
In the fall of 2006, I arrived 
at the Miami International 
Airport from Trinidad and 

Tobago. Like many immigrants, I 
was in a state of excitement and 
fear. My encounter with the U.S. 
Customs and Border Patrol offi-
cers was my first contact with any 
part of the American legal system. 
During my inspection in Miami, 
I recall being asked my father’s 
name, date of birth, and where 
in America I intended to reside. 
Having memorized many details, 
including my new address, I was 

very prepared for my encounter with the customs and border patrol 
officer. After successfully answering the questions, I was given a 
leaflet containing rules and regulations. The officer looked into my 
eyes and said, “Welcome to America.” At that time, I hardly under-
stood the significance of that moment. I was sixteen years old and 
had no knowledge of the journey ahead of me as a first-generation 
immigrant.

Although the leaflet of rules and regulations was meant to 
serve as a guide to me, I committed the content to memory because 
I feared the repercussions for breaking the law. I was also forced to 
navigate a sea of uncertainty about my new life, namely my iden-
tity. I had just moved from a very culturally diverse society where 
one’s ethnicity was used to describe his or her race. Within a few 
months of living in America, I realized that my race was defined 
by my skin color. Due to my immigrant status and my race, I was 
sometimes described as a “double minority,” which left me feeling 
isolated from my college peers. Since I did not attend high school 
in America, my experiences and interests were noticeably differ-
ent from other students. In addition, I sometimes found myself in 
many debates about race and ethnicity. Some of my classmates 
were amused by my confusion when they asked me whether there 
were many “African Americans” in Trinidad and Tobago. Some 

people determined that I was not “black enough” because I did not 
share the African American experience. In many ways I felt like 
an “other.”

As I continued to settle into my life in America, I noticed that 
my immigrant experience did not mirror that of other immigrants. I 
learned that for some people, similar facts and circumstances often 
resulted in vastly different outcomes, and at times, disparate treat-
ment based on a person’s race or country of origin. While practic-
ing immigration law, I saw how unforgiving the American legal 
system can be for those who entered illegally or committed a crime 
involving moral turpitude. Even seemingly insignificant violations 
of the law, such as jaywalking, triggered calls that sometimes led to 
visits from Immigration and Custom Enforcement and a Notice to 
Appear before an immigration judge. My own experience allowed 
me to empathize when I heard horror stories from friends and cli-
ents who had been torn from loved ones due to issues related to 
their immigration status.

As a lawyer, I am confronted with a host of new challenges as 
my career unfolds. I am often the only black woman in the room, 
which sometimes creates a feeling of otherness and isolation, simi-
lar to my college days. I have faced microaggressions and stereo-
types about my race and ethnicity, and I am continuously forced to 
prove that I too belong regardless of my differences. Nevertheless, 
I take solace in the law. My personal experience with the American 
legal system has shaped my life and has prepared me to be a dili-
gent advocate for others in and outside of the courtroom.

Anita S. Davis is an associate at Horn Williamson, LLC in 
Philadelphia where her practice focuses on construction litigation 
with an emphasis on construction defects. She has also represented 
clients in various areas of law, including immigration, employment 
and family law.
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Like Anita, my first ex-
posure to the American 
legal system was as a 

young immigrant. When I was 
11, my family emigrated from Ni-
geria, West Africa to America. I 
had little knowledge of what life 
would be like in my new country, 
but I was determined to make it 
home. My new life required me to 
adapt to many changes and uncer-
tainty. I had come from a populous 
city in a country, where almost ev-
eryone looked like me, to a small 
suburb where I infrequently saw 

other black children. Many aspects of my culture became difficult to 
maintain. I also periodically mourned the loss of family members I 
once hoped to reunite with in the future.

As a result of my experience, I quickly developed a strong sense 
of belonging among my classmates who were immigrants or chil-
dren of immigrants. My transition also shaped my interest in im-
migration law and my decision to pursue opportunities that would 
allow me to work with or serve the immigrant population. I decided 
to become a lawyer because I believed that having a legal platform 
would allow me to achieve the highest influence on the communities 
that resonated with me. I have since broadened my interest in the 
law, but continue to infuse my background in every way; particu-
larly, by employing cultural competency in my practice as a lawyer.

In addition to being an immigrant, race is another factor that 
has affected my experience in America. Over time, I faced racism 
and both implicit and explicit bias without fully understanding the 
impact. As I navigated through middle school, high school, college, 
law school and my earliest days of law practice, I realized that being 
an immigrant and a black woman presented more challenges than I 
could have ever imagined. My years of education prepared me for 
the intellectual rigor of law practice but not for racially insensitive 
comments masked as jokes and xenophobic sentiments in the class-

room and workplace. It suddenly dawned on me that I needed to 
advocate for myself just as much as I would for my clients.

I have become increasingly aware that the qualities that are 
sometimes used to differentiate me from my peers in a negative way 
are in fact my strengths. The truth is that I value the characteristics 
that make me an “other.” These characteristics have helped me solve 
my clients’ problems, build strong professional and personal rela-
tionships, and I am now paying it forward to the next generation of 
lawyers.

Adebola Aderinto is an associate with Ward Greenberg Heller & Reidy 
LLP in Philadelphia. She is a civil litigator with a diverse litigation 
and counselling practice and has represented clients in family and 
employment-based immigration matters.Adebola Aderinto




