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L INDA E . SÁNCHEZ AND SUSAN BIBLER COUTIN

Insurgent Collaboration

Sanctuary as Research Practice

ABSTRACT Scholarship regarding those who are categorized as undocumented can put sanc-

tuary principles into practice in research settings. To do so, scholars can conduct research in

collaboration with immigrant communities, reject essentializing terminology, develop modes

of sociality that challenge exclusion, and document the unofficial forms of sanctuary devised

by members of immigrant communities. This research model is grounded in principles of

accompaniment that were followed by 1980s activists who offered sanctuary to those fleeing

wars in Central America. Examples of research initiatives and educational programs that follow

such principles are presented. KEYWORDS Immigration; Sanctuary; Fugitivity; Nativism

In the face of virulent nativist sentiment, pervasive surveillance, and govern-
ment pressure on localities to collaborate in immigration law enforcement,1 we
propose that scholars who write about immigration practice an insurgent model
of collaboration that takes sanctuary principles into account. This model has
four features: () It practices accompaniment by entering spaces of risk and
working alongside those who are in these spaces in order to transform unjust
social conditions;2 such research is by, with, and for, not merely about, people
who have been “illegalized.”3 () It rejects essentializing terminology in favor of
words that reflect the identifications and preferences of those deemed “undoc-
umented,” thus () embodying an ethics of fugitivity by challenging dominant
categories and categorizations. () It documents and supports sanctuary outside
of spaces traditionally seen as sanctuaries. We elaborate on each of these princi-
ples in turn.

ACCOMPANIMENT

During the s, hundreds of US congregations declared themselves sanctu-
aries for Salvadorans and Guatemalans who fled US-backed regimes and who
were at risk of deportation.4 For these congregations, giving sanctuary consisted
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of such practices as aiding Central Americans in crossing the US–Mexico bor-
der, providing housing and transportation, publicizing accounts of persecution,
and opposing continued US military assistance to El Salvador and Guatemala.5

The s sanctuary movement was transnational, as US participants were in
close communication with religious groups and activists in El Salvador and
Guatemala, and as US congregations regularly traveled to Central America in
order to provide an international presence in communities at risk of persecu-
tion. Participants understood such actions as accompaniment, that is, as sharing
the journey—and risks—of oppressed groups. Through sanctuary, they sought
to transcend borders, build community, and achieve justice, perhaps, in the
words of William Walters, “inventing ways to contest the expulsion of people
from humanity.”6 Building on such work, in today’s context, congregations,
cities, states, and some businesses have offered sanctuary to all at risk of depor-
tation, not merely to Central Americans in particular, by refusing to participate
in immigration policing, preventing information about individuals’ immigra-
tion status from being shared, and promoting inclusive policies.

ACCOMPANIMENT THROUGH TERMINOLOGY

Scholars practice insurgent collaboration by being ever vigilant of how we write
and talk about individuals who have been “illegalized” by the state because we
risk perpetuating hegemonic ideas of what the concept of “illegalization” means.
Important figures in the immigrant community, such as poet Yosimar Reyes, have
expressed that even the word “undocumented” can be problematic.7 According to
him, being undocumented is a condition, like being poor. It is not an identity.
One can grow up in poverty, just like one can grow up in “undocumentedness,”
but one is not poverty, just like one is not undocumented. While the word
“undocumented” has been embraced by communities without legal status as well
as scholars, it is important to be aware that not all immigrants are comfortable
with this as an identity. Scholars can accompany this effort by being mindful and
supportive of these perspectives and the need for more inclusive terms.

One way to find new alternatives for talking about individuals who have
been labeled as “undocumented” is by listening to their narratives. Using their
concepts and narratives in scholarly work legitimizes these ideas and challenges
dehumanizing state narratives, such as assigning “alien numbers” to Deferred
Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) recipients. Collaboration with the
immigrant community against dehumanizing ideology is an important sanctu-
ary research practice.8 State apparatuses that strip people of their humanity
often begin to do so through ideology, and therefore should also be contested
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through ideology. Spreading and legitimizing alternative ideologies can aid scho-
lars in becoming active collaborators in insurgent sanctuary research practices.

FUGIT IV ITY

Insurgent collaborations such as sanctuary resonate with the anthropology
of fugitivity in key ways. Drawing on histories and theories of black resis-
tance, “the concept of fugitivity highlights the tension between the acts or
flights of escape and creative practices of refusal—nimble and strategic prac-
tices that undermine the category of the dominant.”9 Sanctuary aids those
who are escaping violence and confinement, whether within detention cen-
ters or national borders, and also resists categorization imposed by states. At
the same time, a goal of sanctuary is often to enable individuals to stay but
on new terms; in essence, sanctuary can enact alternative forms of sociality.
Incorporating sanctuary principles into research entails accompaniment,
that is, joining in advocacy work; writing with (not just about) those who
have been deemed “undocumented”; highlighting the diversity of immigrant
communities; producing counternarratives; and sometimes remaining silent
out of respect for interlocutors’ wishes.

ALTERNATIVE SPACES OF SANCTUARY

Key to insurgent collaboration is documenting and supporting sanctuary
outside of places traditionally seen as sanctuary. For example, Carlos A. Garrido
de la Calleja and Jill Anderson’s edited volume, ¿Santuarios educativos en
México?, explores the possibility of establishing educational sanctuaries in
Mexico.10 The contributors, who are Mexican and US scholars and activists,
developed this volume in dialogue with Mexican youth who grew up in the
United States and returned or were deported to Mexico, where they demanded
access to education, and also with Central American youth traveling through
(and often staying for periods of time) in Mexico on the way to the United
States. Contributions detail the ways that Mexican universities can become sanc-
tuaries for these returnees, whose financial challenges and US educational cre-
dentials are often barriers to completing educations in Mexico, and also for
Central Americans who have educational needs but have not been enrolled in
the Mexican education system. Significantly, contributors argue, these two
groups also have knowledge and experience to offer each other, and scholars—
who are also educators—can accompany them on their educational journey.

A second example of alternative spaces of sanctuary is the innovative Freedom
University in Atlanta, GA, established for undocumented students. Georgia has
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barred undocumented individuals from applying to public universities and has
made it almost impossible to find funding for private ones. Freedom University
offers college-level instruction and was modeled after the Freedom Schools of the
s, which were spaces established by community organizers after various local
governments shut down public schools in an attempt to resist integration.11

While perhaps the image of a church is most often associated with sanctuary,
this university has become a sanctuary, especially when one considers that when
it first opened, its location had to be kept secret because Ku Klux Klan members
threatened to break up classes and turn in students to immigration officials.
Edelina M. Burciaga argues that policies in Georgia not only create structural
barriers to upward mobility for undocumented youth, but also reduce educa-
tional belonging. Her research demonstrates that lack of educational belonging
stagnates undocumented youths’ possibilities for a better future and causes emo-
tional turmoil.12 Alternative spaces like Freedom University become sanctuaries
for gaining educational belonging.

By adopting these sanctuary principles in our research and teaching, we can
build collaboration, counter nativism and racism, and foster inclusion in
scholarship and practice.
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