Korea, he was dropped into a society with its own racial history and an identity forged by conflict with its much larger neighbors, China and Japan. After only a few months in Maryland, sworn to defend his new home and its constitution against all enemies, wearing a uniform with an American flag on the shoulder, he was living in a country where he was, once again, a racial outlier. As it turned out, Samir said, he was marked as an American simply by not being Korean.


“I think from a young age you hone a skill of trying to blend in and not stick out. Even within the Yemeni community in Kenya, there’s a social hierarchy because I know my family would not marry into certain families based on what we had in Yemen.


“In my dad’s generation, Yemenis married into Yemeni families. Once in a while, somebody would marry somebody Swahili, who’s dark, who looks Black like a Black American. There’s a lot of people of Omani descent, from Zanzibar and Oman, who we could not marry. We’re both Arabs. Both Muslim. We live in the same neighborhoods.” But for some Yemeni and Omani parents, it was a bridge too far. America, by contrast, seemed much more fluid to Samir. “I never felt the weight of my identity in the US. In Saudi Arabia what rubbed me the wrong way was that people size you up. They want to know if you’re a citizen because if you’re not a citizen they treat you a whole ’nother way.


“So I went to Korea, and just kind of blended in there.” Most Koreans are not very welcoming of Americans, or at least it felt that way. So Samir just put his head down and pushed through. Boot camp. Truck driving school. Getting along in a new country. All while the US was a country he was still trying to get to know, but now from the other side of the planet.


“When I went to Korea I just kind of stayed in the base. The base was like a mini-America. You’ve got your bowling alley, you’ve got your movies and stuff. I really missed home. Again, that’s Kenya.


“I missed my mom, but I didn’t miss Columbia, Maryland.” That’s not a Kenyan thing. It’s not an immigrant thing. It could very well be a “twenty-year-old in a strange environment and far away from home” thing. Samir’s time in Korea ended with a transfer back to the US. At this point he had been a legal resident of the United States for a few years and had spent almost all that time outside the country. His next duty station was Fort Lee, Virginia, just south of Richmond and a few hours south of Columbia.


Now able to use his GI benefits to buy his family a home, he wandered into a real estate agent’s office near the base. His mother was now an assistant manager at JCPenney and was able to request a transfer to a store close to Samir. “I found an agent who was the spouse of a military commander. She asked why a twenty-two-year-old was trying to buy a house. I was single. I told her it was for my mom and my siblings and she liked that.”


His mother drove down from Maryland to accompany Samir on the house hunt. “The second home we looked at, as we were leaving, on the top of the door there was a small sticker that said, in Arabic, ‘In the Name of God.’ My mom said, ‘This is a sign. This is the one.’


At the time, he had all of $300 in a checking account. “I remember we were going to closing, and the company asked, ‘How much money are you bringing to the closing?’ I was like, ‘What do you mean? You said zero down!’ They said yeah, but people usually bring some money to the closing to lower their payment. I answered, ‘You said zero down. That’s literally what I have. Zero.’ I was twenty-two and signing a document for a thirty-year mortgage. Thirty years!”


For a young enlisted man, Samir had adult responsibilities. He had bought his family a house just two years after they all moved from Kenya. Now he had to figure out if he could live in it, too. “I went and talked to my commander and told him I had legal guardianship of all my younger siblings, and asked permission to move out of the barracks, which was also financially advantageous because you get a housing allowance. I wasn’t sure they were going to let me, but because I was a legal guardian and my platoon leader kind of put in a good word for me they let me.


“I lived with my mom and my siblings in a nice home and my mom was very proud. It’s one of my proudest achievements, that I bought a house for my mom when I was twenty-two. It had trees in the front. It had trees in the back. It felt very good that I wasn’t a screw-up. The funny thing was slightly embarrassing. We only had one car. So my mom would drop me off at Fort Lee in the morning, like I’m going to school.” She would drop him off at the base, and at the end of the day Samir would meet her at the mall for the drive home.


He had arrived in the States less than three years before. He was gaining rank and responsibility as an enlisted man in the United States Army. His mother was getting promotions at JCPenney. His siblings were succeeding in school. The family owned a house in a leafy suburb in Virginia. That’s many people’s version of the American Dream. Did he feel American?


Samir’s answer to that question took a turn that echoed with countless other stories immigrants have told me over the years, about the realization that no matter how much they had embraced America, or held her at arm’s length, they no longer really belonged back home, either. “On my second trip to Kenya, I went to Mombasa where I grew up, and now this is maybe fifteen years after I left.


“I felt very sad because physically it looked the same, but I didn’t know anybody in the neighborhood. Everybody I grew up with left because it’s very hard. Kenya is like the rest of the world. There’s a lot of income inequality and it’s quite stunning. I have family who have properties in London, they drive special-ordered Mercedes from Germany. And I have family who can’t send their kids to school and we have to donate money for them to go.


“Anybody of means left. They’re in Dubai. They’re in Saudi Arabia. Some even went back to Yemen when Yemen was reunited and we thought the economics prospects would be better. I was in Kenya, standing on the street corner where I used to hang out with my friends, and I stood there for what seemed like ages and I didn’t recognize anybody who walked by.


“And it dawned on me. This doesn’t feel like home anymore. My friends were all over the world. So, I don’t feel at home anywhere. I enjoy living here now, and I’m established and stuff like that. But I struggle with that.” He says he doesn’t share those misgivings with his now teenaged children.


Samir became somber as he reflected on recent years. During the 2016 US presidential campaign, he said, he never believed Donald Trump could become president. He dismissed the television star as “a circus act,” and was confident that even if Trump did win, American institutions would rein him in. He recalled the years in Kenya under the authoritarian president Daniel Arap Moi, and how resisting the Moi government awakened his own teenage political consciousness. He showed me a picture of himself at fifteen, at the front of a line of marchers in an anti-Moi protest in Mombasa. The photo was taken by the security services and given to Samir’s father as a kind of warning to cool it.


His younger brother inquired about taking flying lessons in Richmond in the late 1990s, which resulted in a visit from the FBI after 9/11. Agents asked Samir’s mother about their local mosque, and her children’s activities there. Now in middle age, he is aware of anti-Muslim bias and exclusion. In response to a Facebook post he headed down to Dulles International Airport with his sons to protest the Trump policy excluding visitors from several Muslim majority countries that came to be known as the Muslim ban.


“One thing I noticed was, there’s more than just Muslims. It was really, really encouraging. When I went back to my own community I said, ‘Look, you guys have to start showing up for other people’s causes.’ I remember there was a guy carrying a sign that said ‘Jews for Muslims.’ It wasn’t the number of people at the protest, it was the solidarity.


“I think we had gone through grief stages of denial, of crying. But now he had won, and we have to survive. Now it’s defiance, you know?


“I’ve lived through 9/11. I’ve seen the anti-Muslim stuff. Most people might not realize how many supported that. So I doubled my effort to tell the kids, ‘You are an American. You’re Muslim. You’re Arab. You’re everything, you know? And you can be everything.’” But he added, “Even though I didn’t really feel so American myself.”


“Plucky immigrant takes his chances in America” is a four-hundred-year-old story. Plug in the specifics of visas and enlistments and passports and crossing the globe, however, and Samir’s becomes more of a “21st-Century American Life.” After his time in Virginia, he was sent to duty in Saudi Arabia, in a base not far from where he lived as a boy. An American military presence on Saudi soil dated from the First Gulf War to liberate Kuwait. A permanent American presence in the land of Islam’s holiest sites fired the anger of young men across the Muslim world, many of whom rallied to the small and growing “Base,” the translation of the Arabic name al Qaida.


Samir’s instinct was interesting. Rather than lean into his familiarity with the country and its culture, and his Arabic-language skills, Samir rarely brought it up. In his shape-shifting life of just pushing through and getting ahead, he decided to avoid the attention these rare attributes might bring. Occasionally, when negotiating the completion of truck loading and fuel deliveries, paperwork and delays, he would drop the mask. But rarely. Whenever possible, he conducted his business with the Saudis in English.


The Army knew of his skills. He had scored high enough on a language proficiency test for the military to offer training to become an Arabic interrogator. Samir said, “Of course, this is before the War on Terror, this is before September 11, and it was very attractive because the school is in Monterey, California. I was really tempted.”


Samir called it “a fork in the road.” It was, all told, a six-year program of training and deployment. At the end of the six years, he would have spent a total of eleven years in the Army, “and nobody spends eleven years in the Army. You either get out after you do your service, or you do twenty.”


In the end, to be closer to his family and shorten his commitment, Samir accepted a transfer to Texas, where he was trained as an animal research technician, before transfer to the military’s biological and chemical research lab at Fort Detrick, Maryland. During our time together Samir mentioned feeling like Forrest Gump sometimes, just ending up in places to be a witness to critical times. He arrived just as Fort Detrick was the center of an investigation into the source of anthrax being sent to politicians through the mail.


After the September 11 attacks, Samir was glad he had not chosen to work as an interrogator. He got out of the military and spent more time with his mother in what unexpectedly turned out to be the last years of her life. His army experience with animals led to a job at the National Institutes of Health. He even took a shot at an almost stereotypical American immigrant experience: he opened a restaurant across from a military base and hired a bunch of family members—nuclear and extended—to work there. “That’s another lesson I learned. Never hire someone you can’t fire.”


He lost money, sold the restaurant, and kept on working at NIH. During a visit to Montgomery County Community College, the manager of the biotechnology lab noted that NIH was the county’s largest employer, and the two men agreed that not enough students apply to the plentiful entry-level jobs from the local college. Today he sits on the advisory board for Montgomery College, and gives career development workshops around the county. Word got around, he said, and those sessions brought more invitations, now for displaced midcareer workers trying to reboot their work lives, get more training, and get rehired.


Is this a story with a happy ending? Samir pauses, reflects, and looks back on the kids he grew up with in Kenya, people he can now stay in touch with through social media platforms like WhatsApp. “Some of them were way better students than me. Were way better kids than me. Across the board. And life has not been kind to them.”


He remembers how young he was when he felt he had to pick up his family and carry them on his shoulders. “That really drove me. America. I’m very aware of the opportunities. They’re overwhelming, the opportunities. For all its flaws, and there’s no country without flaws, it’s been very good to me.”


With his first wife, the daughter of immigrants from Egypt, Samir is raising two boys, now teenagers. Remarried to a woman from the Arabian Peninsula Sultanate of Oman, he also has a baby boy. In the middle of 2023, we spoke for the first time in more than a year. Now approaching fifty, Samir is reflective and philosophical, seeing America through his boys’ eyes.


“I take them with me to drop off food donations at a county homeless shelter and food pantry. I want to humanize these people for them. Sometimes it’s just the luck of the draw that we’re not in that shelter.


“One of the things I told them is, ‘I am your safety net. I didn’t have a safety net. When I was young I saw my friends, and other families. They didn’t have to worry about sending money home. They didn’t have to worry about helping their mom, or helping their siblings.’


“‘For me at your age,’ I tell them, ‘life was a high-wire act. If I fell there was no one to catch me. I am here to catch you. So think big. I want you to take risks.’ A lot of the choices I made were made because of my need to provide. There were things I could not pursue because I had to support my mom and my siblings. Maybe if I was American and I didn’t have to provide for my family I would have been able to make different choices. I would have sought out those adventures. I want my kids to be able to do that.”


His oldest son, Hazim, finished high school and decided not to go right on to college. Samir took him to the local recruiter for the Maryland National Guard to discuss a four-year commitment. Did he feel a sense of déjà vu? “The first thing he asked when I suggested the National Guard was ‘Am I in trouble?’ I told him I learned a lot from the military. I gained a lot from going, from testing myself, from accomplishing difficult things. And it gave me confidence that I carried with me for the rest of my life.


“He’s looking for a dash of excitement. To do some service. For something bigger than himself. He’s still a baby in my eyes. You think, ‘Oh my God, he’s going out into the world. This will help him become a man.’ I’m happy with the idea.”


Samir said his sons, US-born, American from first breath, are adept at “code-switching,” changing the way they communicate and handle themselves in response to their environment. “They act differently depending on who they’re around. They slip in Islamic phrases when they’re talking to Muslim immigrants, or they’re at the mosque. They say, ‘Dad, you speak differently when you speak to Kenyans.’ They mimic what I do more than what I tell them to do.”


I was curious about the differences between the way his older sons, one finishing high school, the other finishing middle school, experienced Maryland as brown kids, as Arab Americans, as the offspring of recent immigrants. And the Maryland suburbs are far more diverse than when he arrived thirty years ago from Kenya. Will it be easier still for his baby boy?


“I’m much more aware of my identity. I came from the Old World. And really, I was always an outsider, no matter where I was. When I was in Saudi, no one there was going to consider me Saudi no matter how long I stayed there. I spoke the language, played with my Saudi friends, lived in the culture.


“I’m from Kenya, and I was Kenyan culturally, but not African. You’d hear, ‘Go back to where you came from,’ that sort of thing. I’m Yemeni, but at the same time I’m not Yemeni, either, and I wouldn’t fit in there. So you’re never quite home. You might have an affinity for a place, but every now and then someone will remind you, ‘You are not from here.’ It’s an element of the human condition.


“What I am trying to do is give back as much as I can.” He teaches first-generation community college students what he calls “soft skills,” not academics, but what they will need to know to apply for jobs, how to handle themselves in interviews, how to negotiate salaries, or for a raise. “I tell them, ‘You don’t get what you deserve. You get what you ask for.’”


As the Taliban completed its takeover of Afghanistan and the US withdrew after twenty years, Samir helped the most recent wave of Afghan arrivals to the US, filling out the necessary paperwork for asylum claims and requests for transitional benefits as they resettled. He explained his drive to help others is spurred in part by a kind of “survivor’s guilt.”


“Here I think I can speak for myself and other immigrants. It’s something like guilt. You made it out. I’m in contact online with a group of high school and primary school friends. When I look at them I see they’ve aged significantly, much more than me, because their lives have been so hard.


“The people back in Kenya who did everything right, worked hard in school, did well in their exams, but never made it out? They are in bad shape. From luck, nothing but luck, I got to come here. I have to make the most of this. I have to help out, because I’ve been given this opportunity.


“My dad worked in Saudi Arabia for years, but he could only rise to a certain level because he is not Saudi. In Kenya, there are unwritten rules about people from which tribes get to do certain jobs. Coming here, you can re-create yourself. And that’s not true everywhere in the world. I tell my sons, ‘If you want to be an astronaut, you can be one. You can go toward that path.’”


Looking back at his life so far, Samir does not credit all of his success to America’s transformative power. He said his outsider status forced him to be adaptable in ways other people may not be. “You could have dropped me off in Shanghai, and if you came back in ten years I would have made it somehow. You have to be flexible. You have to do whatever it takes.”


Samir, and his growing family, are in part the face of “The Next America.”
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