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INTRODUCTION

Gil Richard Musolf

This volume in the Blue-Ribbon series brings together scholars, former refugees,
a social worker, and an internationally recognized artist in mural painting.
Conflict and Forced Migration: Escape from Oppression and Stories of Survival,
Resilience, and Hope is timely.

It is headline news that forced migration due to conflict, persecution, and vio-
lence is a world-wide human catastrophe in which over 68 million people have
been displaced. The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees
(UNHCR) currently reports (the numbers change and are getting worse) that
one in every 110 people are forced to flee their homes and that someone is forced
to flee their home every two seconds. Over 40 million are internally displaced
persons (IDPs), people who have fled their home but remain in their home coun-
try. Over 25 million are refugees, people who have forsaken their homes and
homeland. They have crossed their country’s borders seeking safety and refuge.
For example, since the civil war in Syria began in 2011, over six million Syrians
are IDPs and over five million are refugees. That’s 12 million people, half of
Syria’s population. People who flee to escape from violence, war, and persecu-
tion, abandon all they have, many times at a moment’s notice.

REFUGEES
Refugees are people that states and organizations, such as the UNHCR, have
recognized are fleeing conflict, persecution, and violence. Refugees are protected
by international law. The guiding codification of the rights of refugees is the
Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees adopted in 1951 in the wake of
World War II and expanded in 1967 to the Protocol Relating to the Status of
Refugees. The United States is a signatory to this international law. The US also
has incorporated the principles of the Convention and the Protocol into national
law through the Refugee Act of 1980.

Conflict and Forced Migration: Escape from Oppression

and Stories of Survival, Resilience, and Hope
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The 1951 Convention, as a post-Second World War instrument, was originally limited in
scope to persons fleeing events occurring before 1 January 1951 and within Europe. The 1967
Protocol removed these limitations and thus gave the Convention universal coverage.
(UNHCR, 2010, p. 2)

An introduction to the Convention states:

A refugee […] is someone who is unable or unwilling to return to their country of origin owing
to a well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, member-
ship of a particular social group, or political opinion. (UNHCR, 2010, p. 3)

As the Convention and Protocol recognizes, persecution sometimes means
that no place inside one’s country is safe; thus, remaining an IDP would entail
grave risk. People who fear persecution if they remain in their country escape to
other countries. They cannot be prosecuted for crossing borders illegally nor
returned to their country of origin. Again, an introduction to the Convention
and Protocol document states:

[R]efugees should not be penalized for their illegal entry or stay. This recognizes that the seek-
ing of asylum can require refugees to breach immigration rules. Prohibited penalties might
include being charged with immigration or criminal offences relating to the seeking of asylum,
or being arbitrarily detained purely on the basis of seeking asylum. Importantly, the
Convention contains various safeguards against the expulsion of refugees. The principle of
non-refoulement is so fundamental that no reservations or derogations may be made to it. It
provides that no one shall expel or return (“refouler”) a refugee against his or her will, in any
manner whatsoever, to a territory where he or she fears threats to life or freedom. (UNHCR,
2010, p. 3; emphasis in original)

Many who cross borders seek asylum or refuge. But not all people who cross
borders will be recognized or evaluated as a refugee. Refugee Status
Determination (RSD) is a legal process conducted mainly by UNHCR.
According to the UNHCR’s website, increasingly, in many countries that don’t
have sufficient resources to handle the large influx of people seeking refuge, the
UNHCR is solely relied upon to make the determination of refugee eligibility
and did so in 50 countries in 2013.

Some countries have expanded their notions of what constitutes persecution.

In 1991, in response to the growing awareness of the persecution of lesbian, gay, bisexual and
transgender (LGBT) persons around the world, Canada became the first country to accept ref-
ugee petitions based on persecution due to sexual orientation or gender identity (SOGI).
(Kahn & Alessi, 2017, p. 23)

Seventy-five countries criminalize same-sex behaviors and of those, six coun-
tries invoke the death penalty (p. 23). In the United States, granting refugee sta-
tus and asylum to LGBT individuals is examined under the particular social
group category. The Convention and Protocol also give refugees rights such as
“access to the courts, to primary education, to work, and the provision for docu-
mentation, including a refugee travel document in passport form” (UNHCR,
2010, p. 3).

According to Aamir Sohail (2018), who works for the UNHCR, 85% of refu-
gees are hosted in the developing world. Turkey, with 3.5 million refugees, has
more refugees than any other country. Lebanon has the highest percentage of
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refugees relative to its population. The Department of Homeland Security
(DHS) states that “[h]istorically, the United States has been the world’s top
resettlement country. In 2016, the United States resettled 61 percent of UNHCR
referrals” (Mossaad & Baugh, 2018, p. 2). Over two-thirds of all refugees come
from the Syrian Arab Republic, Afghanistan, South Sudan, Myanmar, and
Somalia. Sohail also reports that four out of five refugees remain in countries
adjacent to their own and that over half of the world’s refugees are children.
Help for refugees comes from nations and international humanitarian organiza-
tions, such as the UNHCR, Amnesty International, and Doctors Without
Borders, which won the 1999 Nobel Peace Prize.

Nations can change their policy on helping refugees. Jordan, not surprisingly,
closed its borders to Syrian refugees in 2016 after border guards were killed by a
car bomb (Specia, 2018b). That closed border has resulted in a humanitarian cri-
sis in the summer of 2018 as “[m]ore than 320,000 people in the Dara’a region
have been displaced” (Specia, 2018a).

Many who have been forced to flee their homes are relegated to camps.
According to Irit Katz (2017), camps prevent “unauthorized mobility.” The
“global infrastructure” now:

consists of more than 1,000 camps inhabited by over 12 million people. Some are transferred
from one camp to another, where they are suspended for periods of weeks or months during
their long odysseys within and between states. Others live in refugee camps for years and even
decades. (Katz, 2017)

IDPs and refugees in camps endure loss of all that was their lives and loss of
all that could have been their lives, innumerable physical and mental health
issues, deprivation of human rights, violence, and hopelessness and despair,
which, at times, ends in suicide.

Three durable solutions to the refugee crisis have been: (1) repatriation, the vol-
untary return of refugees to their country of origin once armed conflict has ended
and conditions are guaranteed safe by the refugees’ home government; (2) local
integration, refugees receiving citizenship rights in the country they have sought
refuge in; and (3) resettlement, relocating refugees from their present condition in
a host country or camp to a third country. According to the US Department of
State’s website on “Refugee Admissions” (2018a), the most frequent durable solu-
tion is the return of refugees to their country of origin. Some refugees will receive
citizenship in their host country, and a few, “those who are at the highest risk”
(United States Department of State, 2018a), will be resettled to a third country. In
some countries conflict between host citizens and refugees erupts, making local
integration unsuccessful. Resettlement to a country outside the host country can
be an extended process that can take up to a decade or more.

REFUGEE STATUS AND RESETTLEMENT IN THE
UNITED STATES

The process of receiving refugee status and resettlement in the United States is
summarized from the United States Citizenship and Immigration Services
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(USCIS) (2018) and the Department of State (2018a; 2018b; 2018c) websites. In
US law, a refugee is a person living outside the United States who has fled their
home country and is currently living in a “transition country” seeking to be
resettled in the United States. In order to be considered eligible as a refugee, a
person must meet the qualifications of fleeing persecution, armed conflict, or vio-
lence, is unable to return home based on a well-founded fear of persecution, is
of special humanitarian concern, and is admissible. The UNHCR refers most of
the refugees who are resettled in the United States. In addition, the U.S.
Refugee Admissions Program (USRAP) “establishes processing priorities that
identify individuals and groups who are of special humanitarian concern to the
United States and who are eligible for refugee resettlement consideration”
(Mossaad & Baugh, 2018, p. 3). The Admissions Program’s purpose is to make
a refugee status determination.

For resettlement consideration in the United States, the UNHCR refers a ref-
ugee to one of nine Resettlement Support Centers (RSC) around the world.
According to the Department of State’s website (2018b) on the US Refugee
Admissions Program, RSCs:

collect biographic and other information from the applicants to prepare for the adjudication
interview and for security screening. Enhanced security screening is a joint responsibility of
the Department of State and the Department of Homeland Security and includes the partici-
pation of multiple U.S. Government security agencies.

The refugee applicant’s information will be scrutinized and he or she will be
interviewed outside the United States by a USCIS officer. The interview and vet-
ting process investigate an applicant’s identity, background, criminality, medical
status, if he or she has any ties to terrorism or if he or she poses a threat to
national security, and other factors that can make someone inadmissible. The
investigation will be arduous, extensive, and may involve many levels of inter-
views and vetting by different personnel. The process can take a very long time
and is too complicated to review here. The USCIS will make the refugee status
determination decision that determines if the person is eligible to come to the
United States for resettlement.

According to Mossaad and Baugh (2018, p. 3), “Upon approval, the refugee
applicants must also undergo a medical exam” (p. 3) “to identify individuals with
inadmissible health-related conditions” (p. 3; footnote 9). The person also will
need a financial sponsor, which could be a family member or organization that
can provide financial assistance once the person has arrived in the United States.
A person making a request for refugee status also can request resettlement for a
“derivative family member,” that is, a spouse, including a same-sex spouse, any
unmarried children under 21, and in limited cases, other family members. These
family members “are not required to demonstrate an independent refugee claim”

(p. 3). If a person is approved for resettlement in the United States, he or she will
be provided limited financial support upon arrival in the United States through
the Department of State’s Reception and Placement Program.

According to the Department of State’s website on The Reception and
Placement Program (2018c), the State Department works with “nine
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resettlement agencies that have proven knowledge and resources to resettle refu-
gees.” Resettlement is a process of matching the needs of refugees with the
resources of communities. Upon arriving in the United States, refugees are met
at the airport by someone from the sponsoring agency, taken to a furnished
apartment, provided “climate-appropriate clothing,” “food typical of the refu-
gee’s culture,” and oriented to social services and granted “employment authori-
zation” (United States Department of State, 2018c). Limited financial assistance
is provided by the Reception and Placement program for the first three months
after the refugee’s arrival. The Office of Refugee Resettlement under the
Department of Health and Human Services also “works through the states and
other nongovernmental organizations to provide longer-term cash and medical
assistance, as well as language, employment, and social services” (United States
Department of State, 2018c). The refugee must apply for lawful permanent resi-
dence (LPR) within one year after arrival, colloquially referred to as obtaining a
green card. After five years in the United States, LPRs who have met required
qualifications can apply to become naturalized US citizens.

The Refugee Act of 1980 authorizes the President, after consultation with
Congress, to determine the number of refugees allowed to resettle in the United
States. The President also limits the number of refugees that can resettle from
each region of the world. “In 2016, the United States admitted 84,989 refugees,
an increase of approximately 15,000 from each of the previous three years”
(Mossaad & Baugh, 2018, p. 3). In 2016, in order of highest percentage, 71% of
refugees came from five countries: The Democratic Republic of the Congo,
Syria, Burma, Iraq, and Somalia (p. 4). According to Shesgreen and Gomez
(2018), President Obama had authorized resettling up to 110,000 refugees for his
last year in office, which President Trump cut to 45,000 for fiscal year (FY) 2018
(the US FY runs from October 1 to September 30) and to 30,000 for FY 2019.
Although the FY 2018 cap was 45,000, Shesgreen and Gomez (2018) report that
near the end of FY 2018, only 20,918 refugees had been admitted. On June 26,
2018, the US Supreme Court in a 5�4 decision upheld the Trump administra-
tion’s travel ban. The policy bans nationals from Iran, Libya, Syria, Somalia,
Yemen, and North Korea from entering the United States. It also prohibits
entry to some government officials from Venezuela. The third version of the
travel ban stated that national security concerns arising from those countries
inadequate data and information systems prohibit the United States to carry out
thorough background, identity, and vetting procedures (BBC News, 2018).
Critics have argued that the policy, one that affects people from majority-
Muslim nations, is one of religious discrimination. While security concerns pre-
vent refugees in nations subject to the ban from resettlement in the United
States, resettlement continues from countries in which US intelligence agencies
find vetting and screening procedures sufficiently rigorous.

The refugee calamity accelerates as conflict and catastrophe generate more
refugees. The humanitarian response to the cataclysm is in jeopardy as nations,
especially ones that had held out helping hands, find the many complexities and
financial burdens of the crisis overwhelming. The unrelenting refugee crisis has
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led to debates in many nations over the conflicting demands of security and
compassion.

In Part I of this volume, scholars address the circumstances of conflict and
forced migration that have affected the countries people flee from and the coun-
tries they flee to. The first chapter focuses on the process of coming to the
United States as an asylum seeker, and the crisis in the Northern Triangle of
Central America, which has led to an unprecedented surge in people seeking
asylum in the United States. The second chapter addresses the longstanding cri-
sis of conflict in Darfur. The author examines the structures of global climate
change, race, and gender. The situation in Darfur has led to genocide and a ref-
ugee crisis. The third chapter reviews the Circassian diaspora. The recent civil
war in Syria has led to Syrian Circassian migration, primarily to Turkey.
Circassians have found mutual aid and refuge in Turkey and are being inte-
grated into Turkish society. While Turkey is Circassians’ preferred destination,
many Circassians express a desire to return to their homeland. Some are return-
ing. In Part II, two former female refugees, one from Sudan and one from
Kosovo, each chronicle how they mustered resilience and agency to escape
oppression and come to the United States. The history of their countries is seen
through a personal lens. Both have profound gratitude to the United States and
are pursuing their dreams. Two scholars jointly depict aspects of the humanitar-
ian crisis along the southwestern United States�Mexico border. A playwright
who smuggled her lover out of Damascus adds another note of hope and happi-
ness in a world of tragic stories. Two scholars reflect on their pioneering work in
Critical Participatory Action Research “among queer and trans migrants with
precarious status.” In Part III, three chapters reflect upon humanitarian and pol-
icy responses. The first chapter by three scholars of social work presents the his-
tory of child protection policy in the United States. They also focus on how the
social construction of immigrant populations shapes child welfare practices. The
second article, by a psychiatric social worker, gives voice to children of migrants
who for a variety of sad reasons have been left to struggle with traumatic situa-
tions. The third chapter focuses on the humanitarian response of an academic
who created a university organization, Scholars for Syria, to help Syrian stu-
dents who resettled in the United States. Art as a form of hope and social con-
sciousness centers Part IV. A scholar of rhetoric expounds upon the literary
insight into the lives of refugees in the novels of Bildungsroman. An international
artist, a mural painter, has presented some of the murals painted in Syria by
children and teenagers as a healing and peace-making process.

None of the authors should be assumed to agree with one another.
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