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I interned at the National Network for Immigrant and Refugee Rights (NNIRR, or “The Network”) in the Chinatown part of downtown Oakland, California, which is rich in both black and Asian culture. The Black Panthers, the Hell’s Angels, wonderful blues, and an entire genre of rap have come out of Oakland. It is a place for radical politics, for culture, and for community. Being such an obvious minority wherever I went in Oakland was key in my understanding of the people I worked with, the causes I was working for, and the role I was perceived to be having. 

Located in Chinatown’s Asian Resource Center, the little NNIRR office that was basically my home for the summer was among a number of other social justice organizations, ranging from queer rights to anti-sweatshop activism to English classes for local immigrants. Working with other organizations, and people from other organizations, was inspirational. Here were people facing the problems of today and trying their hardest to work towards justice and equality, working together while maintaining and celebrating identity and culture. With cultural groups and solidarity groups, people were (and still are) working together for each other and for themselves, against assimilation and for solidarity.

THE JOB

The first couple weeks of my internship I was given a ton of reading materials and educated myself about the current treatment of immigrants and refugees, their rights (or lack thereof), and the steps being taken in the fight towards equal rights.

 Once I had that foundation, I was put to work collecting data and documenting all of the immigration raids, deportations, and human rights abuses that I could find, starting as recently as possible and going back as far as possible. Collecting articles analyzing the state of immigrant and refugee communities and their rights, as well as coming up with my own analyses, was also part of my job. I read articles, reports, accounts, and analyses of raids and created a chronology, complete with references and summaries of events and stories. 

Along with this chronology, I created two reports, one on the general state of immigrants and refugees and the other specific to women immigrants and refugees. I also created a "Know Your Rights" packet, including a section specific to undocumented immigrants, and finished it, ready for photocopying. Though not told to, I began writing an article on women and immigrant/refugee rights, and plan to finish and publish it eventually. I also compiled a list of helpful resources for immigrants and refugees, including books, websites, organizations, articles, information, and even offices, both governmental and NGOs. Though I did not have time to refine the resource list, the fact that I compiled them meant a lot of progress for the project.

All of these jobs involved research, condensing, and rewording to beat the band. I also participated in phone conferences, weekly staff meetings, and, most pricelessly, I attended a two-day strategic meeting of experienced people from all over the country, each with vast knowledge and fresh ideas. There was no intentional focus on women’s issues or reproductive justice. However, in my time there, I found that all the issues I was working on are tied rather directly to reproductive justice and women’s rights, as I’ll explain later.

THE GOOD, THE BAD, THE SUGGESTIONS

Speaking with citizens and noncitizens, documented and not, was my favorite part of the internship aside from learning in so much depth about the issue at hand. All sorts of people are fighting for immigrant and refugee rights, from all sorts of backgrounds and for all sorts of reasons. They were an essential part of my education as an NNIRR intern. I sometimes got to hear the stories I was documenting from the people who were there, who were affected. The way that they described their understanding of the situation and what needed to be done was always stunning in its sincerity and simplicity, complicated as their problems are. Non-capitalist ideas, like “The earth belongs to those who’ll till it” and “Hunger doesn’t have borders,” continue to echo in my mind.

The character, values, devotion, and kindness of the Oakland NNIRR staff I worked with were priceless also. Those I worked with were as devoted to immigrant and refugee rights as Smithies are to getting A’s. No one slept, and forget 40-hour work weeks or paid overtime. They worked from their hearts, a work ethic stronger than any other I’ve seen. Always encouraging, my boss let me decide the direction of my internship and tried to act as a support for whatever endeavor I wanted to take on. 

The sleeplessness and stress of the job was hard for everyone who worked there. Reading and writing for nine hours a day about human rights abuses, many of which I can personally relate to from my own experiences, injected stress in my non-work life, a symptom that comes with caring about and working for any social justice issue. The real problem I had with the internship was that I did not have a clear image of what my final creation was supposed to look like until the end of my internship was menacingly approaching. 

The members of NNIRR were always flying off to some conference, meeting, or program, both in the United States and worldwide. Unfortunately, I did not find out about any of these events in time to get the necessary funding to go along, something which I regret. I did, however, help with the preparations, which was somewhat educational. From choosing what color paper for the cover of some pamphlet, to helping prepare literature and planning events, I was usually at least somewhat involved. I definitely photocopied a million and one packets and snail mailed a good plenty packages, transporting them slowly but surely by bike (a bike held together by rubberbands, nonetheless) to the post office.

To any future intern, I would suggest beginning work with The Network equipped with a concrete idea of how many hours you’re willing to work, and a concrete plan of what you are hoping to accomplish, instead of waiting to be handed projects like I did much of the time. Communicate your work plan to the staff and your boss before beginning work. Resist overcommitting. I definitely overcommitted, and in some ways it was almost counterproductive because I got more done but finished less. Be honest with yourself about what you can really do, regardless of what those around you are doing, and keep your eye on time; 10 weeks goes fast if you’ve got a real project. I would also suggest looking into what conferences you might be able to go along for, and possible sources of funding. If I were to do the internship over, I would begin the internship with a clear picture of what exactly I wanted to do, and it would have been more about women and reproductive justice than what I ended up doing.


MI CASA ES TU CASA, YOUR FIGHT IS MY FIGHT

One consistent theme throughout my time with NNIRR was that all social justice issues are inextricably intertwined. The prison industrial system holds detainees and those sentenced unfairly because of their legal status. Asylum-seekers are treated horribly, especially women, often re-experiencing what they were running from, connecting refugee rights with women’s rights with the prison reform/abolition movement, as they are often detained in prisons. Job segregation and the intergenerational socioeconomic gap is also guided by inequitable legal statuses, racism, and patriarchy. Human trafficking, the fastest growing international crime in the world, is also an immigration issue, especially when the police collaborate with immigration enforcement, thus deterring undocumented people from reporting real crimes. Sweatshops, brothels, and worker exploitation connect there. Workplace raids are often uncannily close to union actions involving undocumented people. The whole problem of U.S. imperialism plays a vital role in pushing people out of their homes and into the United States, deadly as their attempts can be. Women’s rights come into play again with the splitting up of families and orphanization of citizen children when their parents are deported, and again when social programs such as health care and food stamps are inaccessible to undocumented people. Etcetera, etcetera. All social issues are one social issue. None are free while others are oppressed. That was pounded into my head with every corner I turned.

THREE MOST IMPORTANT SKILLS I DEVELOPED

College helped strengthen my meetings skills, time management, and focusing ability, what with all of the work, activism, and frequent all-nighters, but Smith College is a very different place than the National Network office in Oakland, CA. Through my internship with The Network, I developed my formal meeting skills, learning how to listen, take notes, and speak in a formal meeting without seeming stupid, offensive, or passive. I also learned how to balance personal relationships with work in a casual but busy office environment, and how to dress and act in an office. Last but definitely not least, I developed my time management skills and focusing abilities. Learning how to remain focused while doing the same thing all day long, sitting down, is difficult but essential, and working at NNIRR definitely helped me develop that. So, three most important skills: how to act in a formal meeting, how to act at a formal desk job, and how to stay focused. Basically, how to behave myself. The ABCs of a nonprofit organization desk job.

CAREER RELEVANCE

Right now I do not know what my “larger career goals” are, but I’m sure that if I ever work another office job, if I ever have to use research and writing skills, if I ever have to attend a meeting or maintain sustained focus in the future, then this internship helped prepare me. Working with and being part of the nonprofit, social-justice organization culture will also likely prove itself relevant to my future career. Though it’s likely that I’ll have an activist/social justice career at some point, I seriously doubt I’ll be working any desk job for more than a couple months. Even so, the skills I learned during this internship and the awareness that I gained will follow me and help me in whatever I choose to do in my career and life.


CONCLUSION

The National Network for Immigrant and Refugee Rights is a radical social justice organization, and my internship there came in a bundle. The job was sometimes stressful; I felt pressured when I realized how much material I was working with; and the information I uncovered about abuses could be disturbing. But I felt like I was making a difference, and I was definitely learning, helping others while helping myself. I began many projects, finishing a few and making valuable progress, and I wrote up instructions for whoever picks up what I didn’t finish before I left. I arrived with experience but little knowledge, and now I know more about immigrant and refugee rights than just about anything else. I developed valuable skills and loved the people I worked with. I was given as much to do as I possibly could—and so I did it, inspired and passionate to the fullest. Thank you for the opportunity; my experience with The Network was priceless.

