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PROGRAM 2: PROMISE AND PREJUDICE 

 

Introductory Essay, Hosting Strangers 

John Kuo Wei Tchen, Clement A. Price Chair of Public History and Humanities, Rutgers - 

Newark  

 

     Kim A. Snyder’s Welcome to Shelbyville explores the story of a small town in Tennessee 

during the opening years of the 21st century. Located just sixty miles from Nashville, Shelbyville 

is a “buckle of the bible belt” town where Christian religious influence is particularly noticeable. 

When the local Tyson’s corporation brings in hundreds of Somali refugees of Muslim faith to 

work in its chicken processing plant, Shelbyville’s longtime residents struggle with how best to 

integrate them. 

   

     The film opens to Miss Luci’s ESL (English as a Second Language) class of Somali refugees.  

That ESL class rivets me. I see myself in Miss Luci and I see myself in these Somalis. You too 

may identify with them – or perhaps with one or more of the other residents of the community 

we meet in the film: the white reporter whose article in the town newspaper ignites debate and 

controversy; the town’s white mayor who says, “We don’t know them and it scares me”; an 

African American resident who says, “They like things the way it is”; a man with a Hispanic 

accent who says, “I tell them it's a matter of time”; the pastor of a white congregation who asks 

his parishioners, “How do I deal with something deeply ingrained in me?”; and a Somali woman 

who wonders aloud, “I don’t know what’s wrong.” 

  

     Welcome to Shelbyville exemplifies the process of reflecting back and forth across divides in 

social and cultural backgrounds, and also demonstrates a consistent theme in the history of the 

United States. Each era in U.S. history has seen new immigrant groups enter a country already 

diverse through regional differences, previous voluntary and involuntary migrations, and 

indigenous populations. 

  

      With each new arrival to Shelbyville in recent years, of first Latino and then the more recent 

Somalian immigrants settling there, a claim of greater belonging and prior rights are made. We 

gain hints of previous conflicts and histories that point to how Shelbyville’s demographics have 

evolved. There is the story of Native Americans dispossessed by thirteen British colonies and 

those settlers’ ongoing expansion westward. This is, after all, the home of Andrew Jackson and 

his exile of the Cherokee on the “Trail of Tears.” We know African Americans were both 

enslaved and some free here. And we know the whites in town are not especially wealthy. All 

have a history of hard-earned gains. Unease across social, ethnic, racial and religious divides is 

prevalent. 

  

     The historical background that underlies the experiences of Shelbyville’s residents over 

generations is key to understanding the different points of view that each of its residents 

expresses. Who considered these lands and waters home, and at what time? Who was welcomed 

on arrival, and who was not? And how over time, with each new group of arrivals, did the 

dynamics shift? As we begin to understand Shelbyville, we also get to reflect on where we each 

live in the United States, and how similar conflicts are played out in myriad ways throughout the 

country. Residents in communities, towns and cities from coast to coast understand their own 
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time and place as having underlying, often unstated, beliefs about power, belonging and 

connection.  

 

     On top of questions of dispossession and enslavement, two conflicting strains have 

historically run through America’s relationship with its new migrants. Our national ideal of open 

borders and our professed desire to share our freedoms with others (as inscribed on the Statue of 

Liberty, beckoning the world’s ‘huddled masses yearning to breathe free’) has alternated with 

periods of backlash and animosity toward newcomers, often from already assimilated 

communities. Despite our common thread – that the vast majority of Americans can trace their 

roots to foreign lands – the United States has periodically treated its newest residents with strong 

anti-“outsider” prejudice that has resulted at times in restrictive quotas, attempts at forced 

assimilation, outright hostility and violence, and forced deportations or internment. 

     

      Throughout American history, the record of America’s immigration policy has been a 

swinging door that often opens during periods of prosperity and trade expansion, but slams shut 

during times of economic uncertainty or war. The flow of European immigrants from Germany 

and Ireland in the first half of the 19th century was essentially unrestricted and fueled by the need 

for cheap labor during rapid industrialization.  Between 1860 and 1915, another wave of 

European immigrants entered the United States from Russia, Austria, Eastern Europe, Italy and 

the Mediterranean. Although labor continued to be needed, there also were strong anti-immigrant 

feelings toward this new population – in large part because the new immigrants did not conform 

to the Nordic, mostly Protestant norm that had arrived earlier. And this, despite the fact that 

when the earlier migrants arrived, they were denigrated as well. 

 

     Examples of the door shutting in American history can be traced from the beginning of the 

nation, including the Naturalization Act of 1790, the rise of the anti-Irish Catholic Know Nothing 

Party in the mid-1800s, the Chinese Exclusion Acts first enacted in 1882, Congress’ passage of a 

literacy requirement for immigrants following WWI, the deportation of thousands of Mexican 

workers, many of them U.S. citizens, in 1921-30, and the forced internment of 120,000 Japanese 

Americans during WWII. 

   

     In the late 19th and early 20th century, United States immigration policy was greatly 

influenced by the American eugenics movement. This movement took the racial theories 

developed by Linnaeus and others, and applied them to the development of a nation and its 

people. Eugenicist proponents in the United States and Europe believed that the human species 

should direct its evolution through selective breeding and the institutionalization and sterilization 

of those deemed “unfit.” They tended to believe in the superiority of the Protestant Nordic 

Germanic and Anglo-Saxon peoples. The eugenics-defined National Origins Quota of 1924-1965 

was one of the lowest periods of immigration in U.S. history. Europeans became racialized and 

ranked: “Nordics” were prized, central Europeans were classified as lesser “Alpines,” and lowest 

were the “Mediterraneans.”  It is not coincidence that the Quota was enforced after decades of 

massive immigration into America by people from Italy, Greece, Hungary, and all the eastern 

European countries. The 1965 Immigration and Nationality Act (known as the Hart-Cellar Act), 

however, repealed the closed-door policy that had been in place since the 1920s and opened up a 

new era of immigration and civil rights. The 1965 act established a preference system focusing 

on immigrants' skills and family relationships with U.S. citizens or residents. These provisions 



3 

 

helped create a new peak period of immigration that continues today, with 80% of current 

immigrants coming from Latin America and Asia. 

  

     Large-scale immigration since the 1970s has been made up of both legal, formerly excluded, 

and illegal flows. Today, the U.S is engaged in a public dialogue and debate on how to address 

the complexity of current immigration issues. The current period coincides with vast migrations 

globally, the United States’ transformation from a manufacturing to a 21st century knowledge-

based economy, and the increasing reliance of many multi-national companies on manufacturing 

and assembly in other countries. 

   

     When immigration history is taught in schools and public forums, the story often depicts 

“waves” of new immigrants coming during different eras where they face both welcome and 

prejudice. Yet, this framing of the story of how the United States came to be often leaves out two 

critical aspects of our history. First, the reality of first peoples living and cultivating these 

continental lands and waters and being colonized often gets glossed over, while the story of how 

the United States began is shrouded in the mythos of Anglo-American “founding” fathers. The 

other aspect that is often marginalized when speaking of immigration is that of forced migrants, 

such as the indentured servants of the colonial era and the enslaved of the pre-Civil War period, 

neither of whom were “immigrants.” Our understanding of the past is more complete when we 

also recognize that the feeding and building of the U.S. nation was supported by the labor of both 

immigrants and the forced migrants who were enslaved. The American story of who is 

welcomed and who is not as we recount the history of immigration truly begins with the early 

“encounters” between Native peoples and Western traders, missionaries, and colonists from 

Europe. Native peoples share the experience of being the first “settlers” dealing with 

“newcomers.” 

  

     Learning about the history of immigration in the United States and discussing the role 

migration plays today in shaping our society, it might be time to reframe how we tell our 

immigration stories. Rather than framing the discussion as one about borders and walls, 

emigration, refugees, and immigration, foreigners and citizens or “us” versus “them,” we could 

dig deeper to discuss the shared dynamic of migration, unsettling and resettling that we have all 

experienced. At the core is the question of kindness and of hospitality. How do we host the 

stranger? How do we behave as guests? 

 

     Boston College philosopher and storyteller Richard Kearney wants us each to explore the 

basic human, cross-cultural, and inter-personal challenge of “hosting the stranger.” He poses this 

foundational humanities question: “There are always more guests to be hosted, strangers to be 

welcomed as they arrive at the door bearing gifts or bringing challenges, asking for bread or 

refuge, questioning, calling, demanding, thanking.” Of course, each one of us is always shifting 

positions; at different times we are either strangers or hosts. This question of how to behave as 

host and guest has been a theme in the story of America since the Pilgrims. In Ric Burns and Li 

Shinyu’s The Pilgrims (2015) (PBS, American Experience) the Puritan-Patuxet Thanksgiving 

story is told from a new perspective, based on actual historical documents and current 

scholarship. New evidence suggests the first winter for the Puritans in what would eventually be 

New England was a tragic failure, stemming from uninformed decisions made by the group’s 

leaders. Most of the settlers starved, and many died. At the same time, the local Native American 
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population was decimated by disease brought by the Europeans. In their telling, both Governor 

William Bradford and Increase Mather decided to obscure the truth. “What really happened gets 

completely dropped out of the history…. They had to make some kind of meaning out of that. It 

couldn’t just be a waste yard of bones for everyone,” says historian Kathleen Donegan. 

 

     As we keep in mind the ever-shifting dynamics of who is part of the host society and who can 

be considered a newcomer, Shelbyville becomes a more complex human story that unfolds as the 

film unfolds. By the end of the film, we witness the healing dynamic of welcoming and sharing 

stories when a Somali family invites longtime Shelbyville residents to their home for dinner. The 

newcomer initiates the hosting and welcomes the native as the guest. In this interchange of 

migrant and host, we, the viewers, also gain a feeling of renewal and rediscovery. 

  

     In the act of welcoming and extending hospitality to others, a deeper connection to the 

nourishing wells of being a human being can emerge. In Ric Burns’ Pilgrims, Historian Donegan 

describes this in the Pilgrims’ story:  “They [both Pilgrims and Native Americans] had been in 

such misery and they had lost so many people. That day of Thanksgiving is also coming out of 

mourning. It’s also coming out of grief, and this abundance that is a relief from that loss.” At a 

moment of massive loss on both sides, the pilgrims grounded their faith with the profound Native 

American tradition of giving thanks. 

  

     Welcome to Shelbyville ends also with people sharing good food and drink. Conversations 

across shared bowls, platters, and desserts allow all of us to gain a deeper understanding of our 

own experiences as well as those of others. Honest interactions prepare us to deal with a faceted 

reality of multiple meanings and values.  Are we prepared to deal with the complexities of a 

history of migration with multiple meanings, and also deal with being good guests and gracious 

hosts in this land where all of us have been, at some time, strangers? 

 

 

Film:  Welcome to Shelbyville 

    

Produced and directed by Kim A. Snyder, 2009 

U.S. State Department 2010 American Documentary Showcase Official Selection 

PBS Independent Lens Broadcast 2011 

Gucci Tribeca Documentary Fund Selection 2010 

 

Running time:  67 minutes in entirety  

(or 59 or 62 min excerpt, see Technical Notes) 

 

Description:  

This powerful documentary takes an in-depth look at Shelbyville, a small Tennessee town in the 

heart of the Bible Belt, as it grapples with discrimination in the face of changing demographics.  

 

On the eve of the 2008 presidential election, Shelbyville’s longtime residents are 

challenged with how best to integrate a burgeoning Latino population, as well as 

the recent arrival of hundreds of Somali refugees of Muslim faith, hired by the 

local Tyson chicken processing plant. 
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When a local reporter initiates a series of controversial articles about the Somali newcomers, the 

town erupts in controversy and debate. We hear from all parts of 

the community: Latino workers grappling with their own immigrant identity; 

longtime African American residents balancing perceived threats to their livelihood 

and security against the values they learned from their own civil rights struggles; the Somali 

refugees attempting to make new lives for themselves and their children and 

to maintain their dignity in a hostile new land; white working class men and women 

who express fear and anger at the influx of the new arrivals; and white civic and 

church leaders in this deeply religious community who are attempting to guide their 

congregations and citizens through a period of unprecedented change. 

 

Without taking sides, the film presents the concerns and aspirations of all members  

of the Shelbyville community with dignity and respect. And it tracks the attempts 

of a group of citizens to address their fears of cultural difference by reaching out 

to their neighbors in new ways, with unexpected and  often inspiring consequences. 

 

In the course of the film, we get to know Shelbyville’s unforgettable citizens intimately: Ms. 

Lucie, who has taught a generation of immigrants in her ESL class and spearheads the Somali 

welcoming initiative; Miguel, a Latino American who has achieved his American dream despite 

prejudice, and is willing to reach out to help other immigrants; Pastor Stephen Caine of the First 

Presbyterian Church, who wonders how to help his congregation face such deep cultural 

changes; Rotary Club members who have serious concerns about the influx of immigrants taking 

jobs from locals; Police Chief Austin Swing, who fears violence from the clash of cultures; First 

Baptist Pastor Kevin Minchey, who begins to see the Shelbyville Somalis as potential converts to 

Christ; Miss Vickie, caterer at the Baptist Church, who recognizes the similarities and 

differences between African Americans’ history and the way the new settlers are  

treated; and Hawo, a nurse before leaving Somalia, now grateful to be working in the Tyson 

chicken processing plant, who asks that her people be treated with dignity. 

 

Historical note:  Eight years after the film was made, Shelbyville again was in the news. On 

October 28, 2017, the Nationalist Front, a collection of white nationalist groups, held a 

demonstration there to protest the presence of refugees in Middle Tennessee. This was the first 

such rally since the one in Charlottesville, VA, where a woman had been killed months earlier. 

Close to 200 fist-shaking white nationalists descended on the town, but were outnumbered by 

twice as many peaceful protestors. The Nationalist Front abruptly cancelled a planned second 

rally in nearby Murfreesboro, where an estimated 1,000 anti-racist demonstrators had gathered in 

counter-protest.  

 

Technical Notes: 

DVD  At Menu, hit PLAY MOVIE. This film in entirety is 67 minutes. You can 

play to the end if you have the time (there are humorous updates during the end credits). 

 

OR, you can end at 59:07, on the Fade to Black just as Hawo goes in her door 

and kicks off her sandals, after the Walking Horse Show. 
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OR, you can play to 62:19, on the Fade to Black after Miss Lucie says, “1787 –  

good job!” just before the end titles begin. 

 

 

Suggested Readings 
 

Allen, Danielle S. Talking to Strangers: Anxieties since Brown v. Board of Education (Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press, 2004) 

 

Hanh, Thich Nhat, “Evil and the Enemy: What I Would Say to Osama Bin Laden,” interview, 

From the Ashes: A Spiritual Response to the Attack on America, Beliefnet (Washington D.C.: 

Rodale, 2001) 96-104. 

 

Kearney, Richard and James Taylor, editors, Hosting the Stranger: Between Religions (New 

York: Continuum Books, 2011) 

 

Khan, Yasmin Sabina. Enlightening the World: The Creation of the Statue of Liberty (Ithaca: 

Cornell University Press, 2010) 

 

Kim, Claire Jean. “The Racial Triangulation of Asian Americans,” Politics & Society, 27:1 

(March 1999) 105-138  

 

Mountz, Alison. “The Other,” Key Concepts in Political Geography, Carolyn Gallagher, ed., 

2009 Sage Publishers, 328-39.  

 

 

Online Resources 
 

The Aspen Institute. This webpage looks at the new demographics of immigrants, including to 

rural communities in the U.S.: https://www.aspeninstitute.org/blog-posts/getting-know-new-us/  

 

Center for Rural Affairs. Webpage on how rural communities deal with new immigrant 

populations. http://www.cfra.org/inclusion  

 

Housing Assistance Council. This study examines the issue of housing immigrants in rural 

communities: http://www.ruralhome.org/storage/documents/immigration2007.pdf  

 

Living History Farm. This article discusses the recent uptick in immigration to rural American 

since the 1960s: https://livinghistoryfarm.org/farminginthe70s/life_13.html 

 

Migration Policy Institute. This study examines recent refugees and asylees in the 

U.S.:https://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/refugees-and-asylees-united-states 

  

Non-Profit Quarterly. This article argues for the economic benefits of immigration to rural 

communities: https://nonprofitquarterly.org/2015/04/21/immigration-brings-economic-benefits-

to-rural-america/  

https://www.aspeninstitute.org/blog-posts/getting-know-new-us/
http://www.cfra.org/inclusion
http://www.ruralhome.org/storage/documents/immigration2007.pdf
https://livinghistoryfarm.org/farminginthe70s/life_13.html
https://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/refugees-and-asylees-united-states
https://nonprofitquarterly.org/2015/04/21/immigration-brings-economic-benefits-to-rural-america/
https://nonprofitquarterly.org/2015/04/21/immigration-brings-economic-benefits-to-rural-america/
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The Outline. This webpage illustrates where America’s refugee populations reside, especially in 

small towns. https://theoutline.com/post/985/where-the-refugees-go-lancaster-pennsylvania-

immigration?zd=1&zi=exozrg5g 

  

PBS Newshour: This article looks at the immigrants and refugees settling in small towns 

through the U.S.: https://www.pbs.org/newshour/nation/shrinking-small-towns-see-hope-

refugees 

  

Penn State University. This article analyzes recent immigration and its impact on various rural 

communities in various regions of the US: 

https://scholars.unh.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1016&context=carsey 

  

The Pew Charitable Trusts. This article details the benefits refugees have brought to small 

towns in the US facing decline: http://www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-

analysis/blogs/stateline/2016/08/05/shrinking-small-towns-see-hope-in-refugees 

  

The Pew Research Center. This study shows the increasing numbers of African immigrants to 

the US in recent years. http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2017/02/14/african-immigrant-

population-in-u-s-steadily-climbs/. Five facts on global Somali diaspora: 

http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2016/06/01/5-facts-about-the-global-somali-diaspora/. 

This article reports on the low number of refugees the US has accepted recently: 

http://www.pewglobal.org/2017/10/12/u-s-resettles-fewer-refugees-even-as-global-number-of-

displaced-people-grows/.  

 

Population Reference Bureau. Conference discusses shifting demographics of rural America, 

including immigration: http://www.prb.org/Publications/Articles/2017/Changing-Demographics-

Reshape-Rural-America.aspx 

  

Public Radio International. This article reports on how various towns have struggled over how 

to receive refugees in rural America: https://www.pri.org/stories/2016-05-24/they-were-opposite-

sides-protests-about-bringing-refugees-montana-now-theyve 

  

Rural Migration News. A recent study analyzes the demographics of migrants to rural America: 

https://migration.ucdavis.edu/rmn/more.php?id=1190 

 

Rural Sociology. This academic study examines the growing racial diversity in rural America: 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4606139/ 

 

U.S. Census. An article on the “Foreign Born from Africa, 2008 – 2012”: 

https://www.census.gov/content/dam/Census/library/publications/2014/acs/acsbr12-16.pdf 

 

 

 

 

 

https://theoutline.com/post/985/where-the-refugees-go-lancaster-pennsylvania-immigration?zd=1&zi=exozrg5g
https://theoutline.com/post/985/where-the-refugees-go-lancaster-pennsylvania-immigration?zd=1&zi=exozrg5g
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/nation/shrinking-small-towns-see-hope-refugees
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/nation/shrinking-small-towns-see-hope-refugees
https://scholars.unh.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1016&context=carsey
http://www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-analysis/blogs/stateline/2016/08/05/shrinking-small-towns-see-hope-in-refugees
http://www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-analysis/blogs/stateline/2016/08/05/shrinking-small-towns-see-hope-in-refugees
http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2017/02/14/african-immigrant-population-in-u-s-steadily-climbs/
http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2017/02/14/african-immigrant-population-in-u-s-steadily-climbs/
http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2016/06/01/5-facts-about-the-global-somali-diaspora/
http://www.pewglobal.org/2017/10/12/u-s-resettles-fewer-refugees-even-as-global-number-of-displaced-people-grows/
http://www.pewglobal.org/2017/10/12/u-s-resettles-fewer-refugees-even-as-global-number-of-displaced-people-grows/
http://www.prb.org/Publications/Articles/2017/Changing-Demographics-Reshape-Rural-America.aspx
http://www.prb.org/Publications/Articles/2017/Changing-Demographics-Reshape-Rural-America.aspx
https://www.pri.org/stories/2016-05-24/they-were-opposite-sides-protests-about-bringing-refugees-montana-now-theyve
https://www.pri.org/stories/2016-05-24/they-were-opposite-sides-protests-about-bringing-refugees-montana-now-theyve
https://migration.ucdavis.edu/rmn/more.php?id=1190
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4606139/
https://www.census.gov/content/dam/Census/library/publications/2014/acs/acsbr12-16.pdf
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Humanities Themes 
 

Prejudice towards Newcomers Versus Welcome: Two conflicting strains have historically 

run through America’s relationship with its new immigrants. From an inheritance of being 

colonizers and colonized, our national ideal of open borders and our professed desire to offer 

our freedoms to others has alternated with periods of backlash and animosity towards those 

already here and perceived newcomers, often from already assimilated communities. Despite 

the common thread that the vast majority of Americans can trace their roots to foreign lands, 

the United States has periodically treated its newest residents with strong anti-“other” 

prejudice that has resulted at times in restrictive quotas, attempts at forced assimilation, 

outright hostility and violence, and forced deportations or internment. 

 

Citizenship and American Ideals: Property ownership and enslavement were hard wired into 

the nation’s founding ideals which immediately complicated the ideas of “life, liberty, and 

happiness,” “We, the people,” and later promises of “freedom and justice for all.” Within these 

parameters, inclusion-exclusion and immigration policies continue to be debated, as do issues of 

diversity, the types of desirable, “fit” versus “unfit” immigrants, and Anglo-American Protestant 

core values. 

 


