Open Letter on Raquel Evita Saraswati / Rachel Elizabeth Seidel

Concern is rising among the community of American Friends Service Committee (AFSC)
staff, volunteers, and supporters regarding the controversy surrounding the recent
hiring of Raquel Saraswati to AFSC's senior leadership. Saraswati currently serves as the
organization’s Chief Equity, Inclusion, and Culture Officer. Despite years of publicly and
privately identifying herself as a person of color, evidence has emerged that contradicts
her claims and confirms that her heritage is white/European, specifically German on the
maternal side and Italian on the paternal side.

We are a group of individuals who care deeply about AFSC and have chosen to remain
anonymous for protection from any potential retaliation. Saraswati has gone to great
lengths to purge much of the public records that can correct her mistruths regarding her
race and ethnicity.' Through in-depth research, we are summarizing the key findings of
our careful investigation in this open letter. We hope that this will catalyze further truth-
telling and accountability, particularly in light of the harms that Saraswati’s lies have
inflicted on communities of color that she purports to represent.

Saraswati’s name changes have gone from Rachel Elizabeth Seidel to Raquel Evita
Seidel to Raquel Evita Saraswati.2 While Rachel and Elizabeth are recognizable
European names, Raquel and Evita are recognizable Latinx names. And while Seidel is a
recognizable European name, Saraswati is a recognizable South Asian name. Her choice
of Saraswati refers to the Hindu goddess. Saraswati has represented herself as having
Arab, Indian, and Latin roots. Yet we have confirmed with members of Sarasawti's
family directly that her claims to non-European heritage are false.

Rachel Elizabeth Seidel was born in Paterson, New Jersey on December 14, 1983. She
spent a great deal of her childhood in Windham, New Yorks and she attended the public
school system in Windham.+ Seidel then attended the prestigious Emma Willard School
as a boarding student in Troy, New York,s later going on to Simmons College (now
Simmons University) in Boston, Massachusetts,® where she studied International
Relations.” During college, she identified as a Catholic Latina, in addition to claims to
Arab ancestry,® the latter of which she continues to narrate in the present.?

We have learned that Saraswati's grandparents are Carl Seidel and Winifred (Everett)
Seidel, who married in 1942 and had roots in Europe, New Jersey, New York, and
Delaware.'o After their divorce, Carl Seidel married Jacqueline Haroldson in 1984.
Winifred Seidel passed away in 2018 and was laid to rest at the Gate of Heaven
Cemetery in Dagsboro, Delaware." Her obituary lists her three children: Lorraine
Seidel, Harry Seidel, and Carol Perone, as well as seven grandchildren, including Rachel
Seidel.>



The Seidels owned a business, the Country Suite Bed and Breakfast, in Windham. s
Lorraine Seidel ran the Country Suite B&B with her business partner, Sondra Clark,
until they closed the establishment and moved to Delaware.!4 Rachel Seidel spent
significant time at their Windham address. There is a record of a Lorraine Seidel
marrying Vincent S. Tangelo in 1987 in Hackensack, New Jersey.'s

Carol Perone married Flory Perone in 1986 in the same city of Hackensack, New
Jersey.'® Carol Perone is the biological mother of Rachel Seidel/Raquel Saraswati.'?
Carol Perone (whose biological parents were Ed Newman and Myrtle Burkhardt) was
adopted by Carl and Winifred Seidel, has had several children of her own including a
daughter she gave up for adoption in 1979.'8 Carol was in a relationship with a man of
Italian heritage who is confirmed to be Raquel's biological father, but they separated
before her marriage to Flory Perone." Flory Perone, Raquel's stepfather, passed away in
2006, and his obituary lists Rachel Seidel as his daughter.z0

In a public interview, Saraswati has stated that she became estranged from her
parents.! She also converted to Islam. In 2004, Saraswati wrote an article for Boho
Magazine—a magazine “by women of color.” In it, she refers to her family’s Latinx
background and mentions her struggle to find a community of color at her
predominantly white women’s college (Simmons University). She writes about her
happiness in eventually finding a space where she wasn’t questioned as a woman of
color.#2 In 2005, Saraswati married Anh Dao Kolb, though they later permanently
separated. A Boston Globe article covering their marriage reported on Seidel’s claim to
her background’s “Arab and Latin traditions.” s In 2006, Seidel referred to her marriage
while participating in an India New England News profile of weddings of Indian-
Americans.*

Saraswati has described herself in the public domain as a “performer” and spoken-word
artist, and she began television appearances, becoming recognized for her queer identity
and LGBTQ rights activism.?5 She established her public-facing career in conservative
circles in a post-g-11 context rife with anti-Muslim bigotry and the search for token
Muslim voices.*® Saraswati served as the executive assistant for Irshad Maniji,*” one of
the world’s most infamous Islamophobes.28 Saraswati's early media recognition
included her 2007 CNN appearance with conservative Glenn Beck as a “moderate”
Muslim opposed to extremism. Saraswati stated on air, “I feel like a lot of higher
education at the moment is very concerned about multiculturalism, appearing to be
racist, about all of that... [ do think that if we are so afraid to look critically at Islam,
because we don't want to offend people, then nothing is going to happen. And these
people who get sent to these universities are just being made to think the way they
think."9 Saraswati has also appeared on Fox News*® and Newsmax?' (the former is
considered right-wing and the latter is considered a far-right news channel).



In 2013, Saraswati appeared in Honor Diaries,3? a documentary film produced by the
Clarion Project.?3 The Southern Poverty Law Center has listed the Clarion Project as an
“anti-Muslim hate group.”# The U.S.-based Muslim advocacy group, the Council on
American-Islamic Relations, stated that the Clarion Project is an organization that
promotes Islamophobia in American society and has been described as part of the
“counter-jihad movement.”3s The Clarion Project’s films have been criticized for
falsifying information. In the Honor Diaries, Saraswati claimed to be targeted by
Muslim extremists, stating “There are threats of murder, there are threats of rape,
physical mutilation. I'm certainly in fear when I receive an email threatening to sexually
assault me."3® Saraswati also worked with the American Islamic Forum for Democracy,3”
which was funded by Islamophobe Zuhdi Jasser.*® We are not aware of Saraswati ever
publicly apologizing for her record of contributions to Islamophobia.

In 2009, Saraswati continued to claim having Arab blood during an interview focused
on her relationship with her Israeli friend, Roi Ben-Yehuda, stating, “the lives in
Israel/Palestine are connected to my own — not just because my lineage shares blood
with theirs — but also because the welfare of Palestinians, of Israelis and of human
beings the world over - is impacted by what happens in that region."s9

Saraswati presently identifies Spanish as her “native or bilingual proficiency”
language.® An examination of her photographs, cross-referenced with our interviews
with individuals who have known Saraswati personally over the years, reveal that the
shades of bronzer she applies to her face have become darker over time. This parallels
her political shift to the left as she entered the social justice world, rising up the
progressive ranks, including the organization Family Equality, the City of Philadelphia
Mayor's Office, and now as the head of Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion for AFSC, with
its wide national and global reach.+ Saraswati also serves as the staff liaison for AFSC's
Board, Community, Equality, and Justice Committee, the chief governance unit focused
on race relations, and its members have been led to believe that Saraswati is a person of
color.

There have been attempts since 2015 to call for accountability in light of Saraswati’s
cultural vulturism, including from Al Jazeera journalist Sana Saeed, who has drawn
parallels between the case of Rachel Dolezal and the case of Raquel Saraswati.** Yet
Saraswati’s wiping of public information online has been so far-reaching that it has
taken significant time and access to records for us to be able to uncover the realities of
her racial and ethnic background.+* While there is ample evidence of her European
roots, Saraswati’s family members have confirmed that she does not have South Asian,
Latinx, or Arab heritage.



This raises urgent questions for AFSC:
Will the organization investigate why a member of its most senior leadership has so
profoundly eroded trust among the people of color on staff and in the communities that

the organization serves?

Given Quaker testimonies, and the commitment to integrity, will Saraswati continue to
represent AFSC?

Should this position, with tremendous power to lead DEI initiatives within the
organization, instead be assigned to a deserving and qualified person of color?

Are there external entities with whom Saraswati is collaborating?

Will Saraswati maintain her access to extensive records related to human resources,
programs, expenditures, personal details of staff, volunteers, and communities across
the United States and globally?

Will Saraswati apologize for the harm she continues to inflict on marginalized people?

How long will it take before Saraswati steps down from her current role?
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