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​Ghostly Others: Deservedness in the Sanctuary Movement and Asian-America​

​Sulma Franco is a Guatemalan ladino​​1​ ​lesbian who left Guatemala in 2009 to seek​

​asylum in the United States and was granted sanctuary by the First Unitarian Universalist Church​

​in Texas. Her sanctuary was hailed as a victory for immigration activists and the LGBT+ rights​

​movement. However, this so-called victory papered over the stories of many others who left​

​Latin America to seek better opportunities in the United States as their identity did not fit into the​

​sanctuary movement’s concept of deservedness. Similarly, Asian-Americans have been subjected​

​to the myth of the “model minority” since the 1960s, which effectively marks a group of​

​highly-visible affluent members of the community as deserving immigrants. As shown in the​

​Students for Fair Admissions vs Harvard​​Supreme Court case,​​2​ ​this generalization renders the​

​stories of other Asian-American groups invisible. Because their stories were not considered​

​tellable, both of these groups became ghostly others.​​3​

​The ideas of the modern and 1980s sanctuary movements are deeply rooted in the white,​

​mostly upper-middle class Christian demographic that gave rise to the movement. Thus,​

​individual refugees’ stories must appeal to that demographic in order to be of note to the​

​movement. If their stories do not fall within the boundaries of white, upper-middle class​

​Christian conceptions of deservedness, then they are erased and rendered as if they had never​

​existed in the first place. They become, as Maria E. Vargas writes in her article​​Ghostly Others:​

​Limiting Constructions of Deserving Subjects in Asylum Claims and Sanctuary Protection,​

​“ghostly others” (Vargas 1). For instance, two Mayan boys from Guatemala who arrived in​

​Chicago during the movement in the 80s were denied help by the sanctuary movement because​

​3​ ​The concept of “ghostly others” draws from Avery Gordon’s work. It subverts the harsh boundary between those​
​considered visible and invisible by creating this idea of ghostliness—that even though these others are not seen their​
​influence is still felt across society.​

​2​ ​Landmark United States Supreme Court case that overturned affirmative action​
​1​ ​Ladino in this context refers to a Latin American person of non-Indigenous descent​
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​they “did not convey the narrative of migration that underpinned much of the Sanctuary work”​

​(Vargas 7). Indigenous boys from Latin America who did not enter the United States as part of a​

​typical heterosexual family do not fit into the typical, American-born, white Christian conception​

​of the deserving immigrant, and thus, they “simply disappeared” (Vargas 8). Because the​

​oppression they face due to their indigenous heritage is not acknowledged by the dominant white​

​Christian groups in charge of the movement, despite how meaningful and horrific their story may​

​be, their stories are not tellable​​—​​at least not by the Sanctuary Movement. By contrast, deserving​

​subjects are subjects that fit in the upper-middle class Christian view of what a fleeing immigrant​

​from Latin America should look like​​—​​non-indigenous, middle class, educated, and within the​

​boundaries of the American faith-based​​Weltanschauung​​.​

​This religious community plays the main role in determining deservedness. Regardless of​

​the particular facts of an individual immigrant’s narrative, “its tellability is measured on its​

​ability to evoke empathy from a faith-based audience” (Vargas 7). That characteristic of​

​tellability is central to the Christian ideal of bearing witness, but is constrained by the white​

​Christian conception of precisely who is worthy of receiving help. To be deserving, the story​

​must “evoke empathy from a faith-based audience” (Vargas 7). The religious community sees​

​itself as the (white) savior of “prophetic witnesses”​​—​​those who have suffered unimaginably and​

​whose suffering has led to a deepening of their faith. Thus, the deserving immigrant must be able​

​to justify their suffering and couch it in terms that are amenable to this faith-based orthodoxy.​

​These immigrants are construed as “the traumatized Other” (Vargas 8), and must show proof of​

​that trauma to be accepted by the religious community. Vargas views the religious community as​

​through these actions perpetuating, in the 1980s, a heteronormative, white supremacist and​

​saviourist view of the Latin Other and now a homonormative view that accepts the LGBT+​
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​community if they “​​fulfill the “gay enough” test with the congregation members” (Vargas 8), but​

​declines to consider the stories of LGBT+ individuals who might not fit traditional Western​

​religious-based notions of what it means to be part of the LGBT+ community.​

​Vargas makes the case that these “sanctuary constructions of deserving subjects” (Vargas​

​1) are unable and unwilling to take account of intersectional and decolonial ideas. In the case of​

​Sulma Franco, her whiteness and status as an “out” lesbian places her within the traditional​

​American, “gay rights discourse of out, white, middle class and productive citizen” (McGuirk 7).​

​This discourse is rigid and does not account for more fluid or intersectional conceptions of​

​Indigenous gender or sexuality. This continues previous historical systems of colonial​

​domination that seek to dehumanize Indigenous bodies, imposing Western ideas of binary​

​categories of gender and sexuality and enforcing them through rape and violence. This​

​dehumanization of Indigenous bodies as inferior—particularly Indigenous women—has marked​

​them “as violable for heterosexual rape” (Lugones 203). These concepts are foreign to the​

​faith-based American audiences that lead the sanctuary movement, which tend to lump all​

​immigrants from Guatemala together and not take account of any intersectional factors. In the​

​case of Angelina Castillo-Hernandez, for instance, the US Court of Appeals declined to grant her​

​refuge in the United States because “the attackers made no comments indicating they were​

​attacking her and her mother because they were Mayan and spoke Canjobal” (Vargas 5). This​

​decision underscores how the United States as a whole does not recognize that the centuries-old​

​violence that the imposition of colonial gender ideology paired with the systematic​

​dehumanization of Indigenous peoples directly led to continued sexual violence against Mayan​

​women. These Mayan women whose oppression goes unrecognized by the United States and the​
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​sanctuary movement are ghostly others, disrupting the “celebratory justice and freedom​

​portrayed in Franco’s story with unimaginable injustice” (Vargas 5).​

​Vargas argues that Sulma Franco has become a poster child of sorts for a movement that​

​never centered on the LGBT+ community in the first place, and her case is being interpreted​

​through a homonationalist​​4​ ​lens, which renders her story tellable but also renders many other​

​immigrants ghostly others. While Franco is lesbian and faced violence and discrimination​

​because of people’s reactions to her identity, she had a traditional coming-out story, and was​

​educated, middle-class and not Indigenous, making it possible for the movement to reframe her​

​in the context of its own values and the values of its predecessor. She was chosen through the​

​“model immigrant strategy due to her non-indigenous and cisgender body” (Vargas 8),  making​

​her amenable to the homonationalistic modern sanctuary movement. Through Franco’s example,​

​Vargas makes clear that while the sanctuary movement has begun to acknowledge the LGBT+​

​community, this “was a victory for one woman” (Vargas 2)—no more–and it additionally​

​marginalized ghostly others who do not fit within the faith-based American view of the​

​deserving immigrant. Those ghostly others, Indigenous people, the transgender and bisexual​

​communities, have stories that are not deemed tellable, and thus they are not determined worthy​

​of sanctuary.​

​Vargas is arguing that the sanctuary movement creates a distinction between those​

​determined by the sanctuary movement, and by their values, as deserving, and those who are cast​

​aside​​—​​ghostly others. Those who are deemed worthy of sanctuary are deemed so because they​

​fit within the confines of the faith-based homonationalist​​Weltanschauung​​of the movement,​

​4​ ​A term coined by Jasbir Puar in 2007 in her book Terrorist Assemblages:​
​Homonationalism in Queer Times, homonationalism is defined as “the dual movement in which certain homosexual​
​constituencies have embraced U.S. nationalist agendas and have also been embraced by nationalist agendas.”​
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​which removes intersectional ideas from the equation. I agree with Vargas’ claims and I feel that​

​the sanctuary movement is emblematic of many movements that advocate for some particular​

​marginalized group in their conduct towards intersectionality. This concept of the deserving and​

​undeserving immigrant and its creation of ghostly others exists far beyond the examples put forth​

​by Vargas, such as in regards to the Asian-American community, particularly in regards to both​

​the “model minority’ stereotype and the more recent development of the​​Students for Fair​

​Admissions v. Harvard​​case.​

​The model minority myth is the belief that Asian-Americans are more “financially and​

​educationally successful and hardworking” (Ruiz et. al.) when compared against other minority​

​groups. At first glance, this might seem like the case. The Asian-American mean income in 2023​

​was $112,800, much higher than the national mean of just over $80,000 (USAFacts). According​

​to the United States National Archives, 48.8% of Asian-Americans either have a bachelor’s or​

​graduate degree, compared with the national average of 27.7% (US Census Bureau).  Yet these​

​statistics are misleading.​

​By the creation of this category of Asian-American and by grouping the entire​

​Asian-American experience under this category, we contribute to a reductionist view of​

​Asian-American history. “Asian-American” is defined by the United States State Department as​

​“A person having origins in any of the original peoples of the Far East, Southeast Asia, or the​

​Indian subcontinent, including, for example, Cambodia, China, India, Japan, Korea, Malaysia,​

​Pakistan, the Philippine Islands, Thailand, and Vietnam” (US State Dept.). This is already a vast​

​spread, both geographically and socioculturally. Some Asian-American families have been in the​

​United States since the 19th century, when immigrants primarily hailing from Japan, China,​

​Korea and the Philippines moved to Hawaii to work on sugar and fruit plantations and to​
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​California to work during the Gold Rush and on the railroads. By contrast, the vast majority of​

​Hmong, Vietnamese and Cambodian-Americans arrived in the 1970s, and have only been in this​

​country for around a half-century.​

​These facts already suggest that the Asian-American experience is not monolithic in the​

​least. Additionally, the prevalent belief of the universal “financial and educational success” that,​

​under the umbrella of the model-minority myth, Asians are all purported to have achieved, erases​

​the massive income inequality within the community. For instance, the median income of​

​Indian-Americans in 2022 was $145,000, much more than the national average, while​

​Burmese-Americans have a median income of $44,000, which is much more in line with Latino​

​and African-American communities and far below the national median (Pew Research). When​

​we look at education, we see a similar gap, with only 16.9% of Laotian-Americans and 23.7% of​

​Cambodian-Americans having a bachelor’s degree, compared with 78.9% of​

​Taiwanese-Americans (New American Economy Research Fund).​

​Asians are, at least to some degree, marked as deserving through this model-minority​

​stereotype, as it very much plays into American ideas about meritocracy—if one is just patient​

​and industrious, one is assured of reaching the American Dream. But oftentimes when we think​

​of “Asian,” Americans think of Chinese and Japanese-Americans, not Hmong and​

​Laotian-Americans. Rather than differentiating between these groups, the same white, mostly​

​upper-middle class Christian demographic that generated the model-minority notion of​

​deservedness groups all of these distinct people’s identities together. In the same way as Sulma​

​Franco and Angelina Castillo-Hernandez are both described in the United States as “Latina,”​

​which, by reducing their specific and distinct identities, erases Castillo-Hernadez’s separate​

​experience as a indigenous woman, so too does the conflation of all distinct Asian-American​
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​identities as one erase the struggles of many Hmong, Burmese and other Asian-Americans that​

​do not fit into the prevailing narrative of the model minority. They become, like​

​Castillo-Hernandez, ghostly others.​

​The​​Students for Fair Admissions​​case is a clear example of this erasure in action.​

​National coverage has centered around the systematic lowering of the “personal” rating for​

​Asian-American applicants to top universities who typically have higher test scores and grades​

​than their White, Latino and African-American peers. But Asian-American applicants to schools​

​like those of the Ivy League are already predominantly affluent and from East and South Asian​

​groups. Many of these students’ families have resided in the United States for longer and came​

​here with parents who have gone through higher education, as was necessary for immigration​

​due to the restrictive visa requirements which have only been eased in recent years. This group​

​of Asian students, despite being disadvantaged due to being Asian, are squarely within the​

​prevailing American worldview of the deserving immigrant, within the model minority myth. By​

​contrast, Asian-Americans who because of refugee or socioeconomic status do not fit within this​

​myth are simply erased, their data aggregated under the overarching label of Asian-American,​

​becoming ghostly others.​

​In essence, ghostly others haunt the stories of people like Sulma Franco and the stories of​

​Students for Fair Admissions. While their successes were clearly victories for themselves, which​

​should not be minimized, it was not some “revolutionary rupture” (Vargas). Many others traveled​

​the same road as Franco or are grouped in the same Asian-American demographic, but were​

​turned back because of how their identity was perceived—how it challenged and threatened​

​traditional, anti-intersectional American notions of deservedness. Their stories deserve to be told,​

​too.​
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