
African Immigrants Project 
 Interview transcription 
 

 
Siddiq Hadi 

 
 
 
Interview date: June 13, 2000 
Location of interview: Nilien Insurance in West Philadelphia 
Country of origin: Sudan 
Ethnic group/language group: Dinka (Southern Sudanese) and Arab (Northern Sudanese)/Arabic 
Religion: Non-practicing Muslim 
Profession: Owns insurance agency 
Level of education: Bachelor’s degree in Mathematics and Statistics / Gradute studies not completed 
Location of residence in Philadelphia:  
 
Mr. Hadi left Sudan in 1988 to work as an insurance agent in Oman. He spent four years there, during 
which time there was a coup and civil war in Sudan. Since he had been a union organizer and had run for 
political office in Sudan, he decided that he couldn’t return, and came to the United States on a student 
visa in 1992. He attended the University of West Florida for one semester before dropping out for 
financial reasons. His brother-in-law was living in Philadelphia at the time, so he moved there and 
applied for political asylum. In 1996, he was granted political asylum. 
 
Mr. Hadi worked as an ice-cream vendor and as a vegetable vendor before becoming re-certified as an 
insurance agent and eventually opening his own agency, which predominantly serves African immigrants. 
Most of his socializing is done with other Sudanese, and he is a member of the Sudanese Association.  
 

Interviewer: Leigh Swigart (LS) 

Interviewee: Siddiq Hadi (SH) 

Interview Transcription 

LS: I’ll just start with some background information, so that I have that from you. Your name? 

SH: Siddiq Hadi. 

LS: And your country of origin? 

SH: Sudan. 

LS: What is the difference between saying Sudan and “the Sudan”? 

SH: There is no big difference. When you say “the Sudan” I think --- that’s in my opinion, that’s when 

you say “the Sudan” as if you’ve just defined it. You know? “The Sudan.” But we used to say just 

“Sudan.” 
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LS: I just wondered, because some people say “the Gambia” and it always sounds --- it’s something the 

British used to say, for some reason, and I don’t think Gambians tend to say “the Gambia,” but the British 

tend to say “the Gambia,” and I wondered if it was a British thing to say “the Sudan.”  

SH: [laughs] Oh, okay. 

LS: What ethnic group are you from? 

SH: [sighs] Okay, um, I’m a Sudanese.  

LS: Well, I know you’re a Sudanese. [SH laughs] 

SH: Yeah, yeah. 

LS: If you don’t have any identifier beyond that, that’s okay. 

SH: No, no, no. This is originally --- as you know, in Sudan we have these cross-racial, you know, 

marriages. This happen in all parts of Sudan --- different tribes --- 

LS: You mean Arab peoples with black peoples? 

SH: Yeah, with black peoples. So like from my father’s side, I am a Southerner, from Dinka tribe. That’s 

from my father’s side. From my mother’s side, she has that Northern blood. Maybe she has kind of Arab 

blood, Nubian blood, all these kind --- So I feel very comfortable when I say just Sudanese. 

LS: Okay. 

SH: The most sophisticated division of --- 

LS: Do people in Sudan, apart from the people in the South, not tend to use any kind of ethnic identifier? 

I mean, I know people in the South do. They say they are Nuer or they’re Dinka or whatever. But do 

people in the North just usually don’t ---? 

SH: No, no. Actually, that’s all of Sudan. All over Sudan, people --- many of them, they prefer to use 

their tribal or their ethnic origins. And maybe only between intellectuals and educators, maybe, they don’t 

like to refer to their ethnic origins. 

LS: What’s your native language? Arabic? 

SH: Yeah, I speak Arabic. 

LS: So you do not speak any other language? 
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SH: No. Not any other language. 

LS: If you did speak another language, would that give you a reason to identify yourself in a different 

way? 

SH: Definitely. Definitely. 

LS: So some of it is that the sort of people who have been kind of Arabized sort of become Sudanese or 

something? And other people still have a tribal identification? 

SH: Yeah, that’s correct. Mostly that’s correct. People from Northern Sudan, like the Nubians ---whether 

you are Mahas(?) or Sokot(?) or Dongulawi(?), as we used to say, they have their own language. And 

then they like to speak their language. And they will be known by their ethnic origins, when they speak 

that language. 

LS: So if I ask them what ethnic group they were, they would immediately answer that --- 

SH: They will answer that right away. But for me, maybe because of my beliefs, I don’t like to go by my 

ethnic origin. 

LS: I understand. 

SH: I prefer just “Sudanese.” 

LS: Okay. What year were you born? 

SH: Say that again? 

LS: What year were you born? 

SH: I born in 1956. 

LS: What part of Sudan are you from? Are you from Khartoum? 

SH: No, actually I am from the middle region. From Gazira(?). That’s where they grow cotton, and, you 

know, this irrigated projects.  

LS: Is it to the south of Khartoum? 

SH: Actually, south to Khartoum. Middle of Sudan, Gazira(?). Between the two Niles. Between the Blue 

and the White Nile. We call “island.” 

LS: So they irrigate from the rivers? 
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SH: Yes, exactly.  

LS: What was your school experience in Sudan? What kind of school did you go to and how far did you 

go? 

SH: Okay, I went to elementary school at my --- at local, in the village, where I was born. After that, I 

went to the intermediate school in a big town, maybe you can say, in the region. After that secondary 

school, I went to one of the most famous secondary school in Sudan. 

LS: What school? 

SH: Hantu(?). They call it Hantu. Hantu High Secondary School. This one of the --- 

LS: Okay, so high secondary school. 

SH: Yeah. 

LS: What does that compare to in the US system? How old are you when do that? Seventeen, eighteen? 

SH: No. At that time I was, like, fifteen years old. Like fifteen years old. Actually, this school, along with 

another three --- another two schools, had been established by the British. They are very famous schools. 

Hantu, Hortagut(?), Wadisen(?). 

LS: And were they sort of the training grounds for people who would be in the colonial administration? 

SH: Exactly. That was what it was for. And then they’re distinguished. When you say that you graduated 

from Hantu or graduated from, I mean, Hantu or graduated from Wadisen or Hortagut, that means that 

you are a distinguished student. 

LS: So are they boarding schools? 

SH: Yes, they are boarding schools. 

LS: And so there is a rigorous competition to get into them nationwide? 

SH: Definitely. 

LS: So you left home at fifteen to go and be in a school. 

SH: Actually, matter of fact, part of the elementary school I was in boarding. 

LS: Oh, okay. 
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SH: Also, we have to compete to get into the boarding schools. And I had been accepted in the boarding 

school. That in 1967, I think. 

LS: So you left home early. 

SH: Yeah, early. After that, I went for undergrad at the University of Khartoum. Also one of the famous 

universities.  

LS: I know. 

SH: It is well known. 

LS: Ali has told me about how beautiful it was. 

SH: Yeah, it was. 

LS: It is. 

SH: But not now. 

LS: Not now? 

SH: Yeah, not now. 

LS: Well, when he saw the University of Dakar, he thought it looked like a big junk heap and he’s kind of 

right. He said, “Ha! University of Khartoum is so beautiful compared to ---“ 

SH: Very, very beautiful. It has that British style. I did my undergrad --- actually, my major was 

Mathematics and Statistics and I left the university in 1981. May, 1981. I joined the General Insurance 

Company in Sudan. Also, the fairest insurance company in Sudan. And actually we had been recruited 

before we graduated from the university. 

LS: Wow. I bet that doesn’t happen now. 

SH: And then we have been paid well. [SH laugh] 

LS: So you joined the --- it’s the General Insurance Company? 

SH: The General Insurance Company. 

LS: In Khartoum? 

SH: In Khartoum. Also, this company has been established by the British in 1951. 

LS: When did Sudan get its independence? 
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SH: That in January 1, 1956. 

LS: In ‘56. 

SH: Yeah. 

LS: ’56. I always hear about Ghana being the first one in ‘57. I never heard --- so Sudan got it in ’56? 

SH: ’56. Sudan in ‘56. 

LS: You’re not getting top-billing, I tell you. I’m going to check this. [break in tape]  So you joined the 

insurance company, then what happens? 

SH: I joined the insurance company in --- actually, I start working with them June 1st, 1981, until --- I 

think, yeah, May, 1988. For seven years, I think. I was working in different departments. And also I have 

been the secretary of the union of the employees from 1982 to 1988.  

LS: The insurance --- 

S; I have been re-elected three times. 

LS: The union of the insurance company employees. 

SH: Yeah, the General Insurance Company employees. I was the secretary from 1982 to 1988. I have 

been re-elected for a couple of terms. 

LS: And what happens in 1988? 

SH: In ’88, I left Sudan to Sultanate of Oman? 

LS: What prompted that? 

SH: Actually, I got a very good offer from one of the insurance companies from Sultanate of Oman, 

Oman United Insurance Company. I get the offer as assistant manager of the insurance department. I 

spent four years in Sultanate of Oman. 

LS: What was that like? 

SH: Sultanate of Oman, as you know, is part of the Middle East. It is one of the Gulf countries, like Saudi 

Arabia, Qatar, United Arab Emirates, Bahrain, and Yemen. So, uh, it’s a big country.  

It was a neighbor to Saudi Arabia. I think, don’t hold me on that, I think, the population may be like five 

million. I think so. 
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LS: So it is very small. 

SH: Yeah, it’s small, but it’s a big land, anyway. They speak Arabic, plus also they have different 

languages, especially in the south. 

LS: Indigenous languages. 

SH: Indigenous languages, especially in the south. That “Zuffar”(?) area. They call it Zuffar(?) area. They 

have, I think, like --- the people who lives in the mountain, they have their own indigenous language. But 

the official language of the country is Arabic. By the way, they are very fluent in Urdu, all these Indian 

languages --- 

LS: Just because there have been a lot of Pakistanis coming in or --- 

SH: Yeah, because of the historical relationship between Asia and the Gulf countries. Especially in 

Sultanate of Oman. Many immigrants there, especially from India, Pakistan, many of them. Iran, also. 

Some of them Iran. But most of the population of the immigrants from India. 

LS: Okay, that’s interesting. So what happens then? You are in Oman. Why do you leave there? 

SH: I think I left there for couple of reasons. One of the reasons, that I was thinking, I stay enough there. 

Four years is quite enough for me to stay there. Because I was disappointed, you know, that I left Sudan, I 

supposed to go back and then I was thinking to go back after one year or maximum two years.  

LS: Were you married then? 

SH: At that time, yeah. I was.  

LS: Iqbal was with you? 

SH: Yeah, she was with me. But because of the Islamic coup d’etat, Islamic militants’ coup d’etat in 

Sudan --- they took power by coup d’etat --- so I decided not to go back to Sudan. Because I don’t agree 

with their agenda, I don’t agree with their program. This is a long story. Anyway. This is one of the 

reasons. The other reason, some people might not see it like a convincing reason --- the Gulf War, when 

Iraq occupied Kuwait, I was so frustrated. ( ) I was so frustrated. And then it happened that --- we have a 

group of people, especially people like professionals, you know, lawyers, engineers, and those who work 

in insurance fields or commerce field or business field, we used to get together and discuss the whole 
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thing. Especially those who were interested in politics and the development in the area, whether is social 

or economics, you know? 

LS: So you got together with other Sudanese? Or other immigrants? 

SH: Yeah, other Sudanese. 

LS: Were there a lot of Sudanese in Oman? 

SH: Yeah, at that time, yeah. And also the other nationalities, especially immigrant nationalities, okay? 

From Africa or from the other Arab countries like Jordan, like from Lebanon, from Egypt, we get together 

on many different occasions. We talk. For me, after the occupation of Kuwait, I decided I don’t belong to 

that tradition. I’ll be honest with you. Because that occupation I think wasn’t justified and clearly it 

reflected the problems of that region, even including Sudan. Because of the ties and the relation between 

Sudan and the Middle East countries. You know? They have --- especially Northern Sudan, where the 

political power is there, in Northern Sudan. Right? The common ground of Islam, and they speak Arabic, 

and --- you know? We can summarize it: the Islamic-Arabic culture, which ties Northern Sudan with the 

Middle East countries. I think that culture, it has a lot of complications, a lot of problems, and the main 

thing --- it has that kind of double standard. 

LS: What double standard? 

SH: Double standard that they accept a thing and they refuse it in another situation. They accept it in this 

situation and then they refuse it in another situation. Right? So like --- always, we try to compare, in our 

discussion, some of them. So like in Sudan, all the way when we were in school and also while we were 

in the university, the Middle East political problems, especially the Palestinians and the Israelis, it was a 

hot issue. And because of that ties, that historical relation between Northern Sudan and the Middle East, 

they try to side us with the Palestinians. And they succeeded. In a way. That most of the people, even 

without knowing the reasons, without knowing the backgrounds, whatever, you just find yourself that you 

are defending the Middle East issues. Although I’m an African. But it never crossed my mind, or the 

minds of those who teach us, to be concerned about the African issues. This what I realized later and I 

was --- you know, reconsidered the whole thoughts that I had before. 



Siddiq Hadi 9

LS: What made you feel more committed to Africa issues than the Arab issues? It was the Gulf War? 

SH: No, actually, not --- the Gulf War is one of the reasons. 

LS: One of the reasons? 

SH: Yeah, because it made me think what was going on. The same people who complain that, like, Israel 

is being supported by the United States, it occupied the Arab territories, or regions, or whatever --- okay? 

They didn’t accept that. But at the same time, they accept that Iraq could take over Kuwait. A country that 

had its own sovereignty. Okay? It’s a member of the United Nations, you know. But they can justify that. 

You see? That what’s makes me think otherwise. Even some of the intellectuals in the Middle East, they 

supported Saddam Hussein. Although Saddam Hussein to me is a dictator. He is not more than a dictator. 

And no solution could come out of a dictator. I believe in that completely. If there is no democracy, I 

don’t think there is no solution, at all. And that is the problem of that region. They don’t believe in 

democracy at all. And then the governments are family governments. Actually, a group of minority 

people who govern there, and actually the people of the country themselves, they don’t have no say about 

their own country. I think that prevail up to now. And there are many, many incidents, and you can see a 

lot about that. So like the regime in Iraq, regime in Syria, although they consider themselves like more 

advanced than the governments in Saudi Arabia, in United Arab Emirates in Bahrain. But when you looks 

in the content, in the essence, they are the same. 

LS: Yes. 

SH: Now in Syria, Hafez Assad’s son is going to take over after his father. That is the same way in Saudi 

Arabia, Bahrain, in other countries. So what is the difference? Where are the people? Nothing’s different. 

LS: You’re right.  

SH: So all these things --- we could go in details and details, but anyway, I will stop here for --- 

LS: So when you decide not to go back to Sudan, what happened? How did you end up in the United 

States? 

SH: Actually, ah, in 1991, I had to think where I gotta go. I decide not to go to Sudan. And then also I 

decided not to stay in the Middle East. I discuss that with different friends whether to go to Europe --- 
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especially like England, Britain. But I decided to go to the United States, because of, you know, of the 

opportunities. And I know that the United States is different from other countries in many aspects. So I 

came here on a student visa to pursue my Masters in Statistics. 

LS: So you applied to a university while in Oman? 

SH: Yeah, while I was in Oman. 

LS: And you were accepted? 

SH: I had been accepted. 

LS: And then you got a student visa. 

SH: A student visa. I came here, I went to the school.  

LS: What school did you go to? 

SH: The University of West Florida. 

LS: Of West Florida? 

SH: Yeah, in Pensacola, the School of Statistics, as a graduate student. 

LS: How did you find the University of West Florida? 

SH: Actually, I applied to different universities, like eighteen universities in the United States. The first 

application come there to me ( ) I received from the University of West Florida. I just applied and then in 

a couple of months they said it’s okay. 

LS: But you could --- I mean, now it’s easy on the Internet but then, how did you get information about --

- did you go to --- is there an American --- 

SH: Yeah, I went to the American Embassy and actually I was a member in the American Cultural 

Centre. 

LS: American Cultural Center? 

SH: Yeah, I was a member with them. 

LS: I see, and so --- 

SH: I really, I did enjoy their --- whatever facilities they have. 
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LS: They have nice ---you know, that’s been cut out now? The American Cultural Centers aren’t going to 

exist any more in most places because they just got cut out of the budget. 

SH: Oh, man. This was a nice avenue(?), you know. For knowledge, for education --- 

LS: Well, in a lot of African countries, it’s a very good public relations thing. 

SH: And then actually my relation with American Cultural Center goes back in Sudan to 1981 when we 

applied to take the TOEFL test.  

LS: Oh, okay. 

SH: Even at that time I was thinking to come to the United States. 

LS: You took the TOEFL anyway? 

SH: Yes, I took the TOEFL. 

LS: So when you went to West Florida, you had already taken the TOEFL, so you didn’t have to worry 

about that? 

SH: I took another test in Sultanate of Oman. 

LS: I see. 

SH: I took another one. 

LS: Did you get any financial aid from West Florida? 

SH: Yes, I did. I worked with them as a mathematics tutor for the undergrads. But the financial aid wasn’t 

so enough for me to finish my degree. So I quit the program.  

LS: So how long did you do? 

SH: Actually, I did that like one semester, just one semester, and then I quit. I came to Philadelphia.  

LS: Okay, so in 1992, you go to West Florida? 

SH: Yeah, in 1992. 

LS: And then you come to Philadelphia in --- ? 

SH: Actually, finally, I came to stay in Philadelphia in November, 1992. 

LS: Why Philadelphia? 
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SH: Okay. Why Philadelphia? That’s a good question. Because the first time when I arrived in the United 

States, I came to Philadelphia because my brother-in-law --- 

LS: Oh, your brother-in-law was here? 

SH: Yeah, he was a graduate student at the University of Pennsylvania. Plus, I have many friends like Dr. 

Ali, we were colleagues back home, in the university. 

LS: Ali Dinar? 

SH: Yes. 

LS: Oh, that’s right, because he came in ‘88 or something like that. 

SH: Yeah, exactly. But we were colleagues back home. He was in the School of Arts and I was in the 

School of Technology(?). 

LS: So your brother-in-law is Iqbal’s brother? 

SH: Yeah. 

LS: Is he also here? 

SH: Now he’s in Texas. He finished his Masters in Fine Art. This is his work.  

LS: Aaah. So Iqbal must have been happy to come here to her brother? 

SH: Yeah. 

LS: She was trailing you around here and there, right? [both laugh] 

SH: Yep. 

LS: So once you came here, once you stopped being a student, how did you keep a visa? 

SH: Okay, what I did, I applied for a political asylum. And then I had been granted the political asylee 

status. 

LS: Now I hear that it’s hard to get that when you’ve already come on a different kind of visa.  

SH: You’re right. 

LS: Did you have any problem making your argument? Or how did that work? 

SH: Actually, I didn’t have any problem, because of my activities, because of my background ---you 

know, that makes it easy. Mostly I have never stopped my --- 
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LS: ( ) union? What were the activities that you engaged in that put you at risk? 

SH: Like, I was involved in the human rights movement since I was a student. 

LS: I see. So at the same time, you --- 

SH: Just like, see, when I was in the high school, I was a member of the student union. That was back in 

1975. You know, the students’ movement in Sudan historically played a major role in, uh --- 

LS: In shaking things up? 

SH: Shaking things up. That’s ( ), especially during the period of dictatorships. 

LS: Right. 

SH: You know, like Abboud dictatorship ( ), Nimeiry regime. Even I had been detained while I was a 

student, I been detained for two or three months. And also I had been dismissed from school while I was a 

union member. 

LS: So with this kind of record, it was pretty clear that you would be in danger? 

SH: Exact. Exact. Plus, when I graduated from the university and became secretary of the union of the 

employees, also involved in political and human rights activity. And by the way, that popular uprising in 

Sudan which toppled Nimeiry regime in 1985, if you remember that, there is a charter. They call it the 

“Uprising Charter.” It has been signed by six trade unions and three political parties. My trade union was 

one of these six. 

LS: I see.  

SH: Yeah. So --- 

LS: So you could make this argument very easily --- 

SH: Exactly. Plus also, I run for the elections of the National Assembly.  

LS: Oh! 

SH: In 1986. At that time I was thirty years old. I was the youngest candidate. 

LS: I’m sure. 

SH: In the country. I was the youngest candidate. And you know, this kind of background --- 

LS: But you didn’t win? 
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SH: No, I didn’t win. I didn’t win. But I did good. I did well. 

LS: So you ran as a representative from your region? 

SH: Yeah, from my region. 

LS: Your home region. 

SH: Yeah, and then I run the, you know, I run the elections as a Democratic Force candidate. You know, 

this for the youth and young people.  

LS: I bet that rubbed a lot of the older guys the wrong way. 

SH: Exactly. And then I run the election, not in the urban areas. I run it in the countryside, where the 

traditional forces have very strong hold. 

LS: So everybody was dying to have somebody who would counteract? 

SH: Yeah, exactly. So we did well. We did well. And then we made a lot of difference. We made a lot of 

difference. And it was a very good experience for me. 

LS: Yeah. So I see that all your activities made you a good candidate for asylum. 

SH: Plus here, I am also the secretary of the Sudanese Victims of Torture Group, US Chapter. I’m the 

secretary ( ). 

LS: How long has that existed? 

SH: Actually, this organization established in London in 1993 and it has branches all over the world. In 

the United States, we have a chapter here in the United States. I am the secretary of that chapter. The 

headquarter in Amherst, Massachusetts.  

LS: Oh, I think I met --- 

SH: Mohammed? 

LS: Yeah, I think he was --- 

SH: ( ). Yeah, he’s the president. 

LS: So you got asylum in what year? 

SH: I got asylum, okay --- in 1995, I think, or, uh --- I think --- no, ’96, I think. Yeah. 

LS: So between 1992 and 1996, what was your immigration status? What kind of visa did you have? 
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SH: At that time I filed for political asylum. 

LS: And it was pending or something? 

SH: Yeah. Even before my student visa is over, I applied for --- 

[END OF SIDE A, TAPE 1] 
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[START OF SIDE B, TAPE 1 

LS: So you get your asylum status. So what did you do when you got to Philadelphia? 

SH: Okay, when I got to Philadelphia --- I had a very ( ), I think, experience in Philadelphia. I started as 

an ice cream vendor. I was driving an ice cream truck. I did enjoy that. 

LS: You mean in the summertime? 

SH: In the summertime. For three consecutive seasons, summer seasons. 

LS: Didn’t that song get on your nerves? 

SH: No. I really, I did enjoy it. I was working in Camden. It’s a tough area. 

LS: That’s what I hear. 

SH: But for me it was a very good experience, dealing with people on daily basis. Communicating with 

them. Anyway, that’s what I enjoy. Usually, that’s what I enjoy. I like dealing with people. I was very 

successful in ice cream vending. I made a couple of dollars. I was working very hard. Usually, I work 

from, say, nine in the morning to ten in the evening. So I made decent money. And, meanwhile, I 

prepared myself for the tests of, you know, to be an insurance agent.   

LS: So you had to be re-certified here? 

SH: You have to, no matter what. You have to be certified. 

LS: And what did that entail? So they don’t accept foreign certification. So what did that entail? First of 

all, how did you find out about what you needed to do to be certified? 

SH: Actually, one day I went to one of the insurance offices to insure my car. Because I have that kind of 

awareness, I should have insurance on my car. 

LS: Right --- because you’re an insurance agent! [both laugh] 

SH: For eleven years. See, I went there and then I was talking to the lady. She was a nice lady. I told her 

exactly what I need. And then I used the right terms. And she was little bit surprised. I have that kind of 

accent, and then --- you know? But I know what’s going on. And she asked me, “How long you been 

here?” And I said, “A couple of months. Like six or five months.”  “But you know, I can tell that you 

know insurance.” I said, “Yeah, that’s my field for eleven years.” I can tell, she was impressed. And then 
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she said, “Do you mind if you could pursue the same line, as long as you have eleven years in this field?” 

I said, “It is okay, I have no problem. But I don’t feel that I want to go back to the same field.” However, 

she provided me with the information, person that whom I could talk to, you know, for taking the courses. 

And it happened that she gave me the name of Frank Chimino(?). He is the director of World Wise 

Education. He is a nice person and he helped me a lot and then we became friends, up to this moment. 

LS: And so he told you what you had to --- 

SH: Actually, what happened, I talked to him over phone and then we discuss, you know --- I think he 

doesn’t do that a lot. He invited me to his home right away. 

LS: That is nice. 

SH: I mean, he didn’t see me, right? He didn’t know me before. And then he said, “Why not you come to 

me at home?” He gave me the directions. I drove up to Southampton. I went there, I met with him, and 

then we did talk. He’s very, you know, interested when I talk to him. He said, “Okay. You come and 

attend one of our seminars. Prepare yourself and you go for the license test.” And he told me that, “This is 

a not an easy test, but at the same time it is not so difficult. So don’t be disappointed if you didn’t pass the 

first time. You can take it as many times as you can.” But it happened I passed the test from the first time. 

LS: How long did you have to take courses or study for it? 

SH: Actually, they have like a crash course for three days. And you have to prepare yourself for, I think, 

four weeks. I went to the seminar, I took the test and then I passed. 

LS: Wow! 

SH: After I passed, I didn’t join any insurance company. Just I kept the license. 

LS: Were some of the insurance practices different from what you’d practiced in Sudan? 

SH: No, the basics and the principles are the same. But there are some kind of differences in details. But 

the amazing thing is that the insurance practice in the United States is more practical than, say, in Africa 

or in Middle East. 

LS: In what sense? 
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SH: Because in Africa, they follow the British system in insurance. I mean, it’s so practical in the sense 

that if you have any kind of insurance need, they can tailor the cover for you. Which is different from the 

British system. This is more practical. And it is more detailed. More detailed. And actually the American 

system of the insurance industry is an extension of the British system, but it has been developed in a very 

creative way. Really, I was very impressed. Has been developed in a very creative way. Even the way 

they license you is very different. I have part of my associate with the Chartered Insurance Institute in 

London. I took my exams for the British system. It’s so conservative. [LS laughs] So conservative. 

LS: Why does that not surprise me? So you passed, you got recertified, or certified, in what area? 

SH: For an insurance agent, property and casualty. And then also I applied for the broker test. I passed 

from the first time, also. 

LS: What year was this? 

SH: The first one in 1993 and then the broker test --- the broker license, I got it in 1995. I think it was 

1995. So I became an independent insurance professional. 

LS: And then that’s when you started your business? 

SH: Yeah. I actually started my business in 1994. 

LS: How did you get the capital? 

SH: I told you I was working in the ice cream.  

LH: And you really saved that much money. 

SH: Yeah. I saved that much. And actually after I finished the ice cream, I bought a truck and then I was 

vending the vegetables, you know? 

LS: Umm-hmm. 

SH: Yeah. As a vegetable vendor. 

LS: Did you drive around? 

SH: No. I have one spot. That’s on 42nd and Lancaster. I had a truck there. I did well. I work as a vendor 

for, I think, three month or four month. And then I sold the truck. I made some kind of profit, also. 

LS: Where did you get the wholesale vegetables? 
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SH: The wholesale? 

LS: Or where did you get your vegetable supplies? 

SH: I got it from the, you know, they have like a depot, like central market or whatever, on Packer 

Avenue, all the way near the sport complex. Near the stadium. 

LS: So the Somalian guy does the same thing probably? 

SH: Actually, he taught me the profession. I used to go with him. 

LS: Oh, I see. 

SH: [SH laughs] Yeah, yeah. I used to go with him. We get up like early morning, like five o’clock, go 

there and buy whatever you want to vend. 

LS: It’s a smart way to do that because I guess you go and you pick up vegetables in the truck and you 

sell out of your truck, so have kind of a low overhead.  

SH: Yeah, exactly.  

LS: So, here you live with your wife and your daughter? 

SH: My wife and daughter, yeah. 

LS: So Yusera(?) was born in 1994? 

SH: In 1994. February 24th. 

LS: Now, your brother-in-law is gone. Do you have any other relatives in the Philadelphia area? 

SH: No. No relatives. 

LH: One of the things that’s interesting is that I know you have a big African clientele. How did you get 

that clientele? How did you develop that clientele? 

SH: Okay. ( ) you know, before I opened this business. I have that concern, you know --- I can say it: I 

did my homework. I’ll be honest with you. I did my homework. I have seen all the parts of the city. And 

even at some point I get a partnership in an insurance agent on Roosevelt Boulevard. But I have inside me 

that that’s not going to work. Because if you want to do such kind of business, you gotta study where 

your market is. The potential market. And for me as an immigrant, and I have that background or 

experience of being an immigrant before I come to the United States, I was quite convinced that the 
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ethnic market is my potential market, period. I was very clear about that.  I quit from my partnership and 

then I decided to have a business in West Philadelphia. 

LS: So you had been in North Philadelphia? 

SH: Yeah, in the North --- Northeast. Roosevelt Boulevard. 

LS: And then you said to yourself that West Philadelphia was the place to go? 

SH: Yeah. 

LS: So how did you proceed? 

SH: Yes. And I remember well that one of the things, I start ask people. I went to different people, like 

the Ethiopians, Eritreans, and the West Africans --- Ivorians, Liberians, you know. I ask them the 

population of their country people. Where they located.  

LS: All of whom were uninsured. [LS laughs] 

SH: Yeah. I found that most of these immigrants are stationed in West Philadelphia. And that was true. 

Say, like the Ethiopians. I think they are the first community that they have established headquarter and 

very organized activities. I came, I met the president of the community, and we became friends. He’s my 

best friend, Dr. Abur(?). It happened that he was in Sudan during the ‘60s and he knows a lot about 

Sudan, and because of also my concerns in politics, in human right things, we found that we have a lot of 

things in common. Anyway, this is part of the story. So I decided to have my business among the people 

who they need my service. And there are different factors. Okay? The language factor, the cultural factor, 

and then the status factor. And that is very vital. I am an immigrant. Period. I am an immigrant, just like 

them. Right? 

LS: Does that create more confidence? 

SH: More confidence. They feel comfortable to deal with you. And at the same time, they are sure that 

you are going them in the way that keeps their interest in a good position. 

LS: So how did you advertise? How did you attract people? 

SH: Actually, I depend on the word of mouth. That’s all. When I started just myself, I had desk, one 

cabinet, one telephone line. You see now --- [indicating office] 
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LH: Were you here? 

SH: No. I started on 42nd and Baltimore, in a second floor apartment, two-bedroom apartment. One was 

an office and the other one was just an empty bedroom. I was there for six months --- no, no, not six 

months. Actually for four, I think, four month. And then moved to this location on January, 1995. 

LS: And you bought this? 

SH: I bought it, yeah. 

LS: Did you own this property? 

SH: I own this property. I bought it last year. 

LS: Oh, so you were renting it up till then and then you bought it? 

SH: Yeah. And then I bought it. I didn’t have the money at that time. 

LS: Well, that’s what I wondered --- 

SH: And then I had one part-time employee, Aisha. The Moroccan lady. She worked like three hours a 

day. Because I can’t afford to pay her. But now we have --- you see, we have these two, including myself, 

four employees now. Also, one of the things that I paid attention to, I should have bilingual employees all 

the time. 

LS: Bilingual --- what languages? 

SH: Especially either Amharic or Tigrinya. And then French. At some point, in this office, we have like 

five languages. Myself, I speak Arabic. We have Aisha speak three languages very fluently. She is 

Arabic, she speak French, and also she speak English. Plus, she speak Berberian language in Morocco. 

We have one employee speak Amharic. She is Ethiopian and we have another employee from Eritrea, she 

speaks Tigrinya. 

LS: Yeah, that’s excellent. 

SH: So any customer come here, definitely could communicate fluently with us. No matter what. 

LS: That’s great. 

SH: So the language barrier not exist in the office. 

LS: And I’m sure that --- 
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SH: That part of the success. 

LS: --- really attracts the clientele. 

SH: Yeah. And that attracts the clientele. 

LS: I know that everybody who has a car is required to have a car insurance. What other kinds of 

insurance do you commonly sell to people? 

SH: I am a full licensed agent, actually. We sell car insurance, we sell homeowners, we sell, like. 

apartment’s insurance, we sell --- 

LH: Renter’s insurance? 

SH: Yeah, renter’s insurance. We sell businesses, commercial, any kind of commercial, we sell life 

insurance, disability income. 

LH: So there’s no cultural --- 

SH: We sell even mutual funds. 

LH: Oh, you do? 

SH: Yeah. 

LS: So, there is not cultural obstacle to people understanding the value of insurance? Is that something 

you’ve encountered? In other words, there are insurance companies in Senegal, but the average person 

doesn’t seem to have insurance, as far as I can tell because it’s --- 

SH: That it depends on many things. It depends on the laws of the country itself. Like in Sudan, we have 

the compulsory or the third party insurance, here you call it liability insurance. Right? There, although it 

was compulsory from its name --- they call it compulsory insurance, you have to have it in order to drive 

a car on the street. But it still --- the laws and regulations are not so that strict to be applied. I know that 

maybe 60-65 people, they don’t have no insurance and then  they look at it to have insurance(?). Because 

there are no litigations at all.  

LS: Right. 

SH: But here it’s a completely different story. You have to have insurance, otherwise there are a lot of 

consequences. If you don’t have insurance. 
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LS: So are you satisfied with how your professional life in the United States has played out? 

SH: Yeah, I am quite satisfied. 

LS: So there’s nothing you would have done differently, or anything you regret or wish you had done? 

SH: No, no, no. I never regret, because always I am quite sure that I am doing my best. Always. I believe 

in that. 

LS: How has your experience here compared with your experience in Oman? 

SH: Yeah, these are two different experiences. As a professional and then as an immigrant. All right? As 

a professional, I think I have a successful professional life. No question about it. 

LS:  More successful? 

SH: More successful. 

LS: Is that because you have your own business? 

SH: Yes, definitely. Because I have my own business. So like back in Sultanate of Oman, I was just like 

professional doing technical stuff in the company. Just like an employee. No matter what if you’re a 

manager or --- 

LS: Could you ever have had your own business there? Say, if you had stayed on? 

SH: No. No way. 

LS: You wouldn’t have been able to. 

SH: No way. 

LS: For economic reasons? Or they don’t allow immigrants to --- 

SH: They don’t allow immigrants to do that. Even if an immigrant wants to do the business. they gotta do 

it through an Omani. Because the laws don’t allow any foreigner --- they used to say --- to establish any 

business. 

LS: Oof. And that’s to protect --- 

SH: Unless you are a branch of an overseas company. 

LS: I see. 

SH: Like a company that has a headquarters in London. They can have a branch. 
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LS: I see. 

SH: You see, that’s a very high skilled(?) kind of business. It cannot be easy for just any individual --- 

LS: So the immigrants, the Pakistanis, they can’t even come and start grocery stores? Can they do things 

like that? 

SH: No, even a grocery store, no. You gotta do that through an Omani. 

LS: So you can’t have a small business? 

SH: No, you cannot, you cannot. You can own the business. And everyone knows that you own the 

business, but legally you don’t own the business. You don’t own the business. Because the business 

privilege will be issued in the name of a national. You see? And then you just act behind the name of the 

national. And there are very tragic stories. Many people has established their business, they develop their 

business, and then they kicked out of that business. Many examples. 

LS: That’s nasty. 

SH: Across the region. Especially in Saudi Arabia. Just they kick them out, because they don’t have no 

documents they own the business. 

LS: What about the difference in your experience as an immigrant? 

SH: I think, you know, like --- as an immigrant in, say like in the Middle East or another country like I 

was before, like in Sultanate of Oman, you are an immigrant. And I think we said that before. That it is an 

excluding status. You will never be part of the society. Immigrant is immigrant. No matter what --- how 

long you stay there, one year, or fifteen years, or thirty years.  

LS: So you are never anything but an immigrant. 

SH: Just an immigrant. You don’t own nothing. You don’t belong to that country. 

LS: The term for “immigrant” in Arabic --- is there a special word for “immigrant” or does it mean 

“outsider”? Or is there a special word for “immigrant”? 

SH: There are special words for an immigrant, say like as “muhaja”(?). This is the most suitable Arabic 

word for “immigrant.” “Muhaja”(?). And sometimes they use the term “agnyabi(?).  

LS: But does that mean traveller? 
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SH: No. 

LS: It’s not the word for the haj? 

SH: No, this is different. Like, when they use the word “agnyabi(?),” it equals the word, equivalent to the 

word “foreigner.” Right? But the word itself, “agnyabi(?)” it’s so condensed that it hurts you when you 

hear it as an immigrant. It hurts you. 

LS: So it’s got a pejorative --- 

SH: It’s just saying you do not belong here, period. 

LS: So immigrants don’t intermarry with Omanis or --- 

SH: Yeah. Even sometimes now they get new terms like “wafid”(?). “Wafid(?)” is just like “arrival.” 

Equivalent to “arrival.” Also is little bit mitigated, just “arrival.” Is not like “foreigner” or “agnyabi(?).” 

But anyway, whether they said “foreigner,” or they say “immigrant,” or say “arrival” --- 

LS: It’s the same thing. 

SH: It has the same status. You don’t belong here. That’s the reason why I say it’s an excluding 

definition. You are not part of that society. Which is --- 

LS: And you don’t feel that here? 

SH: You don’t feel that here. You don’t feel that here. There, you feel it everywhere, by the way. 

Although you have common backgrounds. Myself, like, I speak Arabic, I am a Muslim, I have that same 

Arabic culture, is part of my Sudanese culture. Right? 

LS: So it’s being an outsider. It’s not being black, it’s not the race --- 

SH: No, no. 

LS: It’s just being non-Omani. 

SH: It has nothing to do with the race. It is just you are not an Omani. You are not a Saudi. You are not an 

Emirate. You see? Just an outsider. You are not a national. 

LS: What about someone from another Arab country? The same --- ? 

SH: The same thing. Yeah, the same thing. 

LS: So what’s your experience here? 
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SH: My experience here is, as I said, is so different. That the process here of being an immigrant is, you 

know, like --- is an including definition. They want to include you. They want you to be part of the 

society. And that is --- it has a requirements, like if you are a productive person, a hard-working person, 

these are the measures. You see? There are some, you know --- in any society there are some other 

difficulties, social difficulties, whatever. But I’m talking about just the primary things.  

LS: So if you work hard and you show that you have an American ethic at work, [SH laughs] then you are 

accepted? 

SH: Yeah, nothing stops you. And by the way, I met with one of --- I will never forget this statement. I 

went to one of the insurance agencies, right before I became part of the insurance industry here, okay? 

And I was talking to an old guy, he’s in Upper Darby. I want to insure my car. At that time I was living in 

Upper Darby. And we start talking, you know, and we exchanged ideas and then he knows my 

background and he said to me, “You know what? There is only one thing that could stop here. Do you 

know what?” I said, “No, I don’t know. I have different things.” He said, “Just yourself.” 

LS: He was an American? 

SH: Yeah, he was an American. He said, “You know, my grandfather was an immigrant. My father born 

here, I was born here, and this country belongs to hard-working immigrants. The only thing that could 

stop you is yourself. Nothing else.” 

LS: Is that your experience? 

SH: Yeah, that’s my experience. I think it was true. It was true. Maybe there are some kind of racial 

difficulties here, there, you can feel it. But still, according to the law, you can live with it. 

LS: What about your other Sudanese friend? Do you think that they’ve had similar experiences? 

SH: They --- some --- no, definitely they have different experiences. Some of them they have the same 

experience. I know that some of them, they have been in Saudi Arabia, or been in United Arab Emirates, 

or Qatar. And some of them, they came directly from Sudan to the United States. We have different 

experiences. That makes it more interesting when we sit down and discuss. You know, like Sudanese 

community in the United States. And then we have different ideas. And many of our differences come 
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from which angle we look to the issue. Some people they look at the issues from the Arabic Islamic 

culture angle. Right? Me, is different. That’s not the case. I look to it from a different angle. 

LS: Is that because you had the experience in Oman? 

SH: I had the experience in Oman and, uh --- 

LS: So you had a different perspective to throw into the mix? 

SH: Exactly. Exactly. Even now I abandoned a lot of ideas, a lot of, you know --- 

LS: Are you a practicing Muslim? 

SH: A lot of contents. 

SH: Yeah, I’m Muslim, yeah. 

LS: But, I mean, do you practice?  

SH: Not really. I don’t practice. But like in Ramadan, I fast. 

LS: What do you miss most about Sudan? 

SH: What I miss is the daily life.  That what I miss. 

LS: Daily life meaning --- ? 

SH: Meaning that, you know, like the way --- 

LS: Human interaction? 

SH: Yeah, the way you interact with other people. That’s what I miss, basically. Maybe because of the 

nature of the business I am in. I gotta work for long hours and for many days, plus the schedule is so tight. 

Is not like back at home. Plus, if I have to practice the same or to do the same thing I do back home, it’s 

going to take a lot. Say, like --- and, actually, what I’m experiencing now, like involving human rights 

and stuff, and political things about Sudan. We are working hard to isolate the Islamic government in 

Sudan and to educate --- 

[END OF SIDE B, TAPE 1] 
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[START OF SIDE A, TAPE 2]  

LS: What do you like the most about the US? 

SH: Actually, I like different things. What I like about it, ( ) everyone has the opportunity to develop. 

Business-wise, school-wise, professional-wise. It’s what I like about the United States. The other thing, 

also, what I like --- like, personally, because I’m so concerned about the human rights and, you know, 

whatever associated with that, like politics, this and that, also for me it is a very good experience. Like the 

role of the social organizations, especially the non-profit organizations, to me this a completely different ( 

) and the new experience. Here, the non-profit organizations play a major role in the social life of the 

society or the community. 

LS: Meaning? 

SH: Meaning that --- 

LS: The immigrant or the American community? 

SH: No, no, no, in American community. I think it’s a very advanced tradition. We don’t have that 

tradition back home. I mean, if we have it, we might have it at a very --- practice at a very small scale. 

But here it’s on a very large scale. You see? Also, the role of the religious organizations, I think also is 

very different. Maybe that also comes as a reason for the American experience through the centuries, 

through the years. You see? From that I want to point one thing: the religious tolerance, I like. 

LS: I see.  

SH: you know? There is a lot of tolerance, especially with difference to religions. We might had that 

before in Sudan. That’s a tradition in Sudan. We had a very old and continuous religious tolerance. But 

now we don’t have it, because of the new schools of the Islamic fundamentalist. They stop that tolerance 

completely and now the phenomenon of terrorism flourished because of the suppression of the tolerance. 

And I think tolerance is in human nature. I believe in that. Tolerance is in human nature. Otherwise, you 

not have such communities, such societies. Terrorism can come up for a while, but (    ) for human beings. 

But when it comes, it comes very hard. The experience always very difficult. And I think that the 



Siddiq Hadi 29

American society went through that, but the reason why now they are very cautious when it comes to 

tolerance. Even by law, you have to be tolerant. 

LS: Yeah, by law you have to be tolerant. It’s sort of institutionalized. 

SH: But now, what we have in Sudan now, what you are having in Sudan now, the intolerance practiced 

by the government itself against its own people. This can unite people according to their religion, 

according to their beliefs. If you are a Muslim, you are a first class citizen. Non-Muslim, you are a second 

class citizen. 

LS: And the majority of Sudanese are Christians, is that right? 

SH: No, not really, the majority are not Christians. You can say --- 

LS: Sixty-five percent are Muslims or something like that? 

SH: Yeah, maybe the Muslims are majority. But, anyway, when you say “Muslims”, it doesn’t have that 

exact definition of the Muslims. You see? Some people, they speak Arabic and they are not Muslims. But 

they may have include them as Muslims. But to me, that is not the issue. To me, the issue is that every 

human being or not --- period --- no matter if you are Sudanese or not. If you are Sudanese, it doesn’t 

matter whether you are from the North, from East or from South. But now they discriminate against 

people from where they come. If you are from Southern Sudan, they discriminate against you. If you are 

from Western, they discriminate against you. That relates to the power share ( ). 

LS: I hear there are going to be quite a few new Sudanese refugees coming into the Philadelphia area in 

the next year. That’s what I heard. Do you know a lot of Sudanese here in Philadelphia? 

SH: Yes, I do. I do. Maybe I know like maybe ninety-five percent of the Sudanese. 

LS: What do you estimate the numbers to be? 

SH: According to the community association, I think the numbers range from four hundred fifty to five 

hundred people. And --- 

LS: And that might be --- what? People sometimes have large families, so it could be that divided by five 

for the number of families. Like maybe a hundred families. Or do you think it could be more than that? 

SH: The families, maybe that, yeah. Around hundred or so. And many people are bachelors. 
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LS: Yeah, that is true.  

SH: Many people are bachelors. 

LS: But then the people who have kids make up for that. 

SH: Yeah, exactly, you are right. [both laugh] And then even the Sudanese immigrant, for them this is a 

new experience. 

LS: Yeah. Do you think a lot of people came in as refugees? 

SH: Yeah, as refugees. 

LS: Do you think a lot of people did? 

SH: Actually, not do I think that. Actually, that is the fact. 

LS: That is the fact. 

SH: Most of the Sudanese, they are refugees. 

LS: Most came in as asylees? 

SH: As asylees, most of them. Even some of them, they come on visitor visa. Right? And then they stay 

here as refugees. Actually, the phenomena of the immigrants, the Sudanese immigrants, come as result of 

the policies of the current regime in Sudan. 

LS: So most of them have come during the last decade? 

SH: Yeah, last decade, most of them.  

LS: Yes. 

SH: One of the --- you know, this decade witnessed a lot of people, they just left Sudan. 

LS: But then someone like Ali’s brother came from the green card lottery, right? 

SH: Yeah, from the green card, right. 

LS: Every time Ali tells me that somebody has applied for a green card lottery, they seem to get it. And I 

said, “I can’t believe this! They must have really good juju or something. They always win the green card 

lottery.” [both laugh]  Do you tend to socialize with people from the Sudanese community? 

SH Yeah. 

LS: More than with other people? 
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SH: Yeah, most than other --- I can say that, yeah, most than the other people. But now I have a lot of 

relations with different --- that’s for me personally. I have a lot of relations and I socialize with different  

people from different groups, or ethnic backgrounds. 

LS: Where do the Sudanese tend to congregate? Where do they meet? Are there restaurants? Or are there 

particular places they hang out? 

SH: Umm. Actually, they meet at different --- you know, now we have some kind of social activities, you 

see, like weddings. 

LS: Yeah. 

SH: Yeah, most of the time they meet at weddings occasions. And also we have a soccer team, a 

community soccer team. We practice, especially in the summer, every Sunday. 

LS: Where do you play?  

SH: We play in Upper Darby. 

LS: Who do you play against? 

SH: We play against the Ethiopians, we play against the Nigerians. 

LS: So it’s an African soccer league? 

SH: Yeah, you can say that, it’s an African --- 

LS: Have you played any team that is not African? 

SH: Yeah, once we played against the Yemens. 

LS: Who coordinates that? 

SH: Mainly, it depends on personal contacts. Like if you have a friend from Yemen and then you met 

somewhere --- 

LS: Then you set up a game. So it’s not that coordinated. 

SH: Not coordinated, you know. 

LS: And, by the way, the Liberians have been asking me if there is a place they can get, umm ---they play 

against other Liberian teams, but they really would like to play against other African teams.  

SH: Okay. 
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LS: So if you ever want to do that, I have the name of the guy who organizes their soccer. 

SH: Sure. 

LS: And he specifically asked me if --- 

SH: And actually, as a matter of fact --- 

LS: He said, “Where do you get kids to play soccer? All the African Americans play basketball.” I said, 

“You have to go to the suburbs!” [both laugh] That’s where kids play soccer. 

SH: You know what, now I’m the assistant coach of our soccer team, because I play soccer, you know, so 

--- 

LS: The name of this Liberian guy is Toman Gboyah. If you remind me sometime, I will give you his 

number, because he told me that he knew that the Ethiopians played over at  

(   ). 

SH: Yeah, the Ethiopians play on 68th and --- 

LS: But I told him that I thought the Sudanese had a team, so that’s kind of interesting --- 

SH: All right.  

LS: How does the Sudanese community tend to keep contact with the home community, with people in 

Sudan? Are people in --- 

SH: Actually, we have people go back and forth to Sudan, from time to time. Before, maybe like every 

three or five month, you know, you can find someone travelling back home. But now maybe like every 

month you can have someone going home. 

LS: So you send back money? You send back gifts? 

SH: Yeah, we send back gifts, we send money. 

LS: It’s expensive to wire money, isn’t it? 

SH: Actually, because of this economic boycotting of Sudan, it’s difficult to transfer money through the 

bank to Sudan. 

LS: Oh. So you have to do it through a person? 
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SH: So either you send it through care personally, or you transfer the money to another country and then 

from there they can, you know, just --- 

LS: I see. They can get it to Sudan. 

SH: Yeah. 

LS: Do you think a lot of people support their relatives at home? Everybody does? 

SH: Hundred percent. I will say it. Hundred percent. They support people back home. 

LS: I see. Are you a member of a national association here? 

SH: Okay. National association? 

LS: Meaning a Sudanese association or an ethnic association. 

SH: Ahh. No. 

LS: You are not a member of the Sudanese Association? 

SH: Here? Yeah. I am a member of the Sudanese Association in Philadelphia. 

LS: Yeah, that’s what I meant. 

SH: Ah, okay, yeah. But we don’t have an association for all the United States. 

LS: So, you’re not part of a bigger network. You’re kind of like a --- 

SH: Not yet. 

LS: Not yet. 

SH: We didn’t establish that yet. 

LS: But there must be Sudanese associations in other parts of the country, but they’re just not linked ---  

SH: Yeah, there are some other --- but from what I heard that the Sudanese Association, community 

association, in Philadelphia is the most organized one in the United States. 

LS: Interesting, interesting. 

SH: Yeah. 

LS: What kind of activities do they do? 
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SH: Actually they have --- mainly, they deal with the social activities. They are in charge of the school. 

They have a school. Which in that school they teach Sudanese history. They teach also Arabic. They 

teach --- what else? --- Sudan culture. They hold that school classes on Sunday. 

LS: I visited it once. 

SH: From three o’clock to five o’clock. 

LS: It was very interesting. 

SH: And all of them are volunteers. The teachers, the security --- 

LS: All those well-educated women. 

SH: All of them are volunteers. 

LS: Do you pay dues? 

SH: Yes, we do. 

LS: What are the dues? 

SH: Like if you have one kid, you pay twenty dollars a month. If you have two or more, you pay forty. 

LS: That’s for the school? 

SH: That’s for the school. As Sudanese community member, you gotta pay fifty dollars a year.  

LS: Fifty dollars a year. 

SH: Fifty dollars a year. 

LS: And where does that money go into? 

SH: That goes into the improvement of the school. Also to pay for the expenses of the gathering. We have 

gathering, like some religious occasions or events, like Eid. ( ) together. 

LS: So you organize those things? 

SH: The committee pays the expenses for that. And then you have a day called “Family Day.” Family 

Day. Every year. 

LS: What is that? Is that coming up? 

SH: Yeah, it’s coming up. Usually they have that in July.  

LS: Oh, I would like to attend that. 
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SH: You are quite welcome.  

LS: Okay. Have you ever been part of the --- I know the association is pretty new.  Isn’t it pretty new, the 

Sudanese association? 

SH: No, actually it is not new. 

LS: It’s just that your new place --- that’s new? The new building. 

SH: Yeah. It is starts in, I think, 1992. 

LS: Oh, okay, so it’s old. 

SH: But it becomes to be very organized in 1996. 

LS: Okay. Does the association provide any kind of services or orientation to newcomers? 

SH: Yeah, that’s part of their duties. 

LS: What do they do? 

SH: Usually, they monitor the newcomers. Usually, they ask the members to tell them if there are any 

newcomer. They receive them. They offer them the service of, you know, ahh, like, to rent their 

apartment, and to send their kids to the school, if it’s a family. 

LS: So they just help them to understand how to --- 

SH: Help them to understand the system and also to help on finding them jobs. 

LS: Oh, you do that? 

SH: Yeah, they do that. Even sometimes if they need translation, they can also offer them that kind of 

service. 

LS: But this is done informally? There’s no course, there’s nothing --- it’s just the members sort of help 

each other? 

SH: Yeah, informally. But the community, the leadership of the community, involved in that on a daily 

basis. 

LS: So they’re there to get phone calls in case there’s a problem. 
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SH: Yeah, say, like myself as a member, I receive a phone call from the president of the community 

telling me that there’s a new family arrived in West Philadelphia. Would you please contact them and see 

what they need, where they stand, all these kind of things. 

LS: Have you ever been part of the board or the leadership of --- 

SH: No. Actually, no. And because, myself, I’m not interested in being in the leadership of the 

community. 

LS:  You got enough --- 

SH: Because I got other things to do. Actually, I turned down that choice many times.  

LS: Yeah, I’m sure. 

SH: They tried to elect me and then I just said I can’t do it. 

LS: Do you attend any type of particular mosque, when you go to a mosque? If you go on a feast day or 

whatever? 

SH: Actually, only at the Eid time. 

LS: Which one do you go to? 

SH: I go to this one on 45th and --- because it is nearby. 

LS: Are there lots of other Africans there? 

SH: Sometimes at Al-Aqsa Mosque. Sometimes at Al-Aqsa Mosque, I go there. 

LS: When you arrived in Philadelphia, I know that you used English at the University of Khartoum, but 

did you have any problem with English here at all? Or did you fit right in?  

SH: Yeah, I had some kind of difficulties.  

LS: When you got to Florida, did you take any English classes? Did you ever take English classes? 

SH: English classes? No, not here. 

LS: So did you just have a problem with the American accent or --- 

SH: Yeah, I have a problem. I really have a problem with the American accent. But I used to it anyway. 

LS: How long did it take until you felt --- 
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SH: It took me a while.[both laugh] It take me a while. Yeah, and actually, by the way, the first period of 

time, you know, the first period of time when I was here, I got that difficulty any immigrant experience in 

the United States. You know, the way they speak English is different from how the British speak. 

LS: Right. 

SH: Then I felt very comfortable once I came across one of the reviews, the MBA magazine I think in 

Harvard University, and there one of the professors had an article about this exchange programs between 

the universities in the United States and Britain. And then in that article he was saying that the American 

students only realize that they have accent when they go to Britain. And this a very --- he was evaluating 

that in a way that it’s a very good experience for the United States students. 

LS: Because people always think that their way of speaking it is the natural way and everybody else has 

an accent. [both laugh] But it’s interesting, because I’ve talked to some people from English-speaking 

African countries like Liberia, and they say that since they come from a country that’s English-speaking, 

everyone expects them to have no problems and a lot of time they do have problems. And it’s kind of 

natural if someone from Haiti or wherever has a problem. But they say, “Don’t you speak English?” And 

they say it’s kind of demoralizing. 

SH: Even in writing, the number seven, we write it, you should have that --- 

LS: With a bar. And I do that, even. 

SH: Most of the Americans, they don’t write it. 

LS: They don’t do it. But you can do that, people have started recognizing that now. When you arrived in 

Philadelphia, who helped you to figure out how the city worked? Was it your brother-in-law? Who told 

you how to find a place to live, how did you figure out --- 

SH: Definitely, that was the assistance of my brother-in-law and the assistance of other friends. 

LS: So, the Sudanese helped you to fit in? 

SH; Yeah, they helped me, yeah. Just like informal help. 

LS: Have you always been able to find things that you like to eat here? Can you make Sudanese food the 

way you want to? 
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SH: Yeah, we make Sudanese food at home. 

LS: So there’s no problem? 

SH: There is no problem. But also I like to eat, you know, outside. You know? Because of the diversified 

food in this country, very diversified. You can find the Italian, you can find Japanese. This what I like. 

LS: When you got here, were you aware of how you find particular services, like health services? How 

did you find out about the different type of services that are available for immigrants or non-immigrants? 

SH: Also, you know, like, the accumulated experience of the immigrants, they pass it over to each other. 

They tell you that there are public health centres. They will accept you. You just go there,  you say your 

name, and then you tell them that --- 

LS: So they are passing all this stuff on to each other? 

SH: Yeah. They extend the information between each other. 

LS: Do you have a lot of American friends? 

SH: Yes, I do. 

LS: So you socialize with them? 

SH: Yes, I socialize with them. 

LS: I figured you did. 

 SH: I have --- through business or some different other activities. I have many, many friends. 

LS: How about Yusera(?)? What does she think of herself? How does she identify? Is she old enough to 

even think about what she is, in terms of nationality? Or does she consider herself Sudanese? If someone 

asked her what she was, what do you think she would say? 

SH: Actually, that, it happens once. Our neighbors, they ask her. We have like a street clean-up. All the 

neighbors come to the street for cleaning and I think she was talking to one of the neighbors. He asked 

her, “Where are you from?” She said to him, “My mom and dad, they are from Sudan but I am from 

here.” So ---  

LS: Interesting. 

SH: Yea, this is very interesting. Although, she went back home. 
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LS: She went back last summer? 

SH: Yeah, last summer. 

LS: What did she think of that? 

SH: She think that it’s very nice, and she --- 

LS: She was spoiled and --- 

SH: Yeah, she had a lot of fun. You see, because it’s different way of life. But she still --- she  think that 

she belongs to this country. It’s amazing, you know. She can tell you that she is a Sudanese, but at the 

same time she is an American. 

LS: Her Arabic is pretty good, right? But she doesn’t write it? 

SH: No, she doesn’t write it. She writes a little bit. 

LS: Does she speak to you in Arabic ever? Or does she speak in English? 

SH: Yeah, she speak in Sudanese Arabic. 

LS: But if you’d speak to her in Arabic, will she answer in Arabic or she will tend to answer in English? 

SH: No, she’d tend to answer in English. 

LS: That’s very typical. 

SH: But sometimes we ask her to just respond in Arabic. And we insist on that. 

LS: How are you trying to transmit Sudanese values to her? Are you trying to? 

SH: Yeah, we are trying to transmit Sudanese values to her. 

LS: So, she’s not a rude American child? [LS laughs] 

SH: No, not really, no. Even the American childs, they are not so rude. [SH laughs] 

LS: Well, some of them. 

SH: But, actually, maybe because of the cultural differences, the way we handle things, and the way we 

look to things, might be different. And we try our best not to make any confusion. Really. And we are so 

concerned about that. And also --- 

LS: Now she goes to a Catholic school? 

SH: Yeah, go to a Catholic school. She’s the only Sudanese kid who go to the Catholic school.  
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LS: Well, where do the other Sudanese kids go? 

SH: That is another --- They go to different schools. 

LS: They go to public schools?  

SH: Public schools. Right. 

LS: Those are pretty rough. 

SH: Yeah, my daughter go to --- she went to private school and then after that she went to the Catholic 

school. And actually her going to Catholic school, that has something to do with our ( ), me and Iqbal. 

Because we have our own view, opinion about bringing up our child. 

LS: And you went to a private school, so that’s probably something you’re used to, also. 

SH: Yeah. Went to private school. And then Catholic --- and as I said to you, we want her to learn that 

kind of tolerance. She is a Muslim and go to Catholic school. Because for me, my understanding, I don’t 

think there is no conflict between different religions. 

LS: Well, it’s probably a good way for her to understand Christianity by observing it, without having to 

absorb it directly. She sort of observes indirectly, so she knows about but then --- 

SH: I love that she discuss very well, very well in religion. She discuss very well. It’s just amazing. 

LS: They probably have religion classes, right? 

SH: Yeah, they have religion classes and then at home we teach her about Islam. And you know that there 

are different versions of views about Islam. 

LS: Who are her friends? Does she play mostly with American children or Sudanese children or whoever? 

SH: She plays with American kids all the time, but in weekend she plays with Sudanese kids. 

LS: Is there a group in local American society that you feel you fit in most? If you look across the 

American spectrum, do you feel like you fit in anywhere in particular? Is there a racial group you fit in 

best with? With American Muslims or do you not think about any particular group? 

SH: Actually, we do not think about any particular group. You know, like the neighborhood we live, it’s 

mixed racial neighborhood. Even mixed immigrants. Like you can find immigrants from Bulgaria, just 

next door, from Bulgaria. From Ethiopia. And you find Americans, different ethnic American groups, like 
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white Americans, African Americans, we have Asians, we have Indians. I have one of my friends, he is 

an Indian Native. 

LS: A Native American? 

SH: Yeah, a Native American. He is a nice guy. 

LS: There are not too many in the Philadelphia area. 

SH: I like him. He’s living here in this neighborhood. I like talk to him, always. He is outgoing person ( ). 

LS: So do you feel in general accepted by Americans? You personally? 

SH: Yeah, oh, yeah. I do. 

LS: What’s your future look like? Do you intend to stay here permanently? In the US? Or you don’t know 

or does it depend on what happens in Sudan? 

SH: That’s a very difficult question. That it depends on what’s gonna happen in Sudan. Right? And then I 

would rather prefer to have this dual citizenship, American and Sudanese. 

LS: But you’re not a citizen now? 

SH: Not yet, I’m not a citizen yet. 

LS: Would you like to become a citizen? 

SH: Definitely. Definitely, I would like to be a citizen. But for my kids, I want them to be part of this 

country and at the same time, part of Sudan. And I think that will be very good for them. Anyway. 

LS: It’s nice to have that perspective. 

SH: Yeah. 

LS: If somebody from Sudan asked you should they immigrate to the US, what would you say? 

SH: I would say, don’t hesitate. 

LS: Don’t hesitate? 

SH: Don’t hesitate. But at the same time you have to keep your ties with back home. That would be very 

good. And then I think this one of the sources of the strength of the culture in this country, believe me --- 

LS: Of American? 
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SH: Of the American culture. Always, it’s always renewed by the other cultures. Because it accepts the 

others. 

LS: That’s an interesting --- I think that’s true. 

SH: That is --- 

LS: Despite anti-immigrant feeling, I think that the overall result is very positive. 

SH: That is the main factor. The strength of this culture comes from its diversification, really.  From it’s 

diversity. You see? So that’s the reason why it always keeps life. It always survive. Some culture at some 

point will die, believe me. 

[END OF SIDE A, TAPE 2] 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


