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Young South Asians and Arabs ‘Speak Up, Act Up’ in Chicago

(Chicago, IL)—Young Arabs and South Asians are bridging political, religious, and gender differences to tackle the controversial issues that affect them and their communities in a drive to mobilize immigrant voters this November. 

Civil liberties, reproductive rights, and access to education top the list of topics at Speak Up! Act Up! For a New America: A Youth Forum for Change. The event, featuring performances and speakers on September 16 and workshops on September 18, will bring together Hindus, Muslims, and Christians; Indians and Pakistanis; and others who have been long separated by tradition and politics. 

Cosponsored by Breakthrough, an international human rights organization, and the Chicago-based South Asian Progressive Action Coalition (SAPAC), Speak Up! Act Up! will bring in local community leaders and nonprofit organizations to discuss the critical importance of these issues in the election year and to provide young people with the tools to start the process of change in their communities.  

“These events give Chicago’s youth a voice in matters that impact them deeply,” says Aparna Sharma, a SAPAC organizer. “In the past few years, we have seen a spate of hate crimes against Arabs and South Asians, a population loss in our communities due to the fear created by special registrations and deportations, and continued limited immigrant access to quality education. Speak Up! Act Up! shines a light on such issues and provides a real opportunity for Chicago’s youth to get engaged in ongoing campaigns to create positive social change.”

On September 16th from 5:30 p.m. to 8:30 PM at the Hot House, 31 E. Balbo, performers and speakers will address how policies on health and reproductive issues and legislation such as Special Registration and the USA PATRIOT Act affect Arab and South Asian communities in the U.S. Guests include: Café APTP (Albany Park Theater Project), Members of Mango Tribe—Sarwat Rumi, Lani Montreal, and Sharmili Majumdar—comedian Farheen Hakeem, and performance artist Laila Farah.  

On September 18th, workshops from 10 a.m. to 12 p.m. at DePaul University, 1 E. Jackson, will cover topics such as civil liberties, political participation by immigrant communities, and immigrant access to education.  

“The Speak Up! Act Up! forums give a voice to young people who have been particularly disenfranchised by 9/11,” says Mallika Dutt, executive director of Breakthrough. “What makes America special is its commitment to protecting the human rights of all its residents. These elections are taking place at a time when it is especially important for all of us to speak up to ensure that the United States remains true to its core values of equality, fairness, and liberty for all.”

Participating local organizations include: Apna Ghar; the Illinois Coalition for Immigrant and Refugee Rights; the Coalition of African, Asian, European, Latino Immigrants of Illinois (CAAELII); the Chinese Mutual Aid Society; DePaul University Department of Women’s Studies; the Muslim Civil Rights Center; and the Center for New Community.

As part of the conference, artist Badmash has made cartoons available for use with articles dealing with civil liberties and access to education among South Asian and Arab Americans. These can be downloaded at http://www.breakthrough.tv/suau/press.html
The first Speak Up! Act Up! conference was held in New York City on April 10. More than 300 young people from across the city gathered to address similar issues. Upcoming forums will be held in Gainesville, Florida, and Houston, Texas.

Interviews with young people from Arab and South Asian communities as well as organizers with Breakthrough, SAPAC, and other local organizations are available. Contact Tracy Van Slyke or Jackie Lalley for more information.  

###

