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c h a p t e r  t w o

The Border’s Frame

Between Poughkeepsie and La Ciénega

In the summer of 2003, sta¤ at Hudson River HealthCare (HRHCare), 
 a network of ten community and migrant health centers based in the 

Hudson River Valley, traveled to La Ciénega, Oaxaca, to lead a photog-
raphy workshop. The workshop was for the families of the Oaxacan 
migrants who had participated in an Unseen America project in Pough-
keepsie. As part of an initiative called Communities without Borders: A 
Bridge for Health, HRHCare sta¤ presented a PowerPoint of photo-
graphs taken by the Poughkeepsie workshop participants to their families 
and other residents of La Ciénega. The presentation provided audience 
members with an opportunity to view photographs of their family mem-
bers in Poughkeepsie, including some grandparents who saw images of 
grandchildren that they had never met in person.1 In an interview about 
the Communities without Borders project, HRHCare CEO Anne Nolon 
commented on the challenges faced by the workshop participants, not-
ing that “people can’t travel, but photographs do.”2

At the same time that HRHCare sta¤ framed the Communities with-
out Borders project as providing a “photographic bridge” between Pough-
keepsie and La Ciénega, the photographs themselves were symptomatic 
of the obstacles faced by members of this translocal community.3 The 
Communities without Borders project highlighted the separations among 
members of these communities, as well as the diªculties faced by those 
who remained behind in Oaxaca. This photography project emphasized 
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the connections among these communities at a time when U.S. immigra-
tion laws limited the movement of undocumented Mexican and Central 
American migrants across the U.S.– Mexico boundary. The HRHCare 
sta¤’s goal for Communities without Borders was to link members of a 
translocal community, but there were limits to this objective, not the 
least of which is the militarized border between them.

HRHCare viewed Communities without Borders as a way to reach 
out to Oaxacan migrants living in Poughkeepsie and to encourage them 
to serve as promotores and promotoras de salud (health advocates) for the 
organization.4 Further, sta¤ members added the photography workshop 
in La Ciénega to help to connect the two sectors of this translocal com-
munity. The HRHCare sta¤ members believed that if family members in 
La Ciénega knew about their organization’s services, they would encour-
age their migrant relatives in Poughkeepsie to use them. These extensive 
outreach e¤orts to Oaxacan migrants took place in the post- 9/11 political 
context, during which laws such as the USA PATRIOT Act (2001) and 
the Homeland Security Act (2002) were enacted. In this political en- 
vironment, undocumented migrants avoided health and social service 
organizations, fearing that their immigration status would be discovered 
and that they would be arrested, detained, or deported. In these diªcult 
circumstances, HRHCare sta¤ believed that promotores and promotoras 
de salud could help the organization reach out to, build trust with, and 
familiarize migrants with their services.

Similar to the Unseen America photographs that I analyze in chap- 
ter 1, the images produced by Oaxacan migrants in Poughkeepsie can also 
be characterized by what I call the undocumented everyday. These images, 
which feature a mixed- genre aesthetic comprised of documentary, family, 
and snapshot photography, resulted from the collaboration between the 
documentary- style project of Unseen America and the goals of HRHCare 
to provide a “photographic bridge” between members of this translocal 
community. In Poughkeepsie, Oaxacan migrants photographed elements 
of their everyday lives specifically for their family members in La Ciénega. 
Their photographs portray community members engaged in daily activ-
ities— at home, at work, and at play. The participants took photographs 
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in public and private settings, attesting to the integration of Oaxacan 
migrants in Poughkeepsie.

Although there are some similarities between the images produced  
in the Unseen America workshop in Long Island and the one in Pough-
keepsie, the participants in the latter workshop had goals that were dis-
tinct from those in the former. Consequently, they used a mixed- genre 
aesthetic for di¤erent purposes. While documentary approaches span all 
the Unseen America workshops, what di¤erentiates the Communities 
without Borders photographs from those by the Workplace Project par-
ticipants is the former group’s address to family members in La Ciénega. 
In directing their work to relatives in La Ciénega, participants in Pough-
keepsie drew upon the genres of family and snapshot photography and 
the documentary aesthetics they learned in Unseen America. The mixed- 
genre aesthetic that the Poughkeepsie participants employed related to 
their translocality as a mode of address. I contend that these images can 
be characterized by a translocal aesthetic, which relates the mixed- genre 
aesthetic form to the translocal address of the photographs. This trans-
local aesthetic distinguishes this project from Bread and Roses’ framing 
the photographs produced in the Unseen America workshops as forms 
of national culture.5 This, according to HRHCare social worker Barbara 
Hill, transformed “Unseen America into Unseen Americas.”6

Through their translocal aesthetic, participants in Poughkeepsie’s 
Communities without Borders project visualized what Lynn Stephen 
describes as “simultaneous belonging in multiple localities” or what 
Denise A. Segura and Patricia Zavella refer to as “subjective transna-
tionalism,” which they argue “reflects the experience of feeling ‘at home’ 
in more than one geographic location.”7 In addition to promoting HRH-
Care’s goals, Communities without Borders narrates the workshop par-
ticipants’ local and translocal “ways of belonging,” as well as highlighting 
the separations among members of this community.8 The joint exhibi-
tions of images by Oaxacan migrants in Poughkeepsie and their family 
members in La Ciénega— which took place in Poughkeepsie, La Ciénega, 
and Oaxaca City in the fall of 2003— imagine community networks across 
national borders. By placing images of migrants in Poughkeepsie next to 
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photographs taken by family members in La Ciénega, these exhibitions 
envisioned an alternative reality in which daily life in these disparate 
locations existed side by side. However, the spaces between the photo-
graphs also represent the separation of the people within them. At that 
time neither the Oaxacan migrants in Poughkeepsie nor their family 
members in La Ciénega could see each other— except in photographs.

The Communities without Borders project did provide a means of 
connecting members of this translocal community whose mobility was 
constrained by strict U.S. immigration laws limiting undocumented mi- 
grants’ movements across the U.S.– Mexico boundary. However, there 
were other outcomes to the project. In the words of one participant, the 
Communities without Borders project and exhibitions “broke the bound-
ary between public and private” for those who were involved.9 Commu-
nities without Borders also strengthened the bonds with Oaxacan as well 
as with other Mexican migrants in Poughkeepsie and encouraged their 
engagement with HRHCare as promotores and promotoras de salud. 
The project prompted some Communities without Borders participants 
to organize around broader issues concerning undocumented Latina/o 
migrants in the United States by helping to plan political events, includ-
ing the 2006 “A Day without an Immigrant” boycott, march, and rally 
in Poughkeepsie.10

Within the translocal frame of Communities without Borders, how-
ever, there were limits to addressing the e¤ects of transnational capital-
ism and neoliberal trade policies that cause migration. In La Ciénega, 
participants in the Communities without Borders project created photo-
graphs that represented aspects of their daily lives that they hoped would 
encourage their family members to come home or that would inform 
outsiders about the conditions that forced their family members to 
migrate.11 Participants in La Ciénega thus directed their work not only  
to their family members in Poughkeepsie, but also to a much broader 
audience. Although participants in La Ciénega portrayed the everyday 
lives of those left behind, only their families and friends would notice 
the absence of those who migrated in the photographs. So, although par-
ticipants in La Ciénega were addressing a translocal audience comprised 
of community members in Poughkeepsie and La Ciénega, and a broader 
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audience outside of those communities, only the former group would be 
able to “see” the e¤ects of migration in these photographs.

I begin this chapter by contextualizing the history of Oaxacan migra-
tion to Poughkeepsie from the 1980s to the post- 9/11 era in order to 
historically situate my analysis of the Unseen America project held at 
HRHCare in the summer of 2003. Due to the increased settlement of 
Oaxacan migrants in Poughkeepsie, HRHCare’s role shifted from pro-
viding mobile medical services for migrant farmworkers to o¤ering a 
broader range of services to all undocumented migrants residing in  
the Hudson River Valley. In addition to HRHCare, more social service 
organizations responded to the needs of the growing population of Oax-
acan migrants residing in Poughkeepsie, fostering a very di¤erent envi-
ronment than in Long Island, where the Workplace Project’s Unseen 
America project took place. I relate the development of the translocal 
Communities without Borders project to HRHCare’s e¤orts to reach out 
to undocumented Latina/o immigrants in Poughkeepsie and to fulfill 
the organization’s mandate to cultivate leadership among clients of their 
community healthcare centers. The second half of the chapter focuses 
on the workshops in Poughkeepsie and La Ciénega and analyzes some 
of the photographs produced within them. In the final section, I exam-
ine the photographic exhibitions in Poughkeepsie and La Ciénega, as 
well as the impact of the exhibition in Poughkeepsie on participants.

The Formation of a Community of  
Oaxacan Migrants in Poughkeepsie

HRHCare’s Communities without Borders project was rooted in the com-
munity of Oaxacan migrants in Poughkeepsie, which had been grow- 
ing from the 1980s through the post- 9/11 era. In the 1980s, Oaxacan 
migrants came to the Hudson River Valley as seasonal workers. Over 
time, some settled in Poughkeepsie and the surrounding area, creat- 
ing a community base for later migrants. In transitioning between 
accommodating seasonal migrants to supporting longer- term residents, 
Hudson River HealthCare expanded from delivering medical services  
by mobile van in the fields to reaching out to new residents to familiar- 
ize them with the services provided by their community and migrant 
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health- care centers. Beyond HRHCare, other Poughkeepsie social ser-
vice organizations worked to address the needs of Oaxacan migrants 
living in town. In contrast to the experiences of migrants in Farmingville 
and Hempstead, Long Island, as described in chapter 1, many Pough-
keepsie residents viewed the settlement of Oaxacan migrants as contrib-
uting to the economic revitalization of this small city.12 The context in 
Poughkeepsie was quite distinct from Long Island, and these di¤erences 
a¤ected the photographs that the participants in each of the Unseen 
America workshops produced.

This di¤erent context influenced the work of social service organiz-
ations— including HRHCare— in serving the needs of migrant farm-
workers in the Hudson River Valley. HRHCare has a long history of 
providing health- care services to low- income residents of the Hudson 
River Valley, as well as to seasonal farmworkers, recent migrants, and 
day laborers. The organization has been involved with migrant health 
care since the 1970s, when the Peekskill Area Ambulatory Health Cen-
ter began treating migrant farmworkers from the United States and 
Mexico in the Hudson River Valley.13 Starting in the late 1970s, this 
precursor to Hudson River HealthCare delivered health- care services  
in a mobile van that went to the fields where migrant farmworkers 
worked. The workers were mainly African American; Mexican American; 
individuals who migrated from southern U.S. states, including Texas; 
and a smaller number of farm laborers from Mexico. All were seasonal 
migrants, arriving to work the harvest in the fall, going home for the 
holidays, and returning in the spring for the growing season.

During the early 1990s, an increasing number of migrants from  
Oaxaca and elsewhere in Mexico arrived in towns and small cities in the 
Hudson River Valley.14 Starting in the early 1990s, outmigration from 
Oaxaca to the United States for work in agriculture, among other occu-
pations, grew, spurred by the privatization of public lands in Mexico  
and neoliberal foreign policies such as the North American Free Trade 
Agreement (NAFTA).15 In the early 1990s, the Mixteca- Sur region of 
Mexico was significantly a¤ected by President Carlos Salinas’s e¤orts  
to reform Article 27 of the Mexican Constitution (1917), which allowed 
peasants land rights for farming.16 Wayne Cornelius and David Myhre 
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have related the changes to Article 27 to structural transformations 
within the Mexican economy. These changes promoted privatization 
and deregulation and were part of a wider set of neoliberal policy adjust-
ments instituted prior to NAFTA.17 The policies of NAFTA further exac-
erbated the financial crisis in Mexico.18 NAFTA e¤ectively lowered the 
price of corn in Mexico by increasing the importation of U.S. corn to 
Mexico, which put small farmers in Mexico out of business. Many agri-
cultural workers lost their livelihood.19

By the early 1990s there were thousands of Mexican migrants liv- 
ing in Poughkeepsie, most of whom were from Oaxaca.20 Poughkeepsie 
was one of many smaller cities and towns located far from the U.S.– 
Mexico border that saw a significant rise in Mexican migrants before the 
turn of the century.21 According to Allison Mountz and Richard Wright, 
higher wages for labor in New York State attracted Mexican migrants.22 
Although most of the jobs Oaxacans found in Poughkeepsie paid only 
minimum wage, this amount was still a substantial increase over the 
1990s wages in Oaxaca, where 80 percent of rural households brought 
home less than ten U.S. dollars a day.23 Oaxacans who found work in 
Poughkeepsie relayed this information to residents in their hometowns, 
some of whom moved to join them.24 As Lawrence Brown, Tamara Mott, 
and Edward Malecki argue, it is not push factors or jobs that dictate why 
Mexicans migrate to a specific U.S. location; rather, migrants choose 
places based on information they receive from family and friends. This 
sharing of information can lead to a “migration chain,” whereby migrants 
follow those who have come before them.25 In Poughkeepsie, Oaxacan 
migrants such as Honorio “Pie” Rodríguez, who opened El Bracero res-
taurant in 1991, played a significant role in the social networks on which 
La Ciénega residents depended.26

The long- term settlement of Oaxacan migrants in Poughkeepsie grew 
substantially between the 1980s and 2000s. In the 1980s and 1990s, 
most Oaxacan migrants working in the United States did not plan to stay 
there.27 During this period, the majority of Oaxacans who migrated to 
New York State were male and traveled there to earn money, after which 
they planned to return to Oaxaca.28 Oaxacan migrants in the 1980s and 
1990s remained in the United States less than nine years on average, 
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with most migrants taking only two trips to the country. As a result, as 
Cohen and Rodríguez argue, migrants at this time were primarily con-
nected to their sending households and communities.29 From the early 
to late 1990s— a period in which there was more movement across  
the U.S.– Mexico boundary— Oaxacan migrants in Poughkeepsie could 
be characterized as a transnational community, composed of migrants 
whose “daily lives, work, and social relationships extend across national 
borders.”30 By the 1990s, a quarter of the adult men from La Ciénega, 
Oaxaca (population three thousand), were working in Poughkeepsie.31 
According to the 2000 census, 85 percent of Mexicans living in Pough-
keepsie had moved there between 1990 and 2000, with most arriving 
between 1995 and 2000, the years following NAFTA.32 By 2000, 46 
percent of Oaxaca’s Central Valley households included one migrant.33 
Of this group, 76 percent were men.

As I mention in the introduction, the decade following the mid- 1990s 
exemplified a major shift in migration patterns for Mexicans in the 
United States. Alicia Schmidt Camacho and other scholars have argued 
that this contributed to an increase in undocumented migrants, partly 
because of harsher security on both sides of the U.S.– Mexico bound-
ary.34 The rise in border enforcement discouraged some Mexicans from 
migrating to the United States, and it dissuaded others who had arrived 
in the United States from returning to Mexico if they later wanted to 
reenter the United States.35 Due to the challenges of crossing the U.S.– 
Mexico boundary without immigration documents, many migrants from 
Oaxaca started to put down roots in Poughkeepsie. In their research on 
Mexican migrant communities in New York State, Pilar Parra and Max 
Pfe¤er noted a decline in the number of short- term migrants in the area 
after the year 2000, which they argue mirrors the general increase in 
Mexican settlement in the United States.36 Parra and Pfe¤er contend 
that this increased settlement has also led to the need for services in 
health care, transportation, and housing, and with assistance obtaining 
work permits and visas, which HRHCare, among other local organiza-
tions, has helped provide.37

Comité Latino, a group that was established in the early 1990s, was 
one of the most direct ways that HRHCare drew in this relatively new 
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population of Latina/os and informed them of the organization’s ser-
vices.38 In forming Comité Latino, HRHCare located potential commu-
nity leaders to advise newer migrants about the health- care services that 
they o¤ered and to get to know people’s individual needs and problems. 
This model helped forge a bond between HRHCare and the commu- 
nity, so that newer migrants felt that they could trust the organization to 
help them.39 Comité Latino provided an institutional context in which 
Latina/o community members could gather and talk about their con-
cerns. Over time, the organization grew and interacted more with local 
politicians to update them about the community’s needs. Comité Latino 
also organized events in Peekskill, New York, which made certain aspects 
of Latina/o lives— such as the celebration of holidays— public.40

The growth in Oaxacan settlement in Poughkeepsie partially resulted 
from the intensification of immigration enforcement along the U.S.– 
Mexico boundary, but other factors contributed to the influx of migrants. 
For example, more women, children, and other relatives of the male mi- 
grants started arriving in the mid- 1990s, as many Oaxacans found steady 
employment in Poughkeepsie and sent for their family members.41 By 
the early 2000s, some migrants in Poughkeepsie had purchased homes, 
and parents had enrolled children in school. In addition, some undocu-
mented migrants began trying to change their immigration status so they 
could remain in the country.42 As a result of these factors and others, 
many migrants living in Poughkeepsie had not returned to Oaxaca for 
years. Most did not want to risk a trip to Mexico, since they could be de- 
ported if they were caught crossing the U.S.– Mexico boundary without 
immigration documents and lose what they had worked so hard to attain 
in Poughkeepsie.

The settlement of Oaxacans had a significant impact on Poughkeep-
sie, especially on the growth of businesses on Main Street. The revital-
ization of the city that started in the 2000s is partially related to the 
influx of Mexican migrants.43 Poughkeepsie had experienced economic 
challenges since the mid- 1970s— especially between the late 1980s and 
the late 1990s— which was evident in the downtown area, much of which 
was filled with vacant buildings.44 The rise of Oaxacan entrepreneurs 
began in the early 1990s, starting with Honorio “Pie” Rodríguez, who 
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established El Bracero restaurant. After El Bracero opened in 1991,  
at least twenty- five other Spanish- language businesses were launched 
before 2004.45 These businesses included nine restaurants, eight variety 
stores, three groceries, two bakeries, two delis, and one hair salon, all 
primarily serving the Mexican population. Brian Godfrey characterizes 
Poughkeepsie’s Main Street as an “incipient urban landscape of ethnic 
arrival” developed by “an aspiring Latino entrepreneurial class,” which 
included Rodríguez and Francisco del Moral— the owner of Casa Latino 
grocery store and president of the Asociación Hispana de Benito Juárez 
(Benito Juárez Hispanic Association)— among others.46

The contribution of Mexican (and specifically Oaxacan) migrants to 
the revitalization of Poughkeepsie has been significant, and along with a 
number of other aspects of the city’s population has led to the integra-
tion of this community within Poughkeepsie.47 Mexican migrants have 
been part of what Jo Margaret Mano and Linda Greenow have described 
as the “bottom- up” growth in small Hispanic and Mexican businesses. 
Along with the “top- down” investment in government and private proj-
ects, “bottom- up” growth has brought commercial life back to the city.48 
Elizabeth Druback- Celaya has argued that because of this, the Mexican 
migrant population has not been viewed as “invading and thwarting 
Poughkeepsie’s overall goals for itself, but rather presenting another 
way in which the city needs to expand and rejuvenate.”49 The inclusion 
of Mexican migrants in the community was aided by other social ser- 
vice organizations, such as those housed in the Family Partnership Cen-
ter; governmental agencies; and other groups who supported migrants, 
including the Latino Roundtable and the Association for Hispanics to 
Obtain Resources and Assistance (AHORA).50

Unlike in Farmingville, Long Island, where some longtime residents 
viewed Mexican and Central American migrants’ use of public space  
in their community as negatively a¤ecting their “quality of life,” Pough-
keepsie residents overwhelmingly viewed Mexican migrants as improv-
ing this small city as they became the owners, workers, and consumers 
of new businesses that were sprouting up on Main Street.51 The integra-
tion of Oaxacan migrants into the broader Poughkeepsie community 
significantly increased during the 2000s. The city established support 
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services for the Mexican community, and when the number of migrants 
increased, these service organizations grew to meet their needs.52 These 
service organizations reached out to Mexican migrants to inform them 
about their rights and the services that existed for them.53 Still, as Druback- 
Celaya contends, the integration of Mexican migrants “goes beyond sim-
ple structural integration, such as inclusion in systems of health care,” 
to an “e¤ort to foster linguistic and cultural understanding among all 
members of the community.”54 This context has made Poughkeepsie 
more welcoming to migrants than other towns in the Hudson River  
Valley, and migrants from Puebla and Veracruz, Mexico— and a smaller 
number of migrants from Central America— followed those from Oaxaca 
to Poughkeepsie.55

This context in Poughkeepsie created a di¤erent environment for 
Unseen America than that of Long Island, and this distinction a¤ected 
the photographs that participants produced. Unlike the photographs 
created by participants in the Workplace Project’s workshop, the images 
produced by Oaxacan migrants in Poughkeepsie were not intended pri-
marily for an outside audience. This was also an outcome of the Com-
munities without Borders frame, which emphasized the building of a 
“photographic bridge” between Poughkeepsie and La Ciénega. As I will 
explain further in the coming sections, HRHCare focused on strength-
ening the connections between migrants in Poughkeepsie and their 
families in La Ciénega. However, I also contend that as a result of their 
involvement in the Communities without Borders project, participants 
worked beyond HRHCare’s goals to address broader issues that con-
cerned them, including the e¤ects of restrictive and punitive U.S. immi-
gration laws on members of their communities.

“The Photographic Bridge”:  
Hudson River HealthCare and Unseen America

HRHCare’s interest in Unseen America was related to the organiza-
tion’s desire to share information about the organization’s services with 
the Latina/o community in Poughkeepsie. HRHCare sta¤’s focus on 
recruiting promotores and promotoras de salud was partly a response to 
the health disparities experienced by undocumented Latina/o migrants 
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in the United States. Federal funding to cover health- care costs for sea-
sonal migrants and farmworkers has existed since 1962, and in 1975, 
Congress allowed for the development of “community and migrant health 
centers.”56 In recent decades, neoliberal economic policies contributed 
to the increased privatization of health care, which limited the funding 
allocated for undocumented migrants. For example, the 1996 Personal 
Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act (PRWORA) 
restricted migrants’ eligibility for Medicaid, which had both direct and 
indirect e¤ects on migrants’ health care.57 Gilbert Gee and Chandra Ford 
note that “legislation can harm immigrants, not only directly via eligi-
bility standards but also indirectly via a climate of fear.”58 They also 
assert that, due to the political climate around immigration in recent 
years, undocumented Latina/o migrants have avoided accessing health 
and social services due to fear of arrest, detention, or deportation. In this 
context, community health- care organizations have viewed promotores 
and promotoras de salud as a means to reach migrant communities  
that have been marginalized within the U.S. health- care system, as well 
as U.S. society as a whole.59

Unseen America’s focus on having working- class communities photo-
graph their lives corresponded well with HRHCare’s promotion of their 
clients’ participation in the running of the organization. As a Federally 
Qualified Health Center (FQHC), HRHCare is mostly overseen by its 
clients. In fact, 51 percent of the boards of Federally Qualified Health 
Centers are required to be comprised of their clients. This mandate is 
based on the model developed by Dr. Jack Geiger and Dr. Count Gibson, 
leaders in the 1960s community health- care movement. In the first grant 
they submitted to the Oªce of Economic Opportunity (OEO), Geiger 
and Gibson indicated that community participation would be required 
in the health- care centers, primarily through board membership. When 
the OEO started promoting community health centers in 1970, it devel-
oped guidelines based on Geiger’s proposal.60 Thus, the “clients” of com-
munity health- care centers are not just patients, but also participants in 
the organization.61

Sta¤ members at HRHCare were interested in Unseen America be- 
cause of several emphases within the organization. First, HRHCare had 
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a history of using art as a means to connect with communities. Specifi-
cally, HRHCare sta¤ member Wilfredo Morel, who worked on the Com-
munities without Borders project, stated that the organization “uses art 
as a way to break barriers” with the members whom it serves.62 Second, 
the sta¤ at HRHCare believed that the photography workshop would help 
them to identify potential promotores and promotoras de salud who 
would tell Oaxacan migrants about the services o¤ered at a two- year-  
old HRHCare site at the Family Partnership Center in Poughkeepsie.63 
Although there are many distinctive aspects of the community health- 
care model, one of the most important for a discussion of Communities 
without Borders is the central role that community members played in 
these health- care centers. In writing about the importance of “commu-
nity” in community health, Jenna Loyd suggests that “the valence of com-
munity health hinges on specific articulations of geographically- based 
and group- based understandings of community.” Further, she notes that 
“community- oriented primary care (COPC) practitioners argue that com-
munity health is not only the sum of individuals in a geographic space 
but also the capacity of a group to create community.” Thus, the “role  
of the clinic should be to help mobilize people to create a place- based 
community through the collaborative identification of needs.”64 Creat-
ing community was central to the development of Communities with- 
out Borders.

The HRHCare sta¤’s aim of recruiting Oaxacan migrants to use the 
community health- care center challenges the division between institu-
tions that support either seasonal farmworkers or (to a limited extent)  
the health care of U.S. citizens but do not provide services for undocu-
mented migrants.65 Further, HRHCare’s goals should be situated within 
the political context of the early 2000s, a period characterized by neo-
liberal economic policies as well as the privatization of health care in the 
United States. What is interesting is that politicians’ support for commu-
nity health centers— including those that provide services for migrants, 
such as HRHCare— has not been taken up in “politically predictable 
cycles,” as Loyd notes, citing the example of President George W. Bush, 
who “championed community health centers as a mark of his ‘compas-
sionate conservatism.’”66 Notwithstanding Bush’s support for community 
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health centers, Loyd draws on the work of Michel Foucault to argue that 
community health can be a “political object . . . taken at face value and 
turned back against the system that was bent on controlling it.”67 Fur-
ther, she contends, “Although practices under the banner of community 
health can entrench biopower, they can also serve to subvert state bio-
political practices.”68

The decision of HRHCare to provide health care to undocumented 
migrants suggests a more expansive understanding of who deserves 
health- care services in the United States. This inclusive approach reflects 
what Loyd calls “the radical potential of community health,” which also 
involves “exposing the contradictory reality of biopower and organiz- 
ing in such a way that collective well- being is possible.”69 HRHCare’s 
Communities without Borders project demonstrates how, as Loyd notes, 
“the state’s inability to meet current needs is part and parcel of the 
biopolitical— that is, racialized— organization of scarcity that extends 
beyond the state to the structure of the economy.”70 Seen in this context, 
HRHCare’s recruiting of undocumented migrants as clients challenges 
the limits of the U.S. health- care system to accommodate all U.S. resi-
dents, regardless of their citizenship status.

HRHCare sta¤’s focus on developing the Communities without Bor-
ders project to reach out to the growing population of Oaxacans living  
in Poughkeepsie was a practical means of providing access to health- 
care services. Their emphasis on “building the bridge” to connect the 
translocal communities of Poughkeepsie and La Ciénega— so those in 
La Ciénega could encourage their family members in Poughkeepsie to 
use the community health- care center— was built on ties the organiza-
tion had been cultivating with Mexican health- care agencies. Starting in 
the early 2000s, HRHCare began relationships with both the Secretaría 
de Salud (Ministry of Health) in Mexico and local and state departments 
of health— specifically in Oaxaca and Puebla— to support health care for 
Mexican migrants in the Hudson River Valley.71 These connections were 
especially important after 2000, when Mexican migrants were joining 
their families in the Hudson River Valley in large numbers.72

The Communities without Borders project benefited from one of  
the lessons learned by the participants in Workplace Project’s Unseen 
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America, which was to have clear goals from the beginning. In January 
2003, Bread and Roses contacted HRHCare about becoming involved 
with Unseen America. After an initial meeting with representatives from 
Bread and Roses and the Workplace Project, HRHCare sta¤ decided that 
the project would commence in mid- June.73 The HRHCare sta¤ then 
sought out migrants from La Ciénega for the photography workshop. 
This decision was based on HRHCare’s contact with a state department 
of health employee in Oaxaca, who informed the sta¤ that a significant 
number of residents from La Ciénega had migrated to Poughkeepsie. 
After HRHCare hired Juan Garcia- Nuñez, a bilingual artist who taught 
photography and videography at Dutchess County Community College, 
the organization started to promote the workshop to Mexican migrants in 
Poughkeepsie. Sta¤ and volunteers at the health- care center in Pough-
keepsie— including Hortensia from La Ciénega— recruited participants 
by circulating flyers in churches, laundromats, and other locations where 
the organization had previously advertised ESL classes. Volunteers gave 
presentations about the workshop around Poughkeepsie, and they also 
spread the word through the Family Partnership Center.74 The organi-
zation’s choice to focus on recruiting individuals from La Ciénega was 
one of the project’s biggest draws.75 Although HRHCare had originally 
intended to hold only one photography workshop in Poughkeepsie, the 
project sta¤ had always planned to display the photographs in both 
Poughkeepsie and La Ciénega.76

According to Nathalis Guy Wamba and Carolyn Curran— authors of 
Shadow Catchers: A Look at Unseen America, a report on the Unseen 
America workshops held between 2000 and 2003— Workplace Project 
members suggested that Bread and Roses hold discussions at the begin-
ning of each workshop to determine the most important political issues 
facing the group and how photography could further the group’s politi-
cal goals.77 In 2003, the year of the HRHCare workshop, the majority  
of participants could not travel to Mexico for a visit and then return to 
the United States because of their undocumented status. They did not 
get to see their family members regularly, unlike the Workplace Project 
participants who visited family members in Central America during the 
winter of 2000– 2001.78 When the HRHCare sta¤ conferred with the 
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participants about their objectives for the photography project, they agreed 
that their primary political aim was to use photography to connect with 
their family members in La Ciénega.

The vast majority of participants were recent migrants from La Cié-
nega, although at least one participant was from elsewhere in Mexico. 
The group of twenty- three individuals ranged from teenagers to senior 
citizens, with a mix of men and women. Some participants had come  
to the United States as early as the mid- 1990s, but most had arrived 
more recently, including some younger workshop members who had 
moved with their parents in the months before 9/11. A few of the younger 
members planned to return to Mexico within a year or so, while others, 
including some of the older members of the workshop, had chosen to 
settle in the United States, since their family members lived in Pough-
keepsie. Some of these participants were students, but most were adults 
who primarily worked in the service industry, including restaurants, 
hotels, landscaping, childcare, and housekeeping. A few participants had 
previously been employed as seasonal farmworkers.79 Others included 
volunteers from the health- care center in Poughkeepsie, including Hor-
tensia, and three members of the HRHCare sta¤ from Peekskill, New 
York: Vilma Velez, Wilfredo Morel, and Nick Cannell. These sta¤ mem-
bers commuted from Peekskill to Poughkeepsie for the two- hour work-
shops, which were held for two nights a week for twelve weeks.80

From the very beginning, HRHCare sta¤ members emphasized the 
goals of the workshop, which sustained participation levels.81 According 
to participant Elizabeth Druback- Celaya, the sta¤ frequently discussed 
the primary goal of the project: to support the connection between the 
communities of Poughkeepsie and La Ciénega. The organizers informed 
the workshop participants that their family members would see their 
images in La Ciénega. This would enable Poughkeepsie residents to share 
photographs representing their daily lives with their family and commu-
nity members. As the HRHCare sta¤ described, this project highlighted 
the “connection/migration pattern and dependence of two communities 
for economic and social reasons.”82 Because the participants had limited 
contact with their family members, the concept of “building the bridge” 
was attractive to them.83 In this sense, the organization’s framing of the 
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project as a “photographic bridge” appealed to the participants from La 
Ciénega and motivated them to attend the workshop regularly.84

Although photography teacher Juan Garcia- Nuñez did not follow the 
Unseen America Teacher’s Guide (2003) particularly closely during the 
Family Partnership Center workshop, he did emphasize some project 
options suggested in the book. The choices included documenting one’s 
own life or the life of another. In the early classes, Garcia- Nuñez taught 
participants how to use a camera, while also covering composition, fram-
ing, and lighting. Garcia- Nuñez focused on a documentary approach, 
familiarizing the attendees with the work of photographers Eugene 
Smith, Sebastião Salgado, and Josef Koudelka. As the participants started 
using the cameras, he encouraged them to use “the eye of the documen-
tarian” and to see photographs as a means to interpret the world around 
them. In contrast to documentary photographers who portrayed the 
lives of individuals in di¤erent communities, Garcia- Nuñez followed 
Unseen America’s emphasis on self- representation and encouraged the 
participants to use the camera to depict their own lives, concerns, inter-
ests, and experiences. Photographers were directed to “portray aspects 
of life that are integral, rather than distinct from daily life” and to avoid 
posed pictures or snapshots.85 Most workshop participants took photo-
graphs of friends and family members at home, during special events, 
and working or waiting for work, and landscape shots of backyards and 
streetscapes.86

HRHCare’s framing of the project as a link between migrants in 
Poughkeepsie and their families in La Ciénega, combined with Unseen 
America’s emphasis on individuals representing their daily lives in doc-
umentary form, influenced the photographs that the participants pro-
duced in the workshop. In the HRHCare workshop in Poughkeepsie, 
most participants created personal photographs that were significant  
to themselves and their translocal communities in Poughkeepsie and  
La Ciénega. Their photographs also represented the social integration  
of Oaxacan migrants, by picturing their settlement in Poughkeepsie.  
In addition, much like the photographs produced by Workplace Project 
participants in Unseen America, those involved in HRHCare’s work-
shop also created images that mixed documentary aesthetics with family 
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and snapshot photography, although they did so for di¤erent reasons. In 
the HRHCare workshop, the mixed- genre aesthetic form narrated the 
participants’ translocal mode of address as well as the primary goal of 
Communities without Borders, to connect two communities divided by 
national borders.

Similar to Workplace Project participants in Unseen America, those in 
HRHCare’s workshop produced photographs of their family and com-
munity members that represent what I referred to as the undocumented 
everyday. The majority of their photographs focus on the “nonevents  
of daily life,” and they depict adults in the private sphere— watching  
over children, eating, cooking dinner, or otherwise engaged in activities 
at home. In addition, there are photographs commemorating special 
events, as well as numerous images of young children that share some 
aspects of family and snapshot photography. Although using elements 
of these photographic genres enabled participants to create images that 
were meaningful to their families, these pictures also narrated the social 
integration of Oaxacan migrants in Poughkeepsie. Thus, while these 
photographs represent personal (and private) histories, they also relate 
to public narratives of community and the translocal identities of the 
participants. The mixed- genre aesthetic in the photographs by the work-
shop participants narrated their translocality as a mode of address.

As mentioned above, most of the images produced by workshop par-
ticipants bear a resemblance to family and snapshot photographs, as 
they focus on symbolic points in family life, including celebrations, such 
as baptisms, as in My Son, Grandson, and Angela by Esther (Figure 7). 
They also portray children in everyday scenarios, including Pichus Bath-
ing by Edith (Figure 8), and Las Niñas (The Girls) by Roberto (Figure 9). 
The aesthetic qualities of these photographs— such as My Son, Grandson, 
and Angela— also look like family snapshots, since there is “no attempt 
to conceal the process of picture taking,” and as such, “participants pre-
sent themselves directly to the camera.”87 As Tina Campt explains, “Fam-
ily photography is . . . far more than a documentary reproduction of its 
subjects; it is instead a performative practice that enacts complicated 
and particular sets of social and cultural relationships.”88 Still, some ele-
ments of this photograph are more indicative of a documentary style, as 



Figure 7. My Son, Grandson, and Angela by Esther was exhibited as part of 
Hudson River HealthCare’s Communities without Borders project, in 
collaboration with Unseen America. Courtesy Hudson River HealthCare.



Figure 8. Pichus Bathing by Edith was exhibited as part of Hudson River 
HealthCare’s Communities without Borders project, in collaboration with 
Unseen America. Courtesy Hudson River HealthCare.
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the photographer did not crop the photograph and, thus, the image in- 
cludes figures who appear marginal within the frame. Pichus Bathing por-
trays a baby in a bathtub, an iconic subject in the genres of family and 
snapshot photography. However, what di¤erentiates this image from 
these genres is the angle from which it was taken. As opposed to the 
usual snapshot showing the baby’s face, this photograph is taken from 
above, looking down at the back of the baby’s head as he sits in the bath-
tub. Las Niñas portrays two young girls who appear to be posing for (but 
not looking at) the camera, resembling family or snapshot photography. 
However, this image also draws upon documentary or art photogra- 
phy, as the photographer Roberto composed the image using the rule of 
thirds, which is a basic rule of composition that Garcia- Nuñez taught in 
the workshop. In this photograph, Roberto positions the girls on one 
side, rather than centering them in the frame.89

By combining family and snapshot photography with documentary 
aesthetics, some participants produced images that countered the norms 

Figure 9. Las Niñas (The Girls) by Roberto was exhibited as part of Hudson 
River HealthCare’s Communities without Borders project, in collaboration 
with Unseen America. Courtesy Hudson River HealthCare.
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associated with these genres. Scholars of photography have written about 
the ways in which family and snapshot photography can have both pri-
vate and more public meanings. Catherine Zuromskis argues that snap-
shot photographs can be “a means of linking private symbols of domestic 
harmony to explicitly public ideas of social conformity and American 
nationalism.”90 Sonja Vivenne and Jean Burgess also note that “everyday 
practices of such forms of personal photography insistently invited us  
to construct and expect a normative family gaze.”91 Through their use  
of a mixed- genre aesthetic, some of the workshop participants in Pough-
keepsie challenged normative conventions of these genres. For example, 
in Gloria’s The Children Enjoying the Lake (Figure 10) a group of adults 
and children sit around on a picnic blanket, as the adults play cards. 
Most of the subjects appear to be enjoying themselves, yet the photogra-
pher focuses on a boy who is visibly upset, centering him in the frame. 
Although the genre of the family snapshot is “closely guided by rigorous 
cultural norms” that “preserves an ideal (and often idealized) facet of 
experience,” as Zuromskis suggests, this photograph diverges from nor-
mative ideals by centering on the boy who appears upset in what is other-
wise a cheerful depiction of a family picnic.92 In the context of family and 
snapshot photography, this image might be discarded, yet the photogra-
pher decided both to print and to exhibit it, which speaks to its signifi-
cance for the photographer as well as (possibly) for those to whom it  
was addressed. This image deviates from the “ideal” family photograph, 
and yet the image has other meanings as it e¤ectively narrates the social 
integration of Oaxacan migrants in Poughkeepsie.

Many images are of personal subjects, yet some photographs from the 
Communities without Borders workshop in Poughkeepsie also depict 
Oaxacan migrants’ connections to public life in that city, especially in 
the workplace. These photographs portray Oaxacan migrants working in 
restaurants, stores, garages, and in domestic settings, as well as traveling 
to and from work. Similar to the photographs mentioned above, these 
images resemble family and snapshot photographs. For example, Edith’s 
Restaurant Workers (Figure 11) portrays two smiling coworkers (one Anglo 
and one Mexican) positioned side by side. The Anglo woman has her arm 
over the shoulder of the man as they pose for the photograph. Another 
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image, Roberto’s Ms. Rafa and Her Store (Figure 12) features Ms. Rafa 
from La Ciénega in her Mexican products store in Poughkeepsie. A 
young boy in the center of the image smiles at the camera. He is dressed 
in what look like Spiderman pajamas and is sitting on top of a display 
case with a pillow. The other subjects of the photograph are portrayed in 
a more candid fashion, including Ms. Rafa, who is preoccupied with 
work, and a customer who is examining a catalog. The boy appears to be 
getting ready to take a nap, and his centrality to the photograph high-
lights the blending of the private life of the home with the public life  
of the store. Although the images of individuals at work represent the 
integration of Oaxacan migrants in Poughkeepsie— particularly as store 
owners and workers— they also resemble private photographs.

Some images provide counterexamples to the majority of photographs 
that link a translocal address with a mixed- genre aesthetic. As mentioned 
earlier, most of the workshop participants were from La Ciénega, and they 
established specific goals and employed a mixed- genre aesthetic within 

Figure 10. The Children Enjoying the Lake by Gloria was exhibited as part of 
Hudson River HealthCare’s Communities without Borders project, in 
collaboration with Unseen America. Courtesy Hudson River HealthCare.



Figure 11. Restaurant Workers by Edith was exhibited as part of Hudson River 
HealthCare’s Communities without Borders project, in collaboration with 
Unseen America. Courtesy Hudson River HealthCare.
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their photographs. However, at least one participant— Roberto, who is 
from Mexico, but not La Ciénega— took photographs that primarily em- 
ployed a documentary style. In part because his images were not addressed 
to a translocal audience, Roberto prioritized Garcia- Nuñez’s suggestion 
to take up “the eye of the documentarian.” He composed numerous  
photographs referencing the predicaments of Mexican migrants in the 
United States, including The Man on the Wall Waiting to Complete His 
American Dream (Figure 13). This photograph portrays a man, presumably 
a Mexican migrant, who is waiting— perhaps for work, for another per-
son, or for a ride. This image is composed using the rule of thirds. The 
left side of the photograph portrays the subject— a man leaning against 
a building near the corner, his face directed toward the right. The build-
ing, which is shot at an angle, dominates the center and right side of the 
image, as does the sidewalk. The diagonal lines of the building and side-
walk direct our eyes to the end of the block, suggesting a possible path 
for this man. What is conveyed by the image is the waiting involved for 
migrants— for work, for immigration papers, and thus a “dream” delayed.

Figure 12. Ms. Rafa and Her Store by Roberto was exhibited as part of Hudson 
River HealthCare’s Communities without Borders project, in collaboration 
with Unseen America. Courtesy Hudson River HealthCare.
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Although many of these images represent the integration of Oax- 
aca migrants in Poughkeepsie, some photographers took a more criti- 
cal stance toward the treatment of Latina/o— and specifically Mexican— 
migrants in the United States. These sentiments were largely conveyed 
in the captions of the images. In The Man on the Wall Waiting to Complete 
His American Dream, Roberto references the challenges that migrants 
face in the United States in his caption: “The quiet and silent wall sup-
ports us while we await a better future. Thousands of immigrants await 
an uncertain future. Similarly, this immigrant waits to realize his dreams.” 
Roberto’s photograph thus narrates how the lives of Mexican migrants 
are constrained due to restrictive U.S. immigration policies. Other par-
ticipants explained that they took photographs to represent the diªcul- 
ties faced by Mexican migrants, specifically as low- wage workers, in the 
United States. For example, Francisca took a photograph of a dishwasher 
because in her words, “it is representative of how many Mexican migrants 

Figure 13. The Man on the Wall Waiting to Complete His American Dream by 
Roberto was exhibited as part of Hudson River HealthCare’s Communities 
without Borders project, in collaboration with Unseen America. Courtesy 
Hudson River HealthCare.
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to this area find work in the restaurant industry and often in unskilled 
positions such as dishwashers, which barely pays minimum wage.”93

HRHCare sta¤ members’ experiences working with the participants 
in Poughkeepsie prompted their extension of the photography work-
shop to Oaxaca. Before the end of the Poughkeepsie workshop, Anne 
Nolon, the CEO of HRHCare, decided that the organization would put 
together a one- week photography workshop in La Ciénega with its own 
funding. During the planning process, HRHCare sta¤ contacted the state 
department of health in Oaxaca, explaining that they wanted to hold a 
workshop to increase awareness of HRHCare services in the commu-
nity. HRHCare sta¤ members felt that the project would enable them  
to inform relatives about the health- care services available to them in 
Poughkeepsie, building trust between the organization and the family 
members of their client base.94 The Poughkeepsie participants greeted 
the plans for the workshop in La Ciénega with great enthusiasm.95 
HRHCare’s goal was to locate potential participants in La Ciénega with 
family members in Poughkeepsie. Before they traveled to Oaxaca, they 
contacted Carmelo Ortiz Castellanos, the local municipal president of La 
Ciénega, to ask for his assistance. The oªce of the municipal president 
responded by distributing information about the workshop throughout 
the small town. Many residents were interested in the workshop, since 
almost everyone had at least one family member in the United States, 
the majority of whom lived in Poughkeepsie. On the day that HRHCare 
sta¤ members Anne Nolon, Vilma Velez, Wilfredo Morel, and Nick Can-
nell arrived in La Ciénega, three hundred people showed up in the zócolo 
(central plaza) to take the workshop. Because of the limited number of 
cameras, not everyone could be involved, so the local municipal presi-
dent selected a smaller number of people to participate.96

Rather than creating an Unseen America project in Oaxaca, HRHCare 
chose to familiarize those in La Ciénega with the organization, so it 
would become trusted in the community. The one- week photography 
workshop in La Ciénega was a way to introduce family and community 
members to HRHCare and the Communities without Borders project 
and to instruct participants on how to use cameras. In their presentation 
to participants in Oaxaca, HRHCare sta¤ members spoke about their 
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organization and informed participants about the health- care services 
that they provided in Poughkeepsie. They also gave a PowerPoint pre-
sentation that explained the Communities without Borders project and 
included photographs taken by and of participants in the Poughkeepsie 
workshop. The sta¤ then gave instructions about how to use the cam-
eras, directing participants to personalize their photographs to convey 
what was meaningful to them to share with those in Poughkeepsie.97 
When they ran out of 35mm film cameras, sta¤ members bought dis-
posable color film cameras for the participants. The HRHCare sta¤ re- 
called how taken the participants were with having a camera, indicating 
that many had never used one.98

Although the emphasis of the workshop in Oaxaca was quite di¤erent 
than the one in Poughkeepsie, the pictures that participants produced 
also drew on family, snapshot, and documentary photography. However, 
while Garcia- Nuñez focused on composition, framing, and lighting in 
the Poughkeepsie workshop, HRHCare sta¤ placed less of an emphasis 
on aesthetics in La Ciénega. In La Ciénega HRHCare sta¤ did not pre-
sent a slideshow highlighting documentary photographers, other than the 
work of the Communities without Borders participants in Poughkeepsie. 
This was partially due to the time frame of the workshop, which was 
much shorter than the workshop in Poughkeepsie. HRHCare also chose 
not to limit the participants to 35mm cameras or black- and- white film. 
While the choice of black- and- white documentary- style photography en- 
abled Bread and Roses to relate Unseen America with truth claims asso-
ciated with the social documentary photography tradition, HRHCare 
valued photographs more for their content— that participants represent 
personal aspects of their daily lives, for family and friends.

The photographs produced by participants in Oaxaca portray the indi-
viduals left behind— women, children, and the elderly. These images rep- 
resent the lives of community members without those who had migrated 
(mostly young and adult men). Many of the participants’ images are of 
individuals performing everyday activities— women cooking, selling, buy-
ing, and socializing at the market and children playing with animals, toys, 
and in the streets. These images are untitled and include photographs of 
girls cooking by Maria Asunción Celaya Sosa, a woman at a market by 
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Francisca Cruz Arellanes, a woman working in a store by Margarita  
Castellanos Bautista, and a woman outside a house by Laura Ramírez 
Castellanos (Figure 14).99 Here, women and girls are portrayed perform-
ing their everyday tasks in the absence of men. With these images, par-
ticipants also drew upon documentary aesthetics as well as elements of 
family and snapshot photography.

The HRHCare sta¤’s goal for expanding this project into La Ciénega 
was to gain the trust of workshop participants, so they would feel assured 
that their family members’ health- care needs would be met at the Pough-
keepsie community health- care center. During their week in La Ciénega, 
sta¤ members listened to participants talk about family members in the 
United States, including many children who had migrated and whom 
they had not seen in years.100 HRHCare sta¤ member Wilfredo Morel 
remarked that the La Ciénega workshop participants “felt so separated 
from their family members that we became substitutes for their family 

Figure 14. This photograph of a woman outside a house was taken by Laura 
Ramírez Castellanos as part of Hudson River HealthCare’s Communities 
without Borders project in La Ciénega, Oaxaca. Courtesy Hudson River 
HealthCare.



108 The Border’s Frame

members.”101 As a result, workshop participants in La Ciénega invited 
HRHCare sta¤ not only into their homes, but also to a wedding.

Although HRHCare’s emphasis was on creating a “photographic 
bridge” between individuals in Poughkeepsie and La Ciénega, some par-
ticipants in La Ciénega saw this translocal project as a way to respond 
 to conditions caused by a global economic system, neoliberal trade poli-
cies, and militarized national borders. As such, there was a tension be- 
tween the di¤erent audiences addressed by the participants in their 
work— members of their translocal community or a broader audience. 
HRHCare’s intention was to join these two communities through pho-
tographs, yet some participants in La Ciénega wanted their images to 
reach audiences beyond their translocal communities. For these indi-
viduals, participation in the Communities without Borders project was 
not motivated only by their interest in sharing photographs with family 
members in the United States, as they saw the project as a way to com-
municate the impact of migration on their lives to a broader audience.

This tension is narrated in Unseen America: Seeking Health through 
Art, HRHCare’s video about the Communities without Borders project. 
Some participants in La Ciénega who were interviewed for the film ex- 
plained that their photographs were directed toward family members  
in the United States, while others spoke about how they wanted a broad 
audience beyond their translocal community to view their images. A teen-
ager in the video explained that she wanted migrants from La Ciénega 
who now live in the United States to see her photographs. In the film  
she stated that she became involved in the workshop because of her 
interest in photography, but also to create images for community mem-
bers who “no he vuelto desde hace tiempo” (have not been back in a 
while). She hoped these images would influence them to come back.102

Other Communities without Borders participants in La Ciénega 
addressed the diªculties faced both by those who stayed in La Ciénega 
and by those who migrated, exposing the e¤ects that neoliberal trade 
policies, U.S. immigration policies, and increased enforcement along the 
U.S.– Mexico boundary have had on the town. In Unseen America: Seek-
ing Health through Art, a middle- aged woman stated that the Commu-
nities without Borders project enabled them “para mostrar al mundo  
las costumbres de nuestra comunidad, la forma en que vivimos, como 
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somos capaces de salir adelante, el trabajo que hacemos para seguir 
adelante” (to show the whole world the customs of our community,  
the way that we live, how we’re able to get ahead, the work we do to keep 
going forward). This woman situated her comments in relation to the 
e¤ects of migration on her town. In the video, she spoke directly to the 
camera, explaining how migration led to the disintegration of families  
in her community, as fathers and sons migrated to the United States, 
leaving women, children, and the elderly behind. However, she also 
explained that, in 2003— the year of her interview— there were no other 
options. Since there were few jobs in La Ciénega, her town survived 
thanks to those who migrated and sent money back home. She stated, 
“Uno no puede avanzar, no se puede lograr una vida mejor, o al menos 
una vida donde los parientes de uno, los hermanos, los hijos, los esposos 
no tengan que salir de casa” (One can’t move forward, one can’t achieve 
a better life or at least a life where one’s relatives, one’s brothers, one’s 
children, one’s husbands didn’t have to leave home). She acknowledged 
that members of her community had limited choices— either to remain 
in La Ciénega and be unemployed or to “leave and su¤er.”103

This woman addressed the main concerns of those in La Ciénega— 
that leaving home was inevitable for some in their community. Lynn Ste-
phen, who conducted interviews in the town of San Augustín Atenango, 
Oaxaca, noted that the concerns of those left behind “are part of the 
emotional political- economy of migration linking transborder commu-
nities together in multiple sites.”104 The photographs produced by work-
shop participants in La Ciénega narrate the loss of their family members 
who moved to the United States. The loss of those left behind relates  
to what Alicia Schmidt Camacho describes as the “narration of migrant 
sorrows.”105 The absence of family members in the photographs inti-
mately registered with viewers in La Ciénega and Poughkeepsie. In the 
video, this woman’s critique of the e¤ects of migration on her town— 
and address to a broader audience conceived of as viewers outside the 
translocal community— went beyond the parameters of the Communi-
ties without Borders project as established by HRHCare.106

Although the Oaxacan migrants in Poughkeepsie and their family 
members in La Ciénega have been caught in a predicament produced by 
transnational capitalism, neoliberal policies, and economic restructuring, 
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HRHCare’s emphasis for the Communities without Borders project was 
to connect a translocal community. The images produced by participants 
in Poughkeepsie and La Ciénega, however, also narrate a critique of the 
global economic system that fosters the need for low- paid workers and for 
people to migrate across national borders in search of economic security.

“People Can’t Travel, but Photographs Do”:  
Communities Divided by Borders

The exhibitions of photographs displayed in Poughkeepsie and La Cié-
nega portray the daily lives of this translocal community in two locations— 
one in Poughkeepsie and the other in La Ciénega— yet the positioning 
of these photographs next to one another in the context of these exhibi-
tions speaks to both the translocal connections of these communities  
as well as to their physical separation from each other. While the photo-
graphs can be placed next to one another, those portrayed in the pho-
tographs cannot. The images from the Communities without Borders 
workshops became freighted with di¤erent meanings in their distinct 
contexts of reception in Poughkeepsie, La Ciénega, as well as in Oaxaca 
City where the images were also exhibited. These personal photographs 
could be understood and appreciated by many members of this trans-
local community, and yet the exhibitions had di¤erent e¤ects on work-
shop participants in Poughkeepsie and La Ciénega. These exhibitions 
also had outcomes that had not been anticipated by HRHCare sta¤, 
such as increasing connections among migrants from La Ciénega liv- 
ing in Poughkeepsie, which led to their involvement in political events 
outside HRHCare, such as the “A Day without an Immigrant” boycott, 
march, and rally held on May 1, 2006. Further, as noted above, partici-
pants used the Communities without Borders project not only as a means 
to share personal images with family members, but also as a critique of 
the circumstances that force Oaxacans and other Mexicans to migrate to 
the United States in order to help support their family members, and the 
diªculties they encounter as low- wage workers in the United States.

The exhibition of these photographs in Poughkeepsie and Oaxaca had 
di¤erent e¤ects. In Poughkeepsie and La Ciénega, these images were 
viewed primarily by family and community members, while in Oaxaca 
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City they were seen by individuals who had no connection to those por-
trayed in the photographs. After the workshop in La Ciénega, partici-
pants in Poughkeepsie selected photographs from both workshops to 
include in the first exhibition of the project, which was held at Pough-
keepsie’s Family Partnership Center on October 19, 2003.107 Workshop 
participants in Poughkeepsie also developed titles or captions for their 
photographs, all of which were identified by the names of the photog-
raphers. Although Poughkeepsie workshop participants were initially 
concerned about posting their names with the photographs because of 
their undocumented status, over time they became more comfortable 
with the idea. This first exhibition was attended by local politicians; sta¤ 
from the Dutchess County Art Council, Bread and Roses, Hudson River 
HealthCare, and the Family Partnership Center; and workshop partici-
pants and their friends and family. According to HRHCare sta¤ members 
Vilma Velez, Wilfredo Morel, and Nick Cannell, community members— 
especially those from La Ciénega living in Poughkeepsie— enjoyed the 
show tremendously, pointing out familiar places and faces in the pho-
tographs to one another.108 The exhibition in Poughkeepsie aªrmed 
Mexican— and specifically Oaxacan— migrants’ senses of identity and be- 
longing, bringing them together as a group.109 The exhibition also con-
tributed to the migrants’ involvement in political events in Poughkeepsie.

After the show in Poughkeepsie, some HRHCare sta¤ members re- 
turned to Mexico to set up exhibitions of these photographs at the Cul-
tural House in La Ciénega and Los Danzantes Restaurante in Oaxaca 
City.110 Similar to the Poughkeepsie exhibition, La Ciénega’s Un puente 
fotográfico: Conectando dos comunidades (A photographic bridge: Connect-
ing two communities) brought together images of the daily lives of family 
members in Poughkeepsie and La Ciénega. The exhibition was attended 
by local politicians, such as Carmelo Ortiz Castellanos, as well as by the 
broader community. Since many family members in La Ciénega had not 
seen their relatives in the United States for years, viewing these photo-
graphs gave them some sense of their families’ daily lives in Poughkeep-
sie.111 As such, these exhibitions of photographs in Poughkeepsie and in 
La Ciénega functioned in ways that were similar to the viewing of family 
photographs.
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In Oaxaca City, however, these pictures appeared before audience 
members with little or no connection to this community, and thus, the 
photographs had di¤erent resonances for these viewers. Patricia Hol-
land has argued that insiders’ experiences of personal or family images 
are quite distinct from those of outsiders.112 Elizabeth Druback- Celaya 
attended the exhibition in Oaxaca City, noting that it was quite di¤erent 
from the Poughkeepsie and La Ciénega exhibitions. The photographs 
were displayed at Los Danzantes Restaurante, an upscale restaurant 
catering to tourists visiting Oaxaca. Druback- Celaya noted that in this 
context the exhibition “was appealing to people on an artistic level.”113 
However, this was not a goal for the participants in La Ciénega, some  
of whom wanted to show the e¤ects of migration on the town to those 
outside this community. What only migrants in Poughkeepsie and La 
Ciénega residents could see was the absence of those who had migrated. 
Viewers outside of this translocal community could only see what was 
photographed, as opposed to what was not present in the image.

HRHCare organized exhibitions in Poughkeepsie and La Ciénega as 
a means to connect this translocal community, yet there were other out-
comes of the exhibition, especially for individuals from La Ciénega living 
in Poughkeepsie. The photographs of life “back home” had an e¤ect not 
only on the workshop participants, but also on attendees of the exhi-
bition who were from La Ciénega. In 2003 almost 85 percent of the 
Mexican migrants living in Poughkeepsie were from La Ciénega, but 
they had not previously felt that they were part of a group.114 As a result 
of the exhibition, the workshop participants and other migrants living in 
Poughkeepsie began envisioning themselves as part of a community of 
Oaxacans living in Poughkeepsie.115 For those from La Ciénega, the pho-
tography project cemented their identity as the core of the Mexican com-
munity in Poughkeepsie.116 Also, after the workshop some participants 
began to take up leadership roles at HRHCare. For example, Roberto 
became a board member of HRHCare’s health- care facility in Pough-
keepsie, and Hortensia, who began as a volunteer, became a community 
representative for the center.

The involvement of Oaxacan, as well as Mexican, migrants in the pho-
tography workshop contributed to their sense of connection as a com-
munity in Poughkeepsie, which encouraged some to take up leadership 
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roles within HRHCare and Comité Latino, and also to participate in 
political events related to migrant rights. After the workshops and exhi-
bitions had ended, HRHCare sta¤ members fulfilled their plan to create 
a Comité Latino in Poughkeepsie to support access to health care for 
Latinas/os. The group was comprised of the promotores and promo-
toras de salud who shared information about HRHCare’s center with 
the Latina/o community in Poughkeepsie. While members of the Com-
munities without Borders project began to take up leadership positions 
within HRHCare, some individuals also began organizing around broader 
issues that concerned Latina/o migrant communities throughout the 
United States.

In 2006, some participants became involved in planning “A Day 
without an Immigrant” boycott, march, and rally in Poughkeepsie. Fol-
lowing nationwide protests in March 2006, organizing began across  
the country for “A Day without an Immigrant”— a one- day boycott of 
businesses by Latina/o migrants and their allies— to show migrants’  
collective impact on the U.S. economy. “A Day without an Immigrant” 
boycott, march, and rally was part of a national response against HR 
4437, the Border Protection, Antiterrorism and Illegal Immigration Act 
(or the Sensenbrenner- King Act).117 This bill would have made residing 
in the United States without immigration documents a felony, and it 
would have criminalized anyone who aided undocumented migrants. 
Communities without Borders participants worked with other local 
groups— including the Asociación Hispana de Benito Juárez, the Work-
er’s Rights Law Center of New York, and Vassar College’s May 1 Plan-
ning Coalition— to orga nize the “A Day without an Immigrant” events 
in Poughkeepsie.118

The involvement of some participants in the Communities without 
Borders project in planning events around “A Day without Immigrant” 
enabled them to connect with a broader network of individuals in Pough-
keepsie in an e¤ort to challenge a federal bill that would have particularly 
punitive e¤ects on undocumented Latina/o migrants.119 Their partici-
pation in this action was an example of what Jonathan X. Inda and Julie 
Dowling refer to as “migrant counter- conducts,” which contest the crim-
inalization of undocumented migrants in the United States.120 Pough-
keepsie’s “A Day without an Immigrant” boycott on May 1, 2006, was 
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successful in demonstrating the impact that Latina/os and Latina/o 
businesses had on the city’s economy. Many Latina/o- owned businesses 
shut down on the day of the boycott, including La Amistad bakery, the 
Pancho Villa grocery, Los Compadres restaurant, and Paco’s barber-
shop.121 Closing Latina/o- owned businesses in Poughkeepsie was signifi-
cant, since they dominate a section of Main Street. During the march and 
rally, Latina/o migrants and their supporters articulated their concerns 
about HR 4437, particularly the way in which undocumented migrants 
would be treated as felons. However, these events were organized not 
only to protest HR 4437, but also to pressure politicians to reform immi-
gration laws and to grant amnesty to undocumented migrants. Although 
the rally in Poughkeepsie was small compared to those in other U.S. 
cities, it was believed to be the largest in the city in over twenty years.122 
Further, the national protests and boycotts held in the spring of 2006 
increased Latina/o participation in public political activity in Poughkeep-
sie and throughout the United States.123

The Communities without Borders project is an example of the ways 
in which Mexican migrants have been “locat[ing] political and cultural 
agency beyond the sanctioned boundaries of liberal nationalism” by 
claiming local and translocal forms of belonging.124 The exhibition of 
these photographs led to conversations among workshop participants 
and other Oaxacan migrants regarding their positions as community lead-
ers. As a result, some became involved in HRHCare— specifically Comité 
Latino— as well as in political events in Poughkeepsie, including the 
2006 protests against HR 4437. Communities without Borders is thus 
an example of how, as Lynn Stephen describes, undocumented Oaxacan 
migrants in the United States are asserting their political presence “out-
side the framework of U.S. immigration law and within the framework 
of border- crossing transnational communities.”125 In this case, workshop 
participants used photography to connect with members of their trans-
local community. In going beyond the frame of Communities without 
Borders, some also challenged policies that contributed to the migration 
of their family members, including neoliberal trade policies, as well as 
the enactment of restrictive and punitive U.S. immigration laws that 
prevented them from returning home.
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Conclusion

In recognizing the translocal ties of Oaxacan migrants in Poughkeepsie, 
HRHCare went beyond the national frame of Unseen America to orga-
nize a photography workshop in La Ciénega. In Communities without 
Borders, HRHCare transformed their Unseen America project into a 
translocal Unseen Americas project— what the organizers described as a 
“photographic bridge” between these communities— to build connec-
tions between the organization and workshop participants. Although the 
initial goal of Communities without Borders was to identify individuals 
to serve as promotores and promotoras de salud, the sta¤ also developed 
a translocal component to prompt those from La Ciénega to encourage 
their family members in Poughkeepsie to use HRHCare’s services.126 
HRHCare’s decision to set up another photography workshop in La Cié-
nega challenged the most basic framework of Unseen America— that the 
projects be situated within the United States. In expanding their Unseen 
America project, HRHCare emphasized the connections among mem-
bers of a translocal community who were separated because of neolib-
eral economic and restrictive U.S. immigration policies.

What di¤erentiated the Communities without Borders project from 
other Unseen America projects, including the one organized by the Work-
place Project in Long Island, was its translocal focus. The photographs 
that the Poughkeepsie migrants produced represented their everyday 
lives— what I refer to as the undocumented everyday— while the mixed- 
genre aesthetic they developed related to the translocal address of their 
images, producing a translocal aesthetic. Participants in La Ciénega also 
developed a translocal lens, as they addressed their photographs to family 
members in Poughkeepsie, while knowing their images would also be 
viewed by those in La Ciénega. Even beyond the translocal mode of address 
that informed this photography, some participants in La Ciénega directed 
their photographs to a broader audience to call attention to the e¤ects of 
migration on their town. However, while family members in Poughkeep-
sie would be able to envision their own absence in the photographs, an 
audience of outsiders could not view these images in the same way.

Communities without Borders was a translocal response to the con - 
ditions produced by transnational capitalism, neoliberal trade policies 
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(including NAFTA), and the militarization of the U.S.– Mexico border. 
Although the project fostered the translocal connections among Oaxacan 
migrants in Poughkeepsie and members of their communities of origin 
in La Ciénega, it also highlighted the separation between these commu-
nities. While it was not the intention of the organizers of the Communi-
ties without Borders project, the exhibitions of photographs by Oaxaca 
migrants in Poughkeepsie and their family members in La Ciénega 
visualized the impact of harsh U.S. immigration laws on translocal com-
munities. These exhibitions were a response to the juridical limitations 
imposed upon undocumented Mexican migrants during the early 2000s, 
which made it diªcult, if not impossible, for these individuals to visit 
their family members if they wanted to return to the United States.

The Communities without Borders project narrates how migrants 
imagine local and translocal “ways of belonging,” as opposed to formal-
ized national membership through citizenship or other “legal” statuses.127 
In this sense, this photography project was a response and a challenge to 
the U.S. state’s construction of belonging and citizenship. In Poughkeep-
sie, this project contributed to the involvement of Communities without 
Borders participants in organizing against HR 4437, the Border Protec-
tion, Antiterrorism and Illegal Immigration Act (or the Sensenbrenner- 
King Act). Although participants in the Communities without Borders 
project in Poughkeepsie believed that the photographic workshops 
brought them together as a community, La Ciénega participants were 
also reminded of their separation from their family members in Pough-
keepsie. As a result, the participants in La Ciénega were interested in 
directing their photographs not only to family members in Poughkeep-
sie, but also to broader audiences in order to bring attention to the e¤ects 
of policies that compel their family members to live across national bor-
ders. Although the photographs produced by the workshop participants 
in Poughkeepsie and in La Ciénega enabled them to connect across 
national boundaries, they were also symptomatic of the obstacles faced 
by these community members, who are divided by a global economic 
system, neoliberal trade policies, and militarized national borders.
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Visible Frictions

The Border Film Project and the  
“Spectacle of Surveillance”

In April 2005, the Minuteman Civil Defense Corps Project, an o¤- 
 shoot of the Minuteman Project, a nativist, anti- immigrant group, 

planned an action in Tombstone, Arizona, with the goal of attracting 
media attention to “illegal” immigration in the U.S.– Mexico borderlands. 
The self- proclaimed “Minutemen” were attempting to influence politi-
cians considering reform of U.S. immigration policy during President 
George W. Bush’s second term, when tensions had become increasingly 
fraught. Scholars including Leo Chavez have suggested that the Minute-
men created a spectacle that “demarcate[d] power positions” in ways that 
“emphasiz[ed] the power and privileges of citizenship,” while casting 
“illegal aliens” as “the subjects of this spectacle.”1 The Minutemen sur-
veilled undocumented Mexican and Central American migrants using 
visual technologies— such as night vision cameras and unmanned aerial 
drones— and photographed them after they had been “caught.”2 The Min-
utemen’s use of visual surveillance demonstrates one way in which, as 
Chavez argues, the Minutemen’s “policing noncitizens is an act of sym-
bolic power and violence that defined their own citizen- subject status.”3

Also in 2005, three friends— Brett Huneycutt, Victoria Criado, and 
Rudy Adler— initiated the Border Film Project, which they described  
as a “collaborative art” project to address conflicts over U.S.– Mexico bor-
der policy.4 The three organizers of this documentary photography proj-
ect distributed disposable cameras to Mexican and Central American 
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migrants in northern Mexico, en route to the United States, and later  
to members of the Minuteman Project positioned at “observation sites” 
along the U.S. side of the U.S.– Mexico boundary.5 In creating the Bor-
der Film Project, these organizers focused on the perspectives of undoc-
umented migrants and Minutemen to represent what they considered 
“both sides” of the immigration debate.6 Arguably, the Border Film Proj-
ect participated in the spectacle of surveillance taken up by the Minute-
men and U.S. state agents in the U.S.– Mexico borderlands, perpetuating 
a form of social violence against undocumented Latina/o migrants.

The migrants’ and Minutemen’s photographs first circulated as part 
of an exhibition in galleries, and they were subsequently the basis for the 
book Border Film Project: Photos by Migrants and Minutemen on the U.S.– 
Mexico Border (2007), as well as a website. The Border Film Project con-
tains photographs by undocumented migrants and by members of the 
Minuteman Project, and it also features excerpts from interviews with 
some of these individuals. The Border Film Project is one of many docu-
mentary photography projects produced over the last decade that has 
focused on representing migrants traveling from Mexico and Central 
America, but there are two qualities that di¤erentiate it from other works.7 
The first is the project’s emphasis on self- representation. The second is 
that the organizers featured not only migrants, but also members of the 
Minuteman Project, who were one of the most visible anti- immigrant 
groups in the United States at that time. How the organizers frame the 
photographs of migrants and Minutemen as self- representation— con- 
sidering the mediation and curation of the exhibitions, the book, and the 
website— as well as their construction of a visual equivalence between 
these two groups is significant for understanding the inadequacies of 
visibility for early twenty- first- century politics of U.S. immigration.

The organizers of the Border Film Project privileged photographic self- 
representation as capable of transcending di¤erences between migrants 
and Minutemen, as well as revealing other hidden truths. Despite the 
organizers’ presumption that the perspectives of migrants and Minute-
men needed to become more “visible” in U.S. society, undocumented 
Latina/o migrants were already quite perceptible in the eyes of U.S. state 
agents during the project’s production. Indeed, the legal and political 
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consequences of this visibility speak to the di¤erences between these two 
groups. The organizers viewed their act of giving cameras to migrants 
and Minutemen as humanitarian, because they believed that it enabled 
their subjects to visually portray elements of their lives. In doing so, 
however, the Border Film Project reproduced the Minutemen’s “national” 
gaze, aligned with those of the state agents patrolling the U.S.– Mexico 
boundary.8 These images also relate to a longer history of the U.S. state’s 
production of photographs “for repressive and often racialized purposes 
of criminal identification,” as Anna Pegler- Gordon describes.9 This chap-
ter explores the implications of using photography to document Mexican 
and Central American migrants’ “illegal” passage into the United States 
within the context of the federal government’s emphasis on national 
security in the post- 9/11 era.

The images produced by migrants and Minutemen are informed by 
the technology of the disposable camera as well as by the photographers’ 
positions as visitors to the areas they document. In addition to documen-
tary, personal, and snapshot photography, the images by migrants and 
Minutemen also employ elements of landscape and portrait photogra-
phy. Unlike the participants in Unseen America workshops, the pho-
tographers (migrants and Minutemen) who participated in the Border 
Film Project took photographs to record “significant” events, rather than 
aspects of their “everyday” life. These events include the Minutemen’s 
“guarding” of the U.S. side of the U.S.– Mexico boundary and Mexican 
and Central American migrants’ documenting their journey through 
remote areas in the U.S.– Mexico borderlands.

While the Minutemen’s images mix documentary and snapshot aes-
thetics, they do not employ snapshot aesthetics in their photographs of 
migrants, which would have necessitated the migrants’ acquiescence. 
Instead, their photographs of migrants relate to the U.S. state’s history of 
using documentary photography for “managing populations” that per-
petuates a state- aligned and surveillance- oriented gaze.10 In the migrants’ 
own photographs, they combine documentary and snapshot aesthetics 
to represent their journeys, which also narrate the e¤ects of U.S. immi-
gration law and U.S. border militarization. The migrants’ images make 
visible the e¤ects of these laws— specifically U.S. border policies as forms 
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of structural and institutional violence. In addition, they photograph 
themselves crossing the U.S.– Mexico border, which are visual forms  
of “migrant counter- conducts,” in which they contest their exclusion 
and criminalization. In taking these photographs, they also counter the 
spectacle of surveillance that marks undocumented migrants as “illegal 
aliens.”

Although the Minutemen’s photographs of migrants relate to re- 
pressive purposes, Mexican and Central American migrants’ images 
challenge representations of unauthorized migrants in the mainstream 
media, in which the cameras are aligned with the perspective of state 
agents. Jodie Lawston and Ruben Murillo note that two images of un- 
documented Latina/o migrants have been widely disseminated in the 
mainstream media in recent years: the first “portrays a group of dark, 
shadowy figures sneaking across the U.S.– Mexico border,” while the 
second shows “undocumented immigrants in detention, handcu¤ed or 
shackled, being escorted into the back of the Border Patrol truck.” In 
both of these images, migrants are viewed “through the lens of crimi-
nalization.”11 The images produced by migrants as part of the Border 
Film Project counter the spectacular coverage of migrant apprehension 
as portrayed in the mainstream media, as well as by state agencies polic-
ing the false specter of undocumented Latina/o migrants through in- 
flated claims of danger. The conventions of mainstream news coverage 
and the lens of state power articulate two modes of representation— one 
sensationalized, the other a method of visual apprehension and capture. 
As opposed to these dominant forms of looking relations, the migrants’ 
images center their points of view as forms of counter- knowledge and 
counter- representation.

This chapter studies how photographic representations of undocu-
mented migrants and Minutemen are framed through exhibitions as 
well as in the Border Film Project and how they are shaped by unequal 
relations of power. For example, this chapter analyzes the e¤orts of the 
organizers to provide supposedly equal representation and to construct 
a pictorial equivalence between migrants and Minutemen in the Border 
Film Project. These visual arrangements appear to be intended to convey 
a parallel between these groups. The artifice of equality and equivalence 
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deployed visually relates to the liberal humanist perspective that informs 
the work of the Border Film Project in the construction of an ostensibly 
neutral “middle ground” between these two groups, as it disavows the 
curatorial logic of the project’s organizers. In order to make an equiva-
lence between images of migrants and Minutemen the organizers disap-
pear the terms through which the images operate. However, the migrants’ 
images unsettle this emphasis of the Border Film Project through an 
implicit critique of its normative terms. The cumulative e¤ect of the 
migrants’ photographs is to make visible their political and material  
circumstances as well as the structural violence produced as a result of 
U.S. border policy.

In analyzing the Border Film Project, I focus on the ways in which the 
organizers attempt to represent their position as the rational center in 
the U.S. border policy debate, at the same time that they also take up  
a particular perspective— one that resembles what Nicholas De Genova 
describes as “an e¤ect of the nativist presuppositions of U.S. national-
ism.”12 As opposed to John Higham, who characterized nativism as 
“intense opposition to an internal minority on the ground of its foreign 
(i.e., ‘un- American’) connections,” De Genova defines this perspective 
as a “preoccupation with the ‘native- ness’ of U.S. citizens, and the pro-
motion of the priority of the latter— exclusively on the grounds of being 
‘native.’”13 In the Border Film Project, the organizers take up a “nativist 
point of view” by glossing over power di¤erentials between U.S. citizens 
and undocumented Latina/o migrants. This is also illustrated in the 
organizers’ portrayal of the migration of Mexicans and Central Ameri-
cans to the United States as related to “illegal” immigration, and in the 
organization of images in the exhibitions, in which migrants are repre-
sented as moving through space. This contrasts with the Minutemen’s 
portrayal of themselves as “citizens” guarding the border and as “authen-
tic” Americans through their association with the land.

I begin by historicizing the rise in U.S. border militarization in the 
1990s, as well as by contextualizing the work of the Border Film Project 
during George W. Bush’s second term, when groups like the Minute-
man Project became increasingly influential. The organizers’ decision to 
include migrants and Minutemen (and not others) speaks of their choice 
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to represent these groups as furthest out on the political spectrum on 
U.S. border policy, making absent the role of the U.S. state. In the re- 
mainder of the chapter I analyze the inclusion of photographs produced 
by migrants and Minutemen in an exhibition at the Scottsdale Museum 
of Contemporary Art (SMoCA) and the development of the Border Film 
Project as a book and website. Part of the larger issue in the production 
of the Border Film Project is that rather than pointing to the conditions 
that contribute to migration, the organizers reproduced the spectacle of 
the U.S. state’s (and the Minutemen’s) surveillance of migrants by rep-
resenting them through the lens of criminality.14 However, I also con-
tend that the migrants’ photographs confront the “border spectacle” 
deployed by the Minutemen as well as state agents by o¤ering alterna-
tive “ways of seeing” that make visible the e¤ects of U.S. border policy 
on undocumented migrants. As I argue in the conclusion of this chap-
ter, unfortunately, in the context of the exhibition, the Border Film Project 
book, and website, the migrants’ “ways of seeing” are circumscribed by 
the logic of the project.

The Rise of Militarized Policing in the  
U.S.– Mexico Borderlands

The increased militarization of the U.S.– Mexico border and criminaliza-
tion of undocumented migrants during the turn of the twenty- first cen-
tury is a critical context for analyzing the self- representation of migrants 
and Minutemen in the Border Film Project. Starting in the 1990s, the 
Immigration and Naturalization Service (INS) established a number of 
policies, including “Hold the Line,” “Gatekeeper,” “Lower Rio Grande,” 
and “Safeguard,” on the southern boundaries of the U.S. border states. 
According to Roxanne Lynn Doty, these operations— which placed Bor-
der Patrol agents in the places where Mexican and Central American 
migrants crossed most often— emerged as the “‘immigration problem’ 
was gaining consensus across the political spectrum.”15 Joseph Nevins 
relates the increase in militarized policing in the U.S.– Mexico border-
lands that began in the 1990s to “new ways of seeing.”16 In his book 
Operation Gatekeeper, Nevins questions “why unauthorized immigration 
became a ‘problem’ of crisis proportions”:
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This nation- state- building project, and its associated process of what 
we might call the “illegalization” of unauthorized entrance, required 
the conquest of territory and the pacification of populations on both 
sides of the U.S.– Mexico boundary. . . . In doing so, the state helped  
to create new ways of seeing among the populations a¤ected by these 
developments, involving perceptions of territory and social identities 
as well as associated practices. These new ways of seeing were inextri-
cably tied to evolving and hierarchical notions and practices regarding 
race, class, gender, and geographical origins— especially as they related 
to the American “nation.”17

Numerous scholars have written about the militarization of the U.S.– 
Mexico boundary in the 1990s, which included what Gilberto Rosas has 
referred to as “spectacular displays of state power,” including increases 
in surveillance cameras and in Border Patrol personnel, causing undoc-
umented migrants to cross in more dangerous and remote areas.18 Since 
the late 1990s, southern Arizona has been the center of unauthorized 
migration and border enforcement.19 Migrants were forced to travel 
through isolated stretches of the desert in Cochise County, the Altar  
Valley in Arizona, and the Tohono O’odham Nation. Between 1994 and 
2009, over five thousand migrants died en route to the United States, 
including many who journeyed through these remote desert areas.20

The post- 9/11 context— and specifically the ways in which “migrant 
illegality” has been represented— is central to understanding the Border 
Film Project.21 As De Genova notes, “With the advent of the antiterror-
ism state, the politics of immigration and border enforcement in the  
US have been profoundly reconfigured under the aegis of a remarkably 
parochial US nationalism and an unbridled nativism, above all manifest 
in the complete absorption of the INS into the new Department of 
Homeland Security.”22 Alicia Schmidt Camacho adds that the “security 
mandates” of the Department of Homeland Security “have made anti-
terrorism a new discourse for the surveillance of migrants and man-
agement of the southern boundary.”23 As I noted in the introduction to 
this book, the 2006 Secure Fence Act (HR 6061) was created during 
George W. Bush’s second term in oªce in e¤orts to stop terrorism and 



126 Visible Frictions

“illegal” immigration, and it led to the construction of 700 miles of fenc-
ing along sections of the U.S. border with Mexico.24 The Bush adminis-
tration also doubled the size of the Border Patrol in 2006, making it the 
largest U.S. law enforcement agency.

The Minuteman Project— and the group’s influence on the U.S. gov-
ernment during Bush’s second term in oªce— is also essential to under-
standing the Border Film Project. During this time, the Minutemen 
received support not only from the Department of Homeland Security 
and the Border Patrol, but also from members of Congress, most nota-
bly Republican Tom Tancredo of Colorado, the head of the congressio-
nal Immigration Reform Caucus.25 Jane Ju¤er argues that the figure of 
the Minuteman became “mainstreamed” during these years, appearing 
as a helpful citizen “volunteering” to guard the border, rather than as  
a vigilante who would “take the law into his own hands and punish  
the ‘illegal aliens’ who can be easily lumped together with terrorists.”26 
Roxanne Doty has related the success of the Minutemen’s legitimating 
activities to their influence on federal governmental agencies.27 In May 
2005, when the U.S. House Committee on Government Reform held a 
hearing on border security, the national president of the Border Patrol 
Council lauded the work of the Minutemen along the border.28 In addi-
tion, Doty suggests that the Minutemen Civil Defense Corps Project 
cofounder Chris Simcox’s announcement that the group would build a 
border security fence unless the White House positioned military reserves 
or the National Guard there led to President Bush’s plan to deploy six 
hundred National Guard troops to the border.29 In 2005, both New Mex-
ico governor Bill Richardson and Arizona governor Janet Napolitano 
adopted the anti- immigrant discourse of the Minutemen regarding the 
“crisis” on the border.30

The influence of nonstate actors on the state exemplifies what Doty 
terms “statecraft from below.” Doty argues that this challenges our 
understanding of how “sovereign authority and power work, and where 
or in whom they are located.”31 In her analysis of anti- immigrant groups 
like the Minutemen, Doty focuses on the central theme of sovereignty, 
one element of which is the politics of exceptionalism. She argues, 
“Exceptionalism refers to those political situations in which individuals 
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and groups are turned into an exception by the exercise of sovereign 
power, resulting in their exclusion from basic rights guaranteed by the 
law or the constitution.” In addition to being enacted at di¤erent levels 
of government— local, state, and federal— she contends that “citizens 
[such as the Minutemen] can engage in a politics of exceptionalism that 
feeds into oªcial government action.”32 Doty suggests that the politics 
of exceptionalism are practiced by anti- immigrant groups in coordina-
tion with the U.S. state, in such a way that has “resulted in widespread 
and focused attention on distinctions between citizens and noncitizens, 
which in turn legitimates the exclusion and marginalization of some 
and quite often entails the demonization of noncitizens.”33 Further,  
Gilberto Rosas has argued that “the racism embedded in ‘immigrant’ 
exceptionality becomes increasingly transparent” in groups such as the 
Minuteman Project, Ranch Rescue, and American Border Patrol.34 How-
ever, it should be noted that the practices of these anti- immigrant groups 
were in line with those of state agents, including Sheri¤ Joe Arpaio and 
his deputies in Maricopa County, Arizona.35

In 2005, when the Border Film Project was being produced, anti- 
immigrant vigilante groups were using a range of state surveillance tech-
nologies to track undocumented migrants whom they detained, placed 
under armed guard, and photographed while waiting for the Border 
Patrol.36 The Minutemen and members of other anti- immigrant groups 
used photography both as a form of surveillance and— like hunters or 
fishermen— as a way to document their “catch” as trophies. Undocu-
mented migrants had little recourse if the Minutemen or other groups 
photographed them. The migrants often believed that the Minutemen 
were agents of the U.S. state, since they typically dressed in uniforms 
that were similar to those of Border Patrol agents. The Minutemen’s use 
of cameras was sometimes more directly abusive, such as when mem-
bers of the group (including a man named Bryan Barton) forced the 
Mexican migrant they were detaining to hold a T- shirt that read, “Bryan 
Barton caught an illegal alien and all he got was this lousy T- shirt.”37 In 
this context, using cameras to surveil migrants functioned as an extreme 
form of objectification. However, the Minutemen’s use of cameras both 
to track and to document migrants is more acceptable to the public than 
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their history of physically assaulting undocumented migrants, legal res-
idents, and U.S. citizens of Latina/o descent.38 Since this relationship of 
Minutemen and undocumented migrants existed previous to the devel-
opment of the Border Film Project, it informs the way in which these 
images can be interpreted.

Marking Boundaries: Migrants, Minutemen,  
and the U.S.– Mexico Borderlands

The Border Film Project was conceived by three friends in their mid- 
twenties— Brett Huneycutt, Victoria Criado, and Rudy Adler— during 
the summer of 2005. Huneycutt and Adler had grown up together in 
Phoenix, and they envisioned creating a documentary film that would 
“shed light on the issue of ‘illegal’ immigration,” primarily on the U.S.– 
Mexico boundary.39 Both Huneycutt and Criado were recent graduates 
of Boston College. Huneycutt studied economics, and Criado majored 
in political science. Adler had recently graduated from University of Ari-
zona, from which he received a finance and entrepreneurship degree. 
Previous to his involvement with the Border Film Project, Huneycutt 
had received a Fulbright to research migration from El Salvador. Accord-
ing to Huneycutt’s biography on the Border Film Project website, he also 
“organized seminars on the U.S.– Mexico border, an immersion experi-
ence to a Zapatista refugee camp in Chiapas and dental clinics in two 
rural Salvadoran villages.” Criado also led immersion trips to Tijuana, 
Mexico, that focused on immigration and the U.S.– Mexico border. Prior 
to her involvement in the Border Film Project, Criado worked as a Latin 
American market analyst for Deutsche Bank in New York. Meanwhile, 
Adler had been an intern at W+K 12, an ad agency within Wieden + Ken-
nedy, where he worked on “ad campaigns, films and art shows for com-
panies with a social conscience.”40 The Border Film Project— which cost 
around $10,000— was self- funded: the organizers drew from their sav-
ings accounts as well as credit cards.41

Huneycutt, Criado, and Adler began their work on the film by visiting 
border towns in Mexico and interviewing migrants and human rights 
workers. Over time, they also interviewed Border Patrol agents, mem-
bers of the Minuteman Project, and politicians, such as Senator John 
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McCain, who were focused on immigration issues. Once they had com-
piled about sixty hours of footage, they were unsure what to do with it. 
Instead of editing this footage into a documentary film, they imagined a 
project modeled on one Adler had worked on at an advertising agency. 
This project entailed giving disposable cameras to people all over the 
world and instructing them to “take pictures of things you think are 
perfect.”42 Huneycutt, Criado, and Adler’s project involved distributing 
disposable cameras to migrants in Mexico before they crossed the U.S.– 
Mexico boundary who could “document the border” through their own 
eyes.43 Criado noted in an interview, “We realized that we were lacking 
the perspective of the people who are living this reality every day.”44 The 
organizers believed that the project would “simplify the complexities  
of immigration and the U.S.–Mexico border and show the reality on the 
ground.”45 The organizers stated in an interview that they developed  
the project because their “journey is something we can’t document,” 
and they believed that “migrants can best document [it] themselves.”46 
They initially titled the project “Documenting the Undocumented,” and 
their stated goal was “to show the journey without it being tainted by our 
own perspective and by just our presence there.”47

To distribute the cameras, Huneycutt, Criado, and Adler visited mi- 
grant shelters and humanitarian organizations in Altar, Sonora, and 
other towns in northern border states in Mexico.48 (Altar is one of the 
main locations to which migrants travel before heading to the United 
States.) Some of these individuals had previously been deported and they 
were attempting to make the trip again. The organizers taught migrants 
how to use disposable cameras and explained how to mail them back 
once they were in the United States. They told migrants to document 
anything that they found significant, the people with whom they trav-
eled, and “the challenging parts of the trip, the obstacles and the victori-
ous moments.”49 However, they also included instructions that informed 
them: “No saque fotos de la patrulla fronteriza ni ningún policía” (Do 
not take pictures of border patrol or any police). During their first 
attempt at this project, the organizers handed out one hundred cam- 
eras but received only one back. After the fact, they realized that asking 
migrants to provide their addresses in Mexico or the United States might 
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have deterred them from participating.50 The next time the organizers 
handed out cameras, they did not ask for the migrants’ addresses. Instead, 
in exchange for mailing back their disposable cameras, the organizers 
gave out $25 gift cards for Walmart. Criado noted that the migrants 
“seem[ed] really interested in the political ramifications this [the project] 
could have.”51 Some migrants could not participate, however, because 
their smugglers would not allow it, which speaks to the dangers of docu-
menting their journey.

The organizers’ initial purpose for the film and photography project 
was “to raise awareness about what migrants go through to come to  
this country,” yet by including the Minutemen in what became known 
as the Border Film Project, the organizers transferred some of their 
ideas about “re- humanizing” migrants to members of the Minuteman 
Project.52 Approximately six weeks after Huneycutt, Criado, and Adler 
distributed cameras to migrants, they spent a few weeks giving them to 
members of the Minuteman Project along the U.S. side of the border.  
In an interview that addressed the organizers’ decision to include the 
Minutemen, Criado noted that both migrants and Minutemen “are the 
groups that are living this reality and who better to tell the history of  
the border but the people who are living it?”53 The organizers distributed 
cameras at the Minutemen’s “observation sites” near the U.S.– Mexico 
boundary in Arizona, New Mexico, and California. They told the Minute-
men that if they mailed back their cameras, they would receive a $25 
Shell gift card. The Minutemen were asked to fill out a card with the 
camera, which included their names, addresses, ages, phone numbers, 
e- mail addresses, hometowns, and observation sites. These individuals 
could also indicate if they wanted copies of the pictures and were asked 
whether the organizers could display their first name, age, and home-
town when they exhibited the images.

Although including photographs by migrants and Minutemen seems 
to be an unlikely combination (and according to the organizers, was 
opposed by both groups), the organizers justified their decision by con-
necting the ways in which migrants and Minutemen were both portrayed 
in the media. Specifically, Huneycutt noted, “Both the Minutemen and 
migrants are often caricatured. . . . The Minutemen are caricatured as 
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gun- toting vigilantes. The migrants are caricatured as people who come 
to take advantage of welfare or steal American jobs.”54 Huneycutt stated 
in another interview, “The migrants are really just hard- working people 
who are coming to help out their families . . . and the Minutemen are 
concerned citizens who are worried about national security and saving 
American jobs.”55 Making connections between the experiences of mi- 
grants and those of the Minutemen informed the Border Film Project’s 
exhibitions, book, and website.

By 2007 the organizers had received seventy- three cameras— thirty- 
eight from migrants and thirty- five from Minutemen— that held around 
two thousand photographs.56 Both the migrants and the Minutemen 
were constrained by the technological limitations of the disposable cam-
era, which produced a di¤erent aesthetic than that of professional docu-
mentary photographers. For example, the absence of an adjustable lens 
prevented the participants from taking close- ups or wide- angle shots. 
Also, since they returned the cameras to the organizers before process-
ing, the participants could not further shape the images after they had 
taken the photographs. They could not crop or retouch the photographs, 
nor could they select particular images and dispose of others. As a result, 
some of the photographs appear much like informal snapshots. Cather-
ine Zuromskis notes that the snapshot genre is generally viewed as 
“innocent or naïve,” and this notion is “further reinforced by the under-
stood documentary truth of the photographic image.”57 Both the form of 
self- representation and the presumably unselfconscious “snapshots” of 
migrants and Minutemen are intended to signify “reality” to the viewer.

Although the organizers were interested in presenting both the mi- 
grants’ and Minutemen’s views of “the border,” these photographs do 
not represent the participants’ “everyday” lives, but rather their engage-
ment in significant events. These included the Minutemen’s participation 
as “volunteers” guarding the U.S.– Mexico boundary and the migrants’ 
journeys through the U.S.– Mexico borderlands. Individuals who live in 
the U.S.– Mexico borderlands, in the towns, colonias, cities, and reser-
vations— including those from the Tohono O’odham nation— were not 
included in this project. Unlike those who live in the U.S.– Mexico bor-
derlands, the migrants and Minutemen were transient. These migrants 
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moved through the borderlands, and the Minutemen were temporary 
visitors “stationed” on the U.S. side.58 In other words, the Minutemen’s 
photographs do not document their daily lives, but rather their involve-
ment in surveilling migrants’ movements.

The Minutemen’s photographs of migrants are distinct from snap-
shots that require the subject’s consent. These photographs feature a 
“national gaze,” as the Minutemen aligned themselves with the point  
of view of state agents, documenting migrants’ “crimes” of attempting 
to enter the United States without immigration papers.59 For example,  
a sequence of photographs starts with what looks to be a landscape  
photograph, but by the second image, it is clear that the Minuteman is 
documenting and surveilling migrants (Figure 15). The first image in the 
sequence features a figure across the road in the distance. Because the 
figure is so far away, it appears to be a landscape shot. In the second 
photograph, however, the Minuteman has approached someone who 
faces away from the camera but is still identifiable as a young man wait-
ing by the road. The third photograph includes a member of the Border 
Patrol (at a distance) who has pulled up to the young man in his vehicle 
and appears to be questioning him. The final photograph is a medium 
shot, taken from behind the Border Patrol agent who is arresting the 
young man. Also visible in the frame is part of the Border Patrol’s vehicle, 
which reads “Call Us Toll- Free 24 hours / 1– 877– USBP– HELP,” which 
relates to the Minuteman’s role in contacting the Border Patrol that led 
to the arrest of this migrant. Although the Minuteman’s images of the 
migrant being arrested by the Border Patrol depict the unequal power 
relations between the migrants and the Minutemen, his role is made 
absent, partly because he is not included in the photographs. This rela-
tionship between migrants and Minutemen— in which the latter attempts 
to make the former’s “illegality” visible— is also eclipsed in the organiz-
ers’ statements about the Border Film Project, to which I will return later.

As opposed to the Minutemen, undocumented Mexican and Central 
American migrants had a lot at risk in photographing themselves, as 
their main goal in crossing the U.S.– Mexico boundary was to evade 
detection by state agents. Unlike tourist travel, which involves the elective 
movement of people with the intention to return home, Mexican and 
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Central American migrants’ journeys to the United States are often 
motivated by desperation. Further, due to border militarization and the 
risks of dying en route, this journey does not always include a return 
home.60 The experiences of undocumented migrants can be related to 
groups with little control over their movements.61 The journeys of Mexi-
can and Central American migrants involved moving from the “famil- 
iar to the foreign,” which Alicia Schmidt Camacho has described as “a 
process of conversion, e¤ected through violence— the sanctioned inter-
diction of the state, which may seize and remove migrants by its use of 
force or by the extralegal, informal aggressions of nonstate actors like 
the Arizona Minutemen.”62 Although it is generally not emphasized 
within the Border Film Project, here Schmidt Camacho articulates the 
relation of migrants and Minutemen to one another.

Figure 15. This series of photographs of a man on the side of the road who  
is apprehended by a Border Patrol oªcer was taken by Rick, a Minuteman. 
(Camera 081, distributed in Boulevard, California.) According to Rick’s 
description of the image in Border Film Project: Photos by Migrants and 
Minutemen on the U.S.– Mexico Border (2007), he “reported migrant on 
highway to the Border Patrol and photographed the encounter.”
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Both the Minutemen and migrants take up the aesthetics of snapshot 
and documentary photography, although for very di¤erent purposes. 
Migrants and Minutemen use snapshot aesthetics to photograph the 
members of their groups. The snapshot form is associated with docu-
mentary, and thus photographic truth, but it also involves a performance, 
as its aesthetic conventions include frontal images in which subjects pose 
for the camera. These images are generally staged, but sometimes they 
portray candid or intimate moments. The Minutemen’s photographs of 
one another resemble snapshots, including Minutemen posed together, 
looking at the camera (Cameras 035, 071), or one in which a man wears 
a T- shirt that reads “Innocent Bystander” (072) and smiles for the cam-
era.63 In creating these photographs for the Border Film Project, the 
Minutemen knew that people outside the group would see them. Con-
sidering that, they did not take images that would be unacceptable to  
a broad audience, especially during a time when the organization was 
attempting to “whitewash” its image. The migrants employ conventions 
of snapshot photography in representing other migrants, as in photo-
graphs where their travel companions wave and smile at the camera (170, 
367). However, the Minutemen did not take “snapshots” of migrants or 
vice versa, as one of the form’s criteria involves the subject acquiescing 
to being photographed.

The Minutemen mix aesthetics of documentary and snapshot pho-
tography when they portray themselves performing the work of state 
agents. They frequently photograph one another in military garb, which 
suggests that they view themselves as fighting a war (072). This per-
spective is supported by the many photographs of Minutemen carrying 
weapons— especially guns— engaging in target practice, looking through 
binoculars, communicating with one another on walkie- talkies or CB 
radios, surveilling from portable towers, and “tracking” migrants (035, 
051, 052, 072). Examples of the latter photographs include Minutemen 
surveilling migrant movement (074), reporting migrants to the Border 
Patrol (081, 097), or tracking migrants by their footprints or objects they 
left behind (051, 097).

The Minutemen’s photographs of both themselves and migrants re- 
late to how nonstate actors have assumed the state’s role in an age of 



 Visible Frictions 135

neoliberalism.64 Jane Ju¤er argues that “the vigilante in neoliberal times 
functions not as a complete renegade but rather in conjunction with,  
or at least alongside, the government, both entities acting outside the 
law, in the name of the law, in order to enforce the law.”65 The Minute-
men are well aware of this role. For example, the back of the commemo-
rative T- shirt for the April 2005 Minutemen action read: “Americans 
doing the job government won’t do.”66 Ju¤er views the Minuteman as  
a “neoliberal vigilante” who “perceives himself to be a solid citizen,” as 
opposed to someone who operates outside the law.67

By relating the mainstreaming of the Minutemen to neoliberalism—  
as well as to President Bush’s post- 9/11 call on Americans to become 
volunteers— Ju¤er argues, “Volunteers operate in the territory between 
the state and the free and amoral exchange of the market, supplying the 
‘compassion’ in conservatism.”68 She relates the notion of compassion-
ate conservatism, which was dominant during the George W. Bush ad- 
ministration, to the Minutemen’s “code of ethics,” including their belief 
that they are performing a civic duty. The Minutemen represent them-
selves as patriotic “solid citizens” by volunteering on the border, where 
they “supply the ‘compassion’ in conservatism.”69

The documentary photographs that the Minutemen take of migrants 
are aligned with more repressive uses, as a tool of surveillance, relating 
to the work of state agents. Thus, their images of migrants can be situ-
ated in a broader political context, in which members of anti- immigrant 
groups use imaging and surveillance technologies to harass unauthor-
ized migrants and to make them visible to the state. The Minutemen 
portray the migrants as committing the crime of “illegally” crossing the 
U.S.– Mexico boundary, photographing migrants either being detained 
by a Minuteman or being apprehended by the Border Patrol (081, 097). 
The Minutemen do not include themselves in the photographs in which 
they are detaining migrants. Thus, there is no opportunity to visualize 
the relationship between the two groups. Instead, the Minutemen use 
their cameras as weapons to intimidate, and visually apprehend migrants 
waiting for the Border Patrol. The Minutemen’s use of cameras is a form 
of what Justin Akers Chacón describes as “low intensity terrorism,” 
which is similar to the ways that anti- immigrant activists use cameras  
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to harass Latina/o migrants in public places by threatening to show the 
photographs to state agents.70

The Minutemen’s photographs of themselves and undocumented 
migrants in the U.S.– Mexico borderlands attest to the way in which they 
participate in creating what De Genova refers to as the “border specta-
cle.”71 The Minutemen’s surveillance of migrants relates to the state’s role 
in the “legal production of Mexican/migrant illegality,” which, De Genova 
contends, “requires the spectacle of enforcement at the U.S.–Mexico 
border in order for the spatialized di¤erence between the nation- states 
of the U.S. and Mexico to be enduringly inscribed upon Mexican [and 
Central American] migrants in their spatialized (and racialized) status  
as ‘illegal aliens.’”72 During the early 2000s, the Minutemen, Sheri¤ 
Joseph Arpaio of Arizona, and others created a spectacle around bor- 
der enforcement that was disseminated by the mainstream media.73 
This spectacle— which involved the media’s taking up a “law and order” 
frame— emphasized “discourses of legality to target racialized immi-
grants,” which criminalized undocumented migrants.74 Thus, undocu-
mented migrants have been represented as lawbreakers entering the 
United States illegally.75 These perspectives, which influenced Republi-
can politicians, led to more Border Patrol agents being stationed on the 
U.S.– Mexico border.76

The migrants and Minutemen who participated in the Border Film 
Project portray the landscape of the borderlands in distinct ways.77 The 
Minutemen’s photographs participate in the “spectacle of enforcement,” 
which, as noted by De Genova above, emphasizes the “spatialized di¤er-
ence between the nation- states of the United States and Mexico.”78 Fur-
ther, Joseph Nevins suggests that “frontiers, borders, and boundaries 
are not merely social phenomena, in a material sense they are also ‘ways 
of seeing’: metaphors for and manifestations of how we perceive the 
world and act within it.”79 The Minutemen shot the majority of their 
photographs in U.S. Southwest desert landscapes, which are character-
ized by open spaces. The Minutemen position themselves in these land-
scapes, but they exclude elements representing human presence, other 
than trash, which they associate with the movements of migrants. Con-
sidering Leo Chavez’s point that the Minutemen’s “dramatics were an 
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attempt to reaªrm the contours of the nation- state,” it is interesting that 
they infrequently portray border barriers in their photographs, except 
for the Minutemen’s border fence (065, 069, 079).80 Instead, most of 
their photographs focus on the U.S. border regions that they patrol.

The Minutemen’s landscape photographs of the U.S. Southwest nar-
rate anti- immigrant sentiments, referencing a longer history of the ways 
in which nativist movements have used images of the natural environ-
ment to gain support for their cause. Although these photographs rep-
resent Minutemen “tracking” migrants by the trash they leave behind, 
they also link migration and trash in the U.S.– Mexico borderlands, a 
trope that was common in mainstream media representations in the 
1990s.81 Sarah Hill argues the media portrayal of the U.S.– Mexico bor-
derlands during this time was “an extreme portrait of ‘matter out of 
place,’ implicitly borne by the movement of people out of place: Mexican 
immigrants.”82 This emphasis on the borderlands environment was not 
as prominent in 2005 as it was during the 1990s, yet Hill argues that “the 
border and its presumed porosity and Mexican immigration have become 
even more exploited by nativists; in recent years ‘pollution’ continues to 
appear in the litany of o¤enses committed by immigrants who breach 
the border with their ‘assaults.’”83 This association between “trash” and 
migration informs the Minutemen’s photographs of the borderlands.

The Minutemen associate migrants with the trash they leave behind 
as “matter out of place.”84 These photographs focus on the garbage left 
by migrants as they moved through the desert, highlighting items of 
refuse— such as water bottles (081, 247) or discarded deodorant (051)— 
in an otherwise “natural” environment. In the latter photograph, a man 
wearing a cowboy hat, moccasins (with a knife stuck in them), and a 
handstitched buckskin jacket smiles at the camera, while squatting and 
pointing to the deodorant left in the desert scrub. The image draws upon 
conventions of documentary photography, particularly the use of the 
camera to surveil migrants and provide evidence of their presence where 
they are not “allowed.” The picture also contains elements of snapshot 
photography, as this man’s smile (or smirk) indicates that he knows the 
photographer. Specifically, his facial expression suggests an intimate 
exchange between two people with a similar understanding of this piece 
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of “trash” as providing “evidence” of the unwanted presence of migrants 
in the landscape.

In the migrants’ photographs, they portray objects such as water  
bottles not as refuse but as necessities that they need in order for them 
to survive. Due to the increase in border militarization in the ten years 
prior to the Border Film Project, migrants had to travel by increas- 
ingly dangerous routes to evade detection, and they frequently lacked 
water and food. One major problem was staying hydrated, and a leading 
cause of death during the migrants’ journey was dehydration. Some of 
the migrants’ images include their travel companions drinking from 
water stations left for them by humanitarian groups (189) or from water 
troughs intended for animals (238). In the latter case, their drinking 
from a trough attests to their desperation and the extreme conditions 
they faced on their journey. They also document other migrants carrying 
gallons of water through the desert, as well as children holding water 
bottles (606) and a Pedialyte bottle on the ground (247), attesting to the 
young age of some who make this perilous journey.

While Nicholas De Genova argues that “the elusiveness of the law, and 
its relative invisibility in producing ‘illegality,’ requires this spectacle  
of ‘enforcement’ at the border,” in their photographs, migrants repre-
sent alternative “ways of seeing” the e¤ects of U.S. immigration law  
on undocumented migrants, and as such make the violence of the law 
visible.85 In documenting their journey through the desert, migrants 
provide evidence of the e¤ects of border policing and militarization, 
which led to their traveling dangerous routes, risking injury and death.86 
Migrants portray themselves in landscapes that are both open and “lit-
tered” with obstacles through which they must move. Many of the 
migrants’ photographs depict their movement around these obstacles, 
including fences or walls, over which they have to climb (170, 363, 601, 
602, 121). Migrants photograph signs indicating that trespassers will  
be prosecuted (361), and they portray their walking for miles through 
remote areas (238), climbing over barbed- wire fences, scaling walls (601), 
and sustaining injuries while doing so (152). Some migrants also photo-
graph oªcial government signs indicating their entry into the United 
States, including one that reads “Bienvenidos a Douglas, AZ” (367), as 
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well as a banner outside a post oªce that advertises the availability of 
passport applications (379).

The migrants’ photographs make visible the e¤ects of U.S. border 
policy and policing and represent visual forms of migrant counter- 
conducts. Their images exemplify what Catherine Zuromskis refers to as 
“alternative snapshot practices,” in which migrants document their “sur-
reptitious” travels through the U.S.– Mexico borderlands.87 Along with 
representing migrants’ movement, their images document more seden-
tary moments, as well as instances when their journeys were interrupted. 
These photographs portray migrants with serious injuries (121) or who 
encounter state agents, including one image of a Border Patrol helicopter 
descending near the migrant who documented it overhead (202) (Fig- 
ure 16). The image of the helicopter— which, according to the organizers, 
was the last one on the roll— represents “something that cannot be seen,” 
specifically migrant apprehension near the U.S.– Mexico boundary from 

Figure 16. This photograph of a Border Patrol helicopter in close range was 
taken by a migrant in the U.S.–Mexico borderlands. (Camera 202, 
anonymous, distributed in Agua Prieta, Sonora.) From Border Film Project: 
Photos by Migrants and Minutemen on the U.S.– Mexico Border (2007).
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the point of view of an undocumented migrant. This image shows a 
migrant returning the gaze of the state, rather than being surveilled 
from the state agents’ point of view. Portraying the experience of migrant 
apprehension from the perspective of an undocumented migrant— rather 
than from the state agent’s point of view— is a visual form of a migrant 
counter- conduct, as it contests the exclusion of undocumented migrants 
from the United States, as well as the ways in which they are criminal-
ized. Although this photograph documenting the surveillance of state 
agents was returned to the Border Film Project organizers, it raises 
questions about the limits of undocumented migrants’ using cam eras 
against the “state’s gatekeepers and surveillance systems.”88

Further, the migrants’ photographs narrate what Alicia Schmidt 
Camacho calls the “melancholic aspect of the journey north,” which she 
argues has “put the tale of the enterprising migrant ‘seeking a better life’ 
in crisis.”89 For example, their images portray other migrants waiting  
at shelters (189), anxiously waiting for rides (207, 210), or in a Border 
Patrol bus after being apprehended (145). One migrant’s photograph 
focuses on an impediment, a barbed- wire fence, which has a carcass of 
a small animal entangled in it (377). The photograph was taken at an 
angle, so the fence and image are not parallel, making the photograph 
appear askew. Beyond the fence is the United States, represented by  
an American flag waving in front of some buildings. The bottom of the 
flagpole touches the very top of the barbed- wire fence that connects 
them to one another. What is distinctive about this photograph is that 
the migrant took it standing behind the wire fence, which separated  
this individual from the United States. The mangled carcass relates to 
the risks that migrants take to get to the United States, but also fears 
regarding what they might encounter in the United States.

The migrants’ photographs make the e¤ects of U.S. border policies 
visible by representing those who perished while attempting to reach the 
United States. Although “photography is the medium of appearance,”  
as Peter Osborne has noted, migrants depict the U.S.– Mexico border-
lands as a site of disappearance for undocumented migrants.90 In fact, the 
term desaparecido (disappeared) is what is used to describe “those who 
set up to cross the border but are never heard from again.”91 Migrants 
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portray other migrants’ deaths through images of crosses. Many took 
photographs of handmade crosses at border towns including one of a 
cross on the border fence (120). These images included statements— like 
“Van más de 2,500. ¿Cuántos Más?” (There are more than 2,500. How 
many more?)— that challenge the conditions that lead to migrant death. 
Although many migrants photographed crosses marking where other 
migrants perished, the majority of these images were not exhibited or 
included in the book.92 These images of crosses represent an alternative 
“way of seeing” the e¤ects of border militarization and the policing of 
migrants by the Border Patrol and the Minutemen, which led to more 
migrant deaths.93 These photographs, in which migrants rep resent the 
disappearances of other migrants and bear witness to their deaths also 
“constitute a political act” that confronts the border spectacle produced 
by the Minutemen as well as U.S. state agents by exposing its e¤ects on 
undocumented migrants.94

Curating the “Border Film Project:  
El Proyecto Fronterizo Fotográfico” at SMoCA

While Huneycutt, Criado, and Adler were waiting to receive the cameras 
back from the migrants, they began to contact galleries and museums 
about exhibiting these photographs in a show they titled Documenting 
the Undocumented. Although it was not intentional, the title implicitly 
references the organizers’ involvement in mediating these photographs. 
The title does not indicate that the undocumented are “documenting” 
themselves, but instead that the organizers “document the undocu-
mented” through their distribution of the cameras and their collection 
of the images. The title also aligns the organizers with state agents who 
document the undocumented. This project appealed to galleries and 
museums because of its emphasis on the self- representation of migrants. 
In speaking about the interest shown in the photography project, Adler 
stated that “it’s been an easy sell. . . . It’s amazing how just the simple 
idea of passing out cameras to migrants seems to capture everyone’s 
imagination.”95 Further, the project acquired another appealing dimen-
sion in its representation of “both sides,” when the organizers began to 
distribute cameras to Minutemen.
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The emphasis on representing “both sides” was important to the cura-
tors at SMoCA, which held the first major exhibition of this work. As 
Huneycutt, Criado, and Adler were developing the images by migrants 
and Minutemen, they imagined their audience as comprised of those  
on the “left” and the “right,” as well as individuals who had no opin- 
ion about undocumented migrants or anti- immigrant organizations.96 
SMoCA cur ator Marilu Knode commented that “being more open, allow-
ing conflicting opinions to exist is important for all of us in this complex 
world.”97 This viewpoint informed many aspects of the project, includ-
ing how the photographs were framed in exhibitions, in the Border Film 
Project book, and on the Border Film Project’s website.98 Over time, how-
ever, the organizers began to focus more on emphasizing the similari-
ties between migrants and Minutemen.

After Huneycutt, Criado, and Adler received a substantial number of 
cameras back from the migrants and the Minutemen, they selected which 
photographs would be exhibited. The Border Film Project held num-
erous exhibitions in galleries, bookstores, museums, and universities 
across the United States. The first major exhibition of the Border Film 
Project was held at SMoCA, which was titled Border Film Project: El Pro-
yecto Fronterizo Fotográfico. The exhibition traveled to other sites, including 
DiverseWorks in Houston, Texas.99 Although it was unusual for SMoCA 
to create an exhibition based on an unsolicited proposal, museum sta¤ 
members were interested in the Border Film Project, due to its relevance 
for Arizona residents.100 As curator Cassandra Coblentz explained, “More 
undocumented migrants cross the border into Arizona than any other 
state in the country, and it’s an issue that’s a priority for many people.”101 
The installation was designed by Ibarra Rosano Design architects in 
Tucson, in consultation with the museum sta¤, and it was “inspired by 
the border shadows— both literal and metaphoric.”102 The photographs 
and the video— which the organizers compiled based on interviews they 
conducted— were positioned within the inner spaces, while the outer 
walls served as a divider, similar to a border fence. Toward the exit, the 
curators included an interactive element to the exhibition, posing ques-
tions to viewers on a wall, including: “What commonalities did you notice 
in viewing the photographs taken by Minutemen and the migrants?” “If 
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the border is broken, how can it be fixed?” “How might you answer this 
question di¤erently if you were born on the other side?”103 In addition, 
the curators indicated that viewers could share their own immigration 
stories and write their comments on notecards that were posted on a 
magnet board.104 The curators positioned quotations from migrants and 
Minutemen on the outer wall of the exhibition. All of the quotations 
were paired (one migrant, one Minuteman) and were presented in both 
English and Spanish.

Although the organizers selected the photographs that would be 
shown in the exhibition, it was the curators who arranged them in the 
installation. Of the 2,000 color photographs that the organizers received 
from migrants and Minutemen, they chose around 250 to include in  
the exhibition. These images were mounted as four- by- six- inch prints, 
without accompanying names or descriptions, and were displayed in the 
middle circle of the room. Coblentz explained that they did not enlarge 
the majority of the photographs because the scale reminded the audi-
ence about the source of the images— as snapshot photographs taken 
from disposable cameras.105 The curators did enlarge a few of the photo-
graphs, including one portrait of a Minuteman’s face against the blue 
sky and one of a migrant climbing over a fence, which they positioned 
around the walls of the installation space. These curatorial decisions— 
including the lack of text accompanying the images— relate to the orga-
nizers’ perspective that the project “allows the migrants and the Min-
utemen to speak for themselves.”106 However, the exhibit narrates the 
organizers’ view that, as Huneycutt stated, “there is truth on both sides 
of the immigration issue, and the solution undoubtedly lies somewhere 
in the middle.”107 In addition to the photographs, the video that was 
included in the exhibition featured interviews with migrants and Minute-
men, but unlike a conventional documentary, it had neither a voice-over 
narrating the film, nor any interviews with “experts.”

What gets obfuscated in displaying these photographic forms of self- 
representation is the role of the Border Film Project organizers and the 
SMoCA curators in shaping the exhibition. Although the Border Film 
Project highlighted the perspectives of migrants and Minutemen because 
they took the photographs, these individuals did not select, nor did they 
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arrange, the images. The organizers developed the Border Film Project 
from an archive of two thousand photographs taken by migrants and 
Minutemen, which reflects Allan Sekula’s statement that “archives . . . 
constitute a territory of images; the unity of an archive is first and fore-
most that imposed by ownership.”108 By exchanging their disposable 
cameras for Shell or Walmart cards, the migrants and Minutemen relin-
quished their ownership of the photographs and their control over the 
organization and circulation of those images.

Further, in their acquisition of these images, the Border Film Project 
organizers made invisible the specific uses and meanings of these images 
for these groups. As Sekula argues, “In an archive, the possibility of 
meaning is ‘liberated’ from the actual contingencies of use,” and this 
“abstraction from the complexity and richness of use, a loss of context,” 
certainly applies in the case of the Border Film Project.109 The “uses” of 
the Minutemen’s photographs— which are related to their surveillance 
and policing of undocumented migrants— are made absent in the Border 
Film Project, as are the meanings associated with the migrants’ images 
of crosses documenting migrant death.

The organizers chose which of the two thousand images from the 
Border Film Project archive would be included in the exhibition, but  
the curators arranged the images, directing audience members through 
the exhibition by grouping photographs of migrants and Minutemen, 
while mostly separating them from one another. The curators’ decision 
to set the images of migrants apart from those of the Minutemen relates 
to the organizers’ emphasis on representing “both sides,” while failing to 
make a connection between these two groups or to address the broader 
issues that contribute to migration. Some reviewers of the exhibition 
criticized the arrangement of images, specifically the photographs’ isola-
tion from one another. Chris Kraus related this decision to the ways in 
which the “work’s creators cautiously cast their endeavor in the pseudo-
neutrality of humanism,” which prevented the organizers and curators 
of the exhibition from presenting an analysis of the causes of migra-
tion.110 Although neither migrants nor Minutemen inhabited the areas 
that they photographed, the curators represent Mexican and Central 
American migrants’ images in such a way that these individuals are  
portrayed as moving through the borderlands, while they envision the 
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Minutemen as “settled” on the U.S. side of the border. Even though these 
characteristics emerge from the photographs, the curators also empha-
size these elements through their display.

The curators’ arrangement of photographs by migrants relates to 
what Alicia Schmidt Camacho has described as “the tale of the enterpris-
ing migrant ‘seeking a better life,’” by focusing on migrants’ successful 
travels to the United States.111 Some of the migrants’ images were dis-
played as a photo collage, so viewers could see the specific journeys  
of the photographers. These collages were comprised of images that 
document migrants’ trips, which started where they received their cam-
eras in northern Mexico border towns, through the desert landscapes of 
the U.S.– Mexico borderlands, with some ending up at the U.S.– Mexico 
boundary or in towns in the U.S. Southwest. For example, the curators 
reconstructed the journey of two migrants walking through the desert 
and ending up in a border town, presumably in the United States (Fig- 
ure 17). Re- created in this way, this grouping of photographs visualizes  
the journey in a way that individual photographs could not. However, 
while elements of the migrants’ journeys were assembled in the form  
of photo collages, both the organizers and the curators deemphasized 
other possible outcomes of migrants’ journeys, specifically migrant death. 
Although migrants sent back many photographs of crosses marking the 
places where migrants had died, few of them were included in the exhi-
bitions or in the book or website.112 The decision not to include these 
images may be related to curatorial preferences, but it also speaks to  
the Border Film Project’s emphasis on making absent the role of the 
U.S. state in causing migrant deaths, as well as the actual relationships 
of migrants and Minutemen.

The issues concerning the display of photographs in the Border Film 
Project are similar to those of the Unseen America workshops that I 
analyzed in the first two chapters. However, in every exhibition of the 
Border Film Project, these images were addressed to an audience beyond 
the communities of those who took the pictures.113 These photographs 
were taken with disposable cameras, which are associated with forms of 
photography that normally would dictate inclusion in a personal album, 
to be viewed by an “intimate public.” By being exhibited, included in  
a book and on a website, these images became available to a broader 
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audience. As Patricia Holland has argued, “insiders’” experiences of per-
sonal images can be distinguished from those of “outsiders.”114 These 
di¤erences become apparent in these photographs that are characterized 
by the amateur quality of snapshots, which associates them with personal 
use, when they appear in a museum context where they are on display for 
aesthetic purposes.115 In this in-stitutional context both the Minutemen 
and migrants fall within the category of “naïve” artists, which also exposes 
the di¤erences between the social class and cultural capital of the pho-
tographers as opposed to those of the Border Film Project organizers.

Although the exhibition of the Border Film Project at SMoCA was 
directed toward a general audience, in interviews the organizers stated 
that they would like members of both groups to see these images on dis-
play. The organizers believed that bringing the migrants and Minutemen 
together would allow the members of these groups to “be in the same 
room together” and to “come together to see each other’s perspectives.”116 
Since the organizers had not asked for the addresses of the migrants— 

Figure 17. Installation view of “The Border Film Project: El Proyecto 
Fronterizo Fotográfico” on view at the Scottsdale Museum of Contemporary 
Art (SMoCA), September 16, 2006– January 28, 2007. Copyright SMoCA.
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only those of the Minutemen— it was not possible for them to reach out 
to the migrants. It does not appear as if the organizers recognized the 
accessibility issues for migrants in attending the exhibition. Of the two 
groups, only Minutemen were reported as seeing the exhibition.

The organizers’ statements imply that if migrants and Minutemen 
attended the exhibition, they would understand each other’s views.117 In 
envisioning viewership in this way, the Border Film Project organizers 
failed to account for the antagonistic gazes of migrants and Minute- 
men. Just as the Minutemen could look at migrants’ photographs and 
see “illegal” immigrants entering “their” country, migrants could see the 
Minutemen’s photographs and feel threatened by their performance of 
“native- ness”— as U.S. citizens acting in the name of the state. Thus, in 
their display of images from the Border Film Project archive the organiz-
ers do not account for what Allan Sekula has referred to as the “radical 
antagonisms” between gazes, in this case of migrants and Minutemen.118

Although there were critical reviews of the Border Film Project exhibi-
tions, the theme— to represent “both sides” of the debate on U.S. border 
policy— was positively referenced in numerous reviews.119 In the show 
at SMoCA, this element was frequently related to attendees’ comments. 
For example, one review included a statement made by a visitor to  
the museum who noted that “the images— which range from blistered 
migrant feet to people standing in the desert to Minuteman volunteers 
on patrol— make it an important exhibit that represents both sides of the 
issue.”120 In interviews, both the organizers of the Border Film Project 
and curators at SMoCA highlighted commonalities between the images 
of the migrants and those of the Minutemen.121 Some reviews of the 
exhibition noted that the photographs of migrants and Minutemen had 
similar characteristics.122 This theme— to emphasize the shared charac-
teristics of the migrants and Minutemen— was further developed in the 
Border Film Project book and website.

Truth- Claims of the Visible and the Artifice of Equality

During the exhibition at SMoCA, the organizers were at work on a book, 
the Border Film Project, which was published in 2007. There are num-
erous similarities between the book and the exhibition, including the 
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organizers’ emphasis on the transparent meanings of photographic self- 
representation and their downplaying of their curatorial imprint on the 
book’s production. Similar to the SMoCA exhibition, of the two thou-
sand photographs from migrants and Minutemen, they used less than 
10 percent in the Border Film Project. However, unlike the exhibition, 
which had no names attached to the images, the book’s images are  
numbered and correspond to a table in the center of the book that con-
tains information about the people who took the photographs, including 
names and the locations where they picked up their cameras. The orga-
nizers also paired some photographs with short quotations from inter-
views they conducted with migrants and Minutemen.123 In addition to the 
quotations from interviews, the organizers included two statements— 
one on the “Project Background” of the Border Film Project and the other 
on the topic of “The U.S.– Mexico Border”— both of which are positioned 
in the center of the book.

The Border Film Project, published only in English, is an art photog-
raphy book composed of the work of migrants and Minutemen. The 
book was sold at museum gift shops, at retail stores including Urban 
Outfitters, American Apparel, and elsewhere, and directed toward a  
U.S. middle- class audience. The address to a U.S. audience is evident in 
the organizers’ statement that the book represents the “human face of 
immigration,” in order to “challenge us to question our stereotypes” 
(emphasis added), which in turn will enable the viewer of these images 
“to see through new and personal lenses.”124 The organizers’ goals for 
the Border Film Project rested on the belief that representing the embod-
ied perspectives of undocumented migrants and Minutemen to a broader 
audience would contribute to a reasoned and balanced approach to re- 
forming U.S. border policy.

The cover of the Border Film Project, which includes an image of a 
Minuteman and one of a migrant, narrates the address of the book to an 
outside audience as well as the relation between the viewer and these 
“naïve” artists (Figure 18). Both of these photographs are framed by circu-
lar holes cut into the cover, which are divided by a line symbolizing the 
boundary between the United States and Mexico. The cover deempha-
sizes the Minutemen’s role as surveilling migrants, instead positioning 



Figure 18. Cover Image of Border Film Project. The cover of the Border Film 
Project juxtaposes photographs of a Minuteman and a migrant. [Camera 010 
(top) Wayne, Minuteman, 55, distributed in Hachita, New Mexico; and 
Camera 238 (bottom), Armando, 38, and Javier, 24, migrants, distributed in 
Agua Prieta, Sonora.] According to the “notes” in the Border Film Project, 
Armando and Javier traveled “from Mexico City and Hermosillo. Crossed New 
Mexico desert on Christmas. Camera mailed from Deming, New Mexico.”
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us (the viewers) as surveilling both migrants and Minutemen. We (the 
viewers) look through the lens- shaped holes in the cover to view photo-
graphs of the main subjects of the Border Film Project— an undocu-
mented migrant and a Minuteman. The intended audience for the book 
is similar to that of many social documentary photography projects— 
individuals who are sympathetic to the plight of the less fortunate and 
who are positioned higher up the social ladder than those whose repre-
sentations are on display. In framing their subjects through the lens of 
self- representation, the organizers present the project as unconstrained 
by policing and coercion, which are themselves the conditions of possi-
bility for its visual economy of images. Thus, the book is complicit with 
both the Minutemen’s and the U.S. state’s surveillance of undocumented 
migrants in the U.S.– Mexico borderlands.

By taking images of migrants and Minutemen and arranging them 
without consultation with either group, the Border Film Project orga-
nizers ideologically subjugated both groups. As Allan Sekula contends, 
the meaning of photographs “is always directed by layout, captions, text, 
and site and mode of presentation.”125 In the Border Film Project, the 
organizers’ choice of images, the ordering of images, the positioning  
of quotes from interviews, and the insertion of a description of the proj-
ect in the center of the book all work to construct a visual equivalence 
between migrants and Minutemen. At the same time, the organizers 
take up a nationalist or “nativist point of view” in their statements fram-
ing the images by migrants and Minutemen.

The organizers’ arrangement of images in the book is similar to a 
form of ordering frequently found in photographic archives.126 Sekula 
argues that photographic archives prioritize an “empiricist model of 
truth,” in which “pictures are atomized, isolated in one way and homog-
enized in another.”127 The Border Film Project organizers replicate this 
type of ordering by choosing to arrange the images in two ways. Their 
first approach was to separate the photographs by migrants from those 
of the Minutemen, similar to the curators’ decision at the SMoCA exhi-
bition. Although there were exceptions, the organizers generally posi-
tioned images of or by migrants across from one another on full- page 
spreads, isolating them from images of or by Minutemen, which were 



 Visible Frictions 151

also placed across from one another on full- page spreads. The captions— 
which are quotes from interviews with migrants and Minutemen— are 
situated next to many, although not all, of the images. The ordering of 
the captions is similar to that of the images. Quotations from migrants 
are generally placed next to their pictures, and those from Minutemen 
are positioned next to their images. Arranged in this way, the captions 
appear to correspond to the specific image with which they are paired. 
The organizers’ second approach was to pair images of migrants and 
Minutemen with similar visual elements on full- page spreads. Although 
I have examined the e¤ects of isolating the images by migrants and  
Minutemen from one another in my analysis of the SMoCA exhibition, 
I now turn to the e¤ects of emphasizing the similarities between the 
images of migrants and Minutemen in the book.

The Border Film Project’s focus on self- representation is related to 
the organizers’ attempt to present the “truth” of the migrants’ and Min-
utemen’s experiences, yet in constructing a parallel between these two 
groups in their ordering of the images in the book, they decontextualize 
the relationship between migrants and Minutemen. Further, by placing 
visually similar images by migrants and Minutemen together on full- 
page spreads, they relegate these photographs “to ‘purely visual’ con-
cerns,” establishing what Sekula has described as a “relation of abstract 
visual equivalence between pictures.”128 This homogenizing of the images 
of migrants and Minutemen appears related to the organizers’ linking of 
these two groups by their supposed class position and their marginality 
in relation to the U.S. state. The organizers share the views of “sectors of 
the progressive left,” which Lisa Duggan argues “reproduce within their 
own debates Liberalism’s rhetorical separation of economic/class politics 
from identity/cultural politics.”129 In doing this, the Border Film Project 
organizers align themselves with a liberal nativist position that Nicholas 
De Genova argues “deracialize[s] the figure of immigration in a manner 
that abdicates any responsibility for analyzing the racial oppression of 
migrants of color.”130 The organizers thus deemphasize issues of race or 
racism within the Minuteman Project, which parallels the statements of 
leaders who, as Robin Dale Jacobson contends, “while adamantly deny-
ing the role of race . . . [in their organization] focus on the schemas of 
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invasion.”131 In the book the organizers did nothing to expose the way in 
which the Minuteman Project attempted to conceal their organization’s 
role as an extension of white supremacist national formation.132

Although the organizers position most of Minutemen’s and migrants’ 
images on separate pages, in some cases, they place visually similar 
images of migrants and Minutemen on full- page spreads, to gesture 
toward a more substantial comparison between the two groups. One of 
these spreads contains a photograph of a migrant couple on one side with 
a photograph of an Anglo man and woman (members of the Minute-
man Project) on the other (103/006). The organizers placed one interior 
shot taken by a migrant next to another by a member of the Minute- 
man Project to emphasize the comparable living conditions of these  
two groups (134/016). The pairing of these two sets of images appears  
to be related to an emphasis on the similar class positions of those por-
trayed as well as to heteronormativity and domesticity, as represented by 
the images of the two heterosexual couples and of domestic space. As 
Zuromskis notes, snapshots are “a means of linking private symbols  
of domestic harmony to explicitly public ideas of social conformity and 
American nationalism.”133 The Minutemen’s use of snapshot aesthetics 
relates to their attempt to make themselves (and their ideas) more palat-
able to a mainstream audience.

Similar photographic juxtapositions appear in the book and on the web-
site, where the images are organized under three categories— “Migrants,” 
“Minutemen,” and “Similarities”— referring to photographs by migrants 
and Minutemen that share elements of composition or subject matter. 
The categories “Migrants,” “Minutemen,” and “Similarities” speak to 
the ways in which the organizers both isolate the two groups from one 
another, while they also lump images by Minutemen and migrants that 
resemble one another into a third category by making absent the di¤er-
ent contexts in which these photographs were taken.

The photographs organized under the “Similarities” category on the 
website are supposed to represent the shared visual elements of these 
images, yet they appear to emphasize the migrants’ and Minutemen’s 
di¤erent “ways of seeing” both their environments and themselves. The 
photographs paired under the “Similarities” category include portraits of 



 Visible Frictions 153

a migrant and a Minuteman taken from low camera angles, looking up 
at a blue sky. Other images feature shadows of a migrant and a Minute-
man, a migrant and Minuteman sleeping, and areas where migrants 
have camped, both of which focus on a Coke bottle.134 Although these 
images share some visual elements, they are actually quite distinct. In 
the first set of images, a migrant’s photograph appears to be a self- 
portrait, one in which the migrant is looking down at the camera, 
whereas the portrait of the Minutemen has been taken by someone else, 
and the eyes of the Minuteman do not engage the viewer. The low cam-
era angle monumentalizes the image of the Minuteman, whereas the 
migrant’s eye contact with the camera forges a relation between himself 
and the viewer. In the photographs of shadows of a migrant and a Min-
uteman, again the former looks as if it is a self- portrait, while the latter 
appears to be shot by someone else. These images are also quite di¤erent 
visually— the shadow of the Minutemen is sharply outlined and has an 
iconic cowboy quality, whereas the shadow of the migrant is blurry, cast 
in desert grasses. Further, the Minuteman’s shadow connects him with 
iconic images of cowboys in the “natural” setting of the U.S. West. As 
Lisa Cartwright and Marita Sturken argue, images of cowboys are “part 
of the ideology of U.S. expansionism and frontier,” in which they repre-
sent ideologies of “rugged individualism,” as well as the “romantic ideal 
of freedom,” which contrasts with the “confined lives of everyday work-
ing people.”135 This cowboy image also associates the Minutemen with 
the vigilantes of the “Wild West” who handed out “cowboy justice” in 
towns like Tombstone, Arizona, where the Minutemen were based.136

What is apparent with these and other photographs in the “Similari-
ties” category is the way that the Border Film Project organizers’ pairing 
of certain images conceals the di¤erences between them. The organiz-
ers’ ideas about self- representation are similar to those of traditional 
social documentary photography, in which images “transmit immutable 
truths,” yet as Sekula argues, “Photographic meaning depends on con-
text.”137 In one pairing, a Minuteman sleeps on a cot, presumably rest- 
ing for a day of surveilling migrants, whereas the image of a migrant 
woman sleeping accentuates her feet, blistered and bleeding from walk-
ing through the desert. This contextual di¤erence also applies to two 
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images— one taken by a migrant, the other by a Minuteman— of a desert 
area where migrants have chosen to stop. In one image, a migrant pho-
tographs others as they all rest. In the other, a Minuteman portrays a 
campsite used by migrants that he found while “tracking” them. In 
these photographs, the locations look similar, yet the migrant and the 
Minuteman have a di¤erent relationship to the places they photograph. 
The migrant represents this space as an area that migrants move through, 
while the Minuteman portrays this area as a space that must be sur-
veilled and guarded. The deliberate pairing of these images speaks to  
the “depoliticization of photographic meaning” in archives described by 
Sekula, which is an inherent feature of the Border Film Project.138

The organizers’ use of quotations as captions places the project in a 
“law and order” frame, as they chose quotes that situate the Minutemen 
as upholding the law by guarding the border. They contrast this with 
undocumented migrants, who speak about crossing the border through 
what the organizers represent as “illegal” means. The “law and order” 
frame taken up in the Border Film Project presents undocumented mi- 
grants through a lens of criminalization.139 In the “Project Background” 
section of the book, the organizers refer to the Minutemen as “volun-
teers” rather than vigilantes, thus employing the same terms that the 
Minutemen use to describe themselves.140 As “volunteers” who “are by 
and large concerned Americans,” the organizers construct the Minute-
men as ethical subjects.141 By inversion, the organizers represent un- 
documented migrants as unethical subjects, and as “bad” immigrants, 
who undermine “the democratic sovereignty of ‘the nation’ through 
their circumventions of ‘the rule of law.’”142 While the organizers repre-
sent the Minuteman as a U.S. citizen who “volunteers” to enforce the 
law, the undocumented migrant is understood to be what Bonnie Honig 
refers to as the “bad immigrant, the illegal alien who undermines con-
sent in two ways: he or she never consents to American laws and ‘we’ 
never consent to his presence on ‘our’ territory.”143 By constructing the 
Border Film Project through a “law and order” frame, the organizers pre-
sent the Minutemen as ethical subjects. This supports the mainstream-
ing of the group, which involved Republican politicians in Washington, 
the leadership of the Minuteman Project, and the mainstream media.144
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The decisions made by the organizers in constructing the Border Film 
Project make them complicit in the mainstreaming of the Minutemen, 
which included an e¤ort to contain elements of vigilante behavior and 
racism by members of the group, a number of whom were active in the 
right- wing militia movement.145 For example, the organizers never refer-
ence the Minutemen’s “extralegal enforcement techniques,” in which 
their actions go beyond the law.146 The quotations from the Minuteman 
Project members in the Border Film Project are selective, in that they 
represent the views of those who supported the group’s move toward 
gaining broader acceptance nationally. None of the quotations in the 
Border Film Project includes statements from the leadership prior to their 
e¤orts to mainstream the organization, or from rank- and- file members 
of the group whose views countered those of the current leadership.147

Although the Border Film Project organizers present their perspective 
as the moderate center between two “extreme” viewpoints, they adopt a 
form of liberal nativism in their book that shares qualities with a racially 
inflected conservative nativism, aligning them with the Minutemen, 
rather than with the migrants. The organizers espouse a point of view, 
by which, De Genova argues, both liberals and conservatives articulate 
“what a native we should do with a foreign them.” As De Genova explains, 
“The answers are defined around a variety of contending interpretations 
of what might be best for ‘the nation’ (our nation) and its citizens (us).”148 
In their statement on the subject of the “U.S.– Mexico Border,” the orga-
nizers assert, “A large immigrant population has both benefits and 
costs. Cheap labor means lower prices for goods and services, a benefit 
for all Americans.”149 As indicated in the second sentence, their focus is 
on benefitting “Americans,” referring to U.S. citizens. These are exam-
ples of what Linda Bosniak refers to as “cost arguments,” which focus on 
the economic impact of immigration for U.S. citizens and “the nation” 
and “are rarely treated as normatively suspect— or ‘nativist.’”150 Bosniak 
argues that the “national priority thesis” inherent in cost arguments 
clearly privileges the interests of U.S. citizens in immigration policies.151 
However, by focusing on the “benefits” of an undocumented workforce 
as well as the “costs” of so- called illegal immigration for working- class 
“Americans,” the organizers presume the logic of U.S. national “interest.”
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The Border Film Project organizers invoke cost arguments because 
they are viewed as an acceptable means to restrict immigration. They 
also avoid what are (generally) considered unacceptable race- based argu-
ments. However, there is frequently a racial subtext in cost arguments. 
Although the organizers may not have intended their comments to be a 
cover for race- based arguments, by taking up the Minutemen’s position, 
they make absent the racist motivations behind the organization, which 
include preventing (what they believe will be) an “invasion” of Mexi- 
cans in the United States. (The Minutemen camouflage their race- based 
agenda by aligning themselves with the state against the “illegal” migra-
tion of people from Mexico.) David Michael Smith notes in a review of 
the Border Film Project, “The Minutemen are never able to explain why 
they view illegal immigrants as a grave danger to the United States. 
Moreover, the authors may be too quick to dismiss a description of Min-
utemen as vigilantes,” as “immigrant rights advocates would dispute the 
authors’ contention that many Minutemen are simply continuing the 
public service they began in the military service or law enforcement.”152 
In the Border Film Project the organizers do not contextualize these pho-
tographs in relation to the history of U.S. immigration law or U.S.– 
Mexico border enforcement. Instead, they situate the project within the 
more limited sphere of mainstream immigration politics. An alternative 
approach would have acknowledged the significance of the colonization 
of the U.S. nation- state or globalization in determining U.S. border and 
immigration policy.

Conclusion

The idea behind the Border Film Project was to use photography— and 
specifically the conventions of self- representation— to convey the experi-
ences of undocumented Mexican and Central American migrants and 
the Minutemen, yet the mediation and curation of these photographs 
significantly influenced how these images were viewed within exhibi-
tions, in the Border Film Project book, and on the website. Although the 
organizers state that the project allowed the migrants to represent their 
own experiences, they construct the migrants’ journeys through the 
U.S.– Mexico borderlands as “illegal.” This perspective is evident in  
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the organizers’ adopting what De Genova refers to as a “nationalist  
conceptual framework premised on the coherence of a self- contained 
national economy,” in which they present migration to the United States 
as if it “had no relation whatsoever, either historically or in the present, 
with U.S. imperialism and U.S. global hegemony.”153 The organizers  
do not contextualize the ways in which U.S. border policies have led to 
the increased militarization of the border, which has contributed to the 
growth of vigilante groups, while also simultaneously producing the 
“illegality” and increased vulnerability of Mexican and Central American 
migrants.154

Although the organizers of the Border Film Project and the curators 
of the exhibitions downplay their role in creating the meaning of these 
images, they made crucial decisions regarding the selection and organi-
zation of these amateur photographs in exhibitions, in the book, and on 
the website. In the Border Film Project, the organizers construct a visual 
and textual parallel between migrants and Minutemen, which erases the 
power di¤erentials between U.S. citizens and undocumented migrants. 
In doing this, the organizers evade the specific ways in which the Min-
utemen have taken part in the government’s policing of undocumented 
migrants’ movement from Mexico into the United States, and they do 
not address the question of vigilante violence conducted by groups and 
individuals against undocumented migrants in the U.S.– Mexico bor-
derlands. As Nicholas De Genova argues, during a “historical period  
of heightened nativism and anti- immigrant racism,” if one is not “tak-
ing stock of these constitutive inequalities [between U.S. citizens and 
undocumented migrants] and also critically destabilizing the conceptual 
presuppositions that accompany them,” this work could potentially be- 
come what Janice Radway has referred to as “just another technology of 
nationalism.”155 In the Border Film Project, the organizers align them-
selves with the Minutemen’s “national gaze,” which is further supported 
by a “nativist point of view.”

The organizers foreground a “national gaze” in the construction of 
the Border Film Project, and yet the migrants’ images disrupt the ways 
in which migrant “illegality” is produced by making visible the e¤ects  
of border militarization and border policing (by both state agents and 
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the Minutemen) on undocumented migrants. The migrants who par-
ticipated in the Border Film Project center their experiences traveling 
through the U.S.– Mexico borderlands as counter to the contrived spec-
tacle of the threat of undocumented migrants and the state gaze as a 
means to apprehend, capture, and immobilize them. The photographs 
taken by migrants, which combine documentary and snapshot aesthet-
ics, thus represent alternative “ways of seeing” the e¤ects of U.S. immi-
gration law and U.S. border militarization. In this way their images 
resemble visual forms of “migrant counter- conducts,” in that they coun-
ter how undocumented migrants are viewed through the lens of crimi-
nalization by state agents, the Minutemen, and the mainstream media. 
Instead, they present an alternative perspective from which to view  
how state and nonstate actors mobilize their power. Their photographs 
also narrate the disappearance of other migrants, implicating the role  
of the U.S. state in producing migrant death. Even as the migrants’ 
images potentially unsettle the curatorial logic of the Border Film Proj-
ect, they are not simply disruptive or counter to the reasoning behind 
this photography project. When taken out of this context, the images 
gesture toward other horizons. Their alternative ways of envisioning  
are conscripted and partially subsumed by the logic of the project. The 
Border Film Project demonstrates the limitations of self- representation, 
which is always mediated through the context of presentation. In the next 
chapter I further examine issues of mediation within artistic and filmic 
works produced in collaboration with women maquiladora workers in 
Tijuana, Mexico.



c h a p t e r  s i x

Reconfiguring Documentation

Mobility, Counter- Visibility, and  
(Un)Documented Activism

In 2012 the National Day Labor Organizing Network (NDLON) and the 
 Puente Movement of Arizona organized the No Papers, No Fear Ride 

for Justice, which included a group of forty undocumented youth and 
migrant activists who rode on the “undocubus” from Phoenix, Arizona, to 
Charlotte, North Carolina. As part of the Ride for Justice, these activists 
stopped in locations where undocumented migrants were most surveilled 
and policed— specifically those that had 287(g) agreements or states with 
Arizona Senate Bill 1070 (SB 1070) copycat laws in place— in order to 
organize against these laws. As noted in the introduction, 287(g) agree-
ments “allow a state and local law enforcement entity to enter into a part-
nership with ICE, under a joint Memorandum of Agreement (MOA),” 
and thus, “the state or local entity receives delegated authority for immi-
gration enforcement within their jurisdictions.”1 Arizona SB 1070, the 
Support Our Law Enforcement and Safe Neighborhoods Act, which was 
proposed in 2010, required police to determine the immigration status of 
anyone arrested or detained, whenever law enforcement oªcials had a 
“reasonable suspicion” that they were not in the United States legally.2 In 
addition to organizing workshops during the Ride for Justice, activists 
planned and recorded their actions and later circulated the videos on 
activist websites and on YouTube. The activists’ documentation of these 
actions exhibited how undocumented youth and migrant activists have 
forged a politics based on reconfiguring self- representation and visibility.3

233
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At one stop on the Ride for Justice, in Birmingham, Alabama, four 
activists participated in an action at a U.S. Commission on Civil Rights 
(USCCR) field briefing that focused on the e¤ects of state immigra- 
tion laws after the Arizona v. U.S. decision. Gerardo from the Puente 
Movement in Arizona was the first activist to speak, which he did dur- 
ing SB 1070 coauthor Kris Kobach’s presentation. Gerardo declared that 
he was “undocumented and unafraid,” as he held up a sign that read 
“UNDOCUMENTED.” This action resonated with the statement “indoc-
umentada y sin miedo” (undocumented and without papers) chanted by 
migrants during the spring 2006 marches against HR 4437, the Border 
Protection, Antiterrorism, and Illegal Immigration Control Act of 2005, 
when, as Nicholas De Genova notes, “there was an enthusiastic and re- 
calcitrant aªrmation of migrant mobility and a veritable embrace of de 
facto ‘illegality.’”4 Through his physical presence at the USCCR brief- 
ing, Gerardo directly challenged Kobach’s legislative e¤orts of “attrition 
through enforcement” to create fear in undocumented migrants so that 
they would “self deport.”5 In a blog post Gerardo described his experi-
ence listening to Kobach’s testimony and wrote about how it di¤ered 
from his own perception of how SB 1070 had a¤ected undocumented 
migrants in Arizona, where he lived. In the context of anti- immigrant 
state laws, Gerardo commented that “people [are] without freedom to 
move around freely in their own neighborhoods.”6 As Gerardo explained, 
the overall e¤ect of these laws is a limit placed on the physical presence 
of undocumented migrants and the freedom that comes with their 
mobility. In arguing that the No Papers, No Fear campaign utilized 
mobility as a political strategy, I refer to Dimitris Papadopoulos and Vas-
silis Tsianos’s understanding that mobility is “not just about movement, 
but is about the appropriation and remaking of space.”7 Although the 
Ride for Justice challenged the ways in which the U.S. state attempted  
to limit the movement of undocumented migrants, it also served as a 
means for activists to appropriate spaces and places where immigration 
laws were most punitive and restrictive by training other undocumented 
migrants in those locations to challenge these laws.

In this chapter I analyze documentary videos created by activists in 
NDLON and the Puente Movement, as well as those in the National 
Immigrant Youth Alliance (NIYA). These videos were produced before, 
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during, and after acts of civil disobedience, at which time the activists 
risked being arrested, detained, and deported.8 These political actions 
arose from an approach to organizing taken up by migrant activists  
who, as Amalia Pallares and Gabriela Marquez- Benitez argue, “disrupt 
the normalization and naturalization of disciplining and criminalizing” 
undocumented migrants.9 These activists developed more confronta-
tional tactics to respond to the Obama administration’s immigration 
policies, which intentionally concealed or minimized publicity around 
its policing, detention, and deportation of undocumented migrants.10 
Undocumented youth and migrant activists made their actions public to 
counter this concealment. Further, activists use everyday technologies— 
such as cell phone cameras and social media— to engage in the counter- 
surveillance of state agents. Although state agents use surveillance to 
monitor Latina/o migrants, the activists’ counter- surveillance exempli-
fies how, as Kevin Haggerty argues, “traditional hierarchies of visibility 
are being undermined and reconfigured.”11

In examining these videos, I focus on the connections between politi-
cal and cultural forms of self- representation. Specifically, I analyze how 
undocumented youth and migrant activists use and revise documen- 
tary forms to represent their performances of unauthorized acts, which 
defy the machinations of the U.S. state. Through strategies of counter- 
visibility, these activists publicize their political actions to shield them-
selves from detention and deportation. Through the production of counter- 
documents, these activists draw upon modes of documentary practice  
to challenge the state’s ability to determine the parameters of political 
inclusion and to mobilize other undocumented migrants. The video 
excerpts that activists circulate through social media have analogous 
functions to elements of traditional documentary film, such as testi-
mony or vérité- style sequences. The politics of visibility for these activ-
ists is at once similar to the traditional reformist ethos of documentary 
making public, but put in the service of more far- reaching agendas, 
which challenge the meaning of political inclusion. Counter- documents 
strategically protect, confront, and mobilize.

These videos serve as a means for these activists to frame their de- 
pictions, to elaborate forms of counter- documentation, and to make 
public political claims. These activists’ emphasis on the production and 
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circulation of visual media is specific to the context of state and federal 
immigration policies that can render visibility a form of surveillance 
linked to detention and deportation. It is part of a strategy to publicize the 
actions of these activists who engage in direct action and is not geared 
toward reaªrming the norms of inclusion.12 These tactics respond to 
how U.S. governmental agencies, including Immigration and Customs 
Enforcement (ICE), an arm of the Department of Homeland Security 
(DHS), threatened or deported undocumented migrants. At the same 
time, these activists invert the visual terms of surveillance to shield them-
selves from possible detention and deportation.

In producing counter- documents these activists employ documen- 
tary aesthetics, but also include performative elements in which they 
demand social justice for undocumented migrants. These actions are 
performances, which activists— like “artivists” (artist- activists)— use “to 
intervene in political contexts, struggles and debates,” as Diana Taylor 
contends.13 In addition, Taylor argues that while performance “is usually 
perceived as the antithesis of the ‘real,’” in her understanding of the 
term she notes that it “does not suggest artificiality; it is not ‘put on’ or 
antithetical to ‘reality.’”14 In the videos that they produce before their 
direct actions, activists perform to “appear natural” and to create a “real” 
aesthetic. In some of their videos they record performances in which 
they are engaged in acts of counter- surveillance. In these and other con-
texts, activists present themselves as being oppositional to the state and 
challenge normative notions about “deserving” versus “undeserving” 
migrants.

Although their actions involve performance, these undocumented 
activists largely distanced themselves from the performances of excep-
tionalism that emerged from what Amalia Pallares refers to as the “neo-
liberal frame that has shaped the advocacy for the DREAM Act and the 
representations of DREAM Act eligible youth.”15 Further, undocumented 
migrant activists represent themselves in ways that are distinct from 
portrayals that surface in the “migrant melodrama,” which Ana Elena 
Puga argues is a growing subgenre in a variety of media, including doc-
umentary film.16 Although the counter- documents produced by undocu-
mented youth and migrant activists are influenced by these performances, 
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they largely reject these representations, since they are counter to the 
goals of their political activism. For example, prior to a civil disobedience 
action in North Carolina in 2011, Martin, an undocumented youth activ-
ist, was quoted in a press release stating that he chose neither “to pre-
sent another emotional testimony,” nor to “ask for sympathy,” instead 
asserting, “We ask for justice. Mere justice!”17 Martin’s declaration func-
tions as a disruption, since he refuses to take part in a performance of 
exceptionalism that was central to the strategies of DREAM activists. 
Further, Martin does not participate in what Puga calls “the political 
economy of su¤ering,” which involves an “exchange of a¤ect— migrant 
su¤ering for spectator empathy.”18 Martin’s focus on demanding social 
justice can also be found in videos produced by activists in NIYA and 
NDLON, which recorded how these activists “stand up to power” against 
anti- immigrant laws.

These activists’ circulation of videos of their actions through digital 
and social media is linked to their emphasis on the political mobiliza- 
tion of undocumented migrants. These actions were performances that, 
Taylor suggests, o¤er “a way to transmit knowledge by means of the 
body.”19 However, in the case of the activists’ videos, knowledge is trans-
mitted through virtual space, as opposed to “real” space. Migrant activ-
ists used the videos to frame their own depictions and to make public 
political claims.20 I consider how these videos are distributed through 
digital media as counter- documents, and thus, they are meant to reach 
other undocumented migrants to be engaged by these politics and fur-
ther mobilized. The circulation of these videos exemplifies how activists 
use digital and social media to publicize their political actions and to 
connect with other undocumented migrants.

In this chapter, I examine how undocumented youth and migrant 
activists use documentary media to disrupt how U.S. immigration laws 
and policies create disorder in their everyday lives. Similar to antidepor-
tation activists in Australia and Europe— as described by Peter Nyers— 
migrant activists in the United States also “burrow into the apparatuses 
and technologies of exclusion to disrupt the administrative routines, the 
day- to- day perceptions and constructions of normality,” including the 
“normality” of deportation.21 My arguments focus on the relationship 
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between the activists’ production and circulation of counter- documents 
and their organizing against localized forms of policing, such as Arizona 
SB 1070 and copycat laws, as well as the localization of federal immi-
gration policies and programs, including 287(g) and Secure Communi-
ties (S- COMM). As noted in the introduction, S- COMM involved local 
law enforcement in policing and reporting on migrants’ immigration 
status, leading to huge increases in the detentions and deportations of 
undocumented migrants.22 This activism combines social media counter- 
documents and place- based political actions across regional networks,  
in which undocumented youth and migrant activists adopt mobility 
both as a political strategy and a means of mobilization. Their assertion 
of migrant mobility thus counters detention— of being punitively fixed 
in place— which is narrated in their actions and given further capacity to 
circulate by the distribution of these actions in documentary form through 
digital and social media that radiate outward to audiences, including 
other undocumented migrants.

The first section of this chapter focuses on the political strategies of 
undocumented youth and migrant activists in the 2000s, leading up to 
when some broke their aªliations with mainstream immigrant rights 
groups and instead began to form their own organizations. Next, I exam-
ine the ways in which undocumented youth activists have used counter- 
documents as part of their broader political strategies. First, I analyze the 
work of NIYA activists who produced documentary videos of their pro-
testing and participating in acts of civil disobedience, during which they 
risked arrest, detention, and deportation. The following section focuses on 
the video Si No Nos Invitan, Nos Invitamos Solos: No Papers, No Fear Protest 
in Alabama, filmed at a USCCR field briefing in Birmingham, Alabama. 
This video was produced as part of the No Papers, No Fear campaign, 
which was organized by NDLON and the Puente Movement. In addition 
to migrant activists’ disruption of a USCCR field briefing and its rep-
resentation in the form of a video, these activists distributed the video  
by embedding it within various online media platforms.23 The tactics 
deployed by undocumented migrant activists include utilizing docu-
mentary media to record performances of their unauthorized acts, which 
they circulate as a means to mobilize other undocumented migrants. As 
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such I contend that these activists deliberately countered policing and 
attempts at state surveillance of undocumented migrants in the United 
States through strategies of circulation, mobility, and mobilization.

Undocumented Youth Activism in the  
Early Twenty- First Century

The political strategies regarding undocumented youth changed signifi-
cantly from 2001, when the image of the “DREAMer” was developed  
by mainstream immigrant rights associations that attempted to get the 
DREAM Act passed. In creating the DREAMer, these organizations, 
Walter Nicholls argues, specified that “these youths were exceptionally 
good immigrants and particularly deserving of legalization.”24 By the 
end of the decade, some undocumented youth activists challenged the 
normative ways in which the DREAMer was initially conceptualized  
by mainstream immigrant rights organizations. Instead, they worked to 
create their own organizations and develop their own political strategies, 
which they believed could better represent their priorities. These strate-
gies included “coming out” as undocumented, which prompted young, 
undocumented migrants to declare their immigration status and to speak 
on behalf of the issues that concern them.

Undocumented youth activists who founded the Immigrant Youth 
Justice League (IYJL) in Chicago organized the first National Coming 
Out of the Shadows Day, held on March 10, 2010, four years after the 
2006 Immigrant Rights March.25 (The campaign slogan of the event 
was “Undocumented and Unafraid.”)26 A number of undocumented 
youth leaders within the IYJL identified as queer, and they modeled their 
coming- out strategies on those of LGBT activists.27 In Chicago, these 
actions included a march and press conference at Federal Plaza, during 
which seven young people announced their first names, stated that they 
were undocumented, and voiced their support for the DREAM Act. By 
coming out as undocumented, these young people signaled that they 
were not afraid of letting the public know about their immigration status.28 
Coming out as undocumented became an important strategy, as in- 
creasing numbers of undocumented youth activists participated in actions 
and protests, publicizing their activities through digital and social media. 
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In the years following 2010, when this strategy first emerged, announc-
ing one’s immigration status became central to the self- representation 
and visibility of undocumented youth activists. Undocumented youth 
also began to create videos in which they stated their names and shared 
their stories of how they found out that they were undocumented on 
activist websites and on YouTube. Producing videos allowed these youth 
activists to reach out to a broader audience.29

Undocumented youth also started to participate in acts of civil disobe-
dience in 2010, which Amalia Pallares and Gabriela Marquez- Benitez 
note was a way that they put themselves “at the center of their own  
struggle.”30 In preparation for incorporating civil disobedience into their 
actions, undocumented youth activists spoke with immigration attor-
neys about possible risks— such as arrest, detention, and deportation— 
that could occur if they participated. In planning these actions activists 
developed response teams to support their participation in civil disobe-
dience and to oversee campaigns and petition drives.31 The first civil dis-
obedience action involving undocumented youth took place on May 1, 
2010, in Washington, D.C. One hundred people— including members 
of Congress— were arrested. Following that event, activists organized a 
civil disobedience action on May 17, 2010, the fifty- sixth anniversary of 
Brown v. Board of Education. A group known as the DREAM Act 5 held  
a sit- in at the Arizona oªce of Senator John McCain, during which they 
called on him to support the DREAM Act. Four of the activists were 
arrested and sent to the Pima County jail. The next day, three of these 
activists were transferred to an ICE processing facility. After eight hours 
in the facility, they were released with no explanation. At the time New 
York Times reporter Maggie Jones noted that “while the Obama adminis-
tration is deporting a record number of immigrants convicted of crimes, 
the Department of Homeland Security has so far spared undocumented 
youth who have been arrested during DREAM Act protests.”32 By publi-
cizing their actions, these undocumented youth activists found that they 
could evade detention or deportation. Mohammad, an activist, explained 
at the time that “the more public we are with our stories, the safer we 
are.”33 Thus, coming out as undocumented could serve as a form of protec-
tion for undocumented youth who wanted to participate in direct actions.
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Walter Nicholls argues that the DREAMer concept led to tensions 
within the immigrant rights movement by creating a category (“DREAM 
eligible”) with “restrictive eligibility criteria,” which contributed to the 
division between who is a “deserving” or an “undeserving” migrant. 
Nicholls also suggests that the concept of the “DREAMer” led to divi-
sions over who should be developing strategies for the immigrant rights 
movement, and thus undocumented youth activists began “to question 
not only the strategy but also the representational hierarchies within  
the ‘movement.’”34 Undocumented youth activists formed organizations 
such as NIYA that focused on direct action and were also critical of “tra-
ditional DREAMer discourse.”35

Further, some undocumented youth activists began to shift their focus 
from e¤orts toward legalization to the decriminalization of undocu-
mented migrants, and to work with migrant- led organizations to protest 
state and federal immigration laws and policies. In 2010 undocumented 
youth collaborated with local and national migrant- led organizations to 
protest SB 1070, both before and after Governor Jan Brewer signed it 
into law. In 2010 NDLON helped coordinate the ¡Alto Arizona! (Stop 
Arizona!) campaign against SB 1070, with the assistance of NIYA and 
the Puente Movement, among other groups. This organizing involved 
more undocumented migrants in the struggle— specifically those who 
would be directly a¤ected by SB 1070. The Puente Movement created 
community defense courses, so undocumented migrants could learn to 
defend themselves against ICE and the local police who collaborated to 
arrest, detain, and deport them.36

After the DREAM Act failed to pass the Senate in December 2010, 
more youth activists redirected their focus to broader issues that con-
cerned all undocumented migrants. As activist Tania Unzueta Carrasco 
has argued, “This legislative failure forced us to more publicly challenge 
the nation- state and its definitions of citizenship and deportability.”37 In 
2010 there was a significant increase in the number of undocumented 
migrants who had been arrested, detained, and deported due to the e¤ects 
of federal immigration policies, such as 287(g) and S- COMM.38 In mak-
ing the shift, undocumented youth activists rejected the hierarchies 
within mainstream immigrant rights organizations that supported the 
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DREAM Act and represented undocumented young people as “inno-
cent,” while U.S. immigration law viewed their parents as criminals. In 
2011 undocumented youth activists planned actions that drew attention 
to the e¤ects of federal immigration programs— including S- COMM— 
and they collaborated with NDLON and other organizations to challenge 
anti- immigrant state laws— including SB 1070— as well as copycat laws 
in Alabama, Georgia, and elsewhere.

The undocumented youth and migrant activists’ desire to organize 
against anti- immigrant state laws, as well as federal policies such as 
287(g) and S- COMM, was a response to the localization of federal immi-
gration policy. Monica Varsanyi and other scholars of immigration pol-
icy have written about the devolution of federal immigration powers to 
states, counties, and municipalities, which began with the Illegal Immi-
gration Reform and Immigrant Responsibility Act (IIRIRA) in 1996.39 
Although some states, counties, and municipalities have developed poli-
cies that are inclusive of migrants, including sanctuary laws, allowing 
undocumented migrants to obtain drivers licenses or municipal ID cards, 
others have passed anti- immigrant laws that emphasize “attrition through 
enforcement,” in addition to enforcing federal immigration laws by par-
ticipating in the 287(g) program and S- COMM. In response, undocu-
mented youth and migrant activists challenged both local immigration 
policies and local law’s enforcement of federal immigration programs.

Walter Nicholls has pointed out that the localization of federal immigra-
tion policy contributed to the decentralized structure of the undocumented 
youth movement and some parts of the migrant rights movement. 
Unlike mainstream immigration rights organizations, which function 
through a centralized “top- down” structure, these undocumented youth 
and migrant activists developed a decentralized infrastructure. As Nich-
olls argues, the migrants’ rights movement “has drawn resources up and 
out from the grassroots . . . and circulated these resources horizontally 
to other DREAMers operating at local, statewide, and national scales.”40 
This strategy involves networks in which undocumented youth activ- 
ists located in states with more support for migrant rights organize with 
activists in states with anti- immigrant laws— including Arizona, Alabama, 
and Georgia— as well as in counties with 287(g) agreements. In the spring 
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of 2011, for example, activists involved in IYJL traveled from Chicago to 
Georgia to join local activists to protest against SB 1070 copycat law HB 
87: the Illegal Immigration Reform and Enforcement Act. On June 28, 
2011, these activists collaborated with local groups to stage a civil disobe-
dience action at the state capitol.41 The action was streamed on-line, and 
supporters watched from across the country. Although undocumented 
youth involved in civil disobedience risked being arrested, detained, and 
deported, they still chose to participate.42 These activists believed that 
making their political action visible would inspire other undocumented 
migrants to act.

This action at the Georgia state capitol reflects some major shifts  
in the undocumented youth movement. Although the DREAM Act was 
developed by politicians and nonprofit organizations and sometimes 
used in e¤orts to get comprehensive immigration reform passed, more 
undocumented youth activists began to organize with other undocu-
mented migrants in order to challenge federal and state anti- immigration 
policies.43 The “targeted audiences” for the activists’ campaigns shifted 
as well, from politicians who could put through comprehensive immi-
gration reform to other undocumented migrants with whom the youth 
could organize.

Undocumented Activists, Documentary Media,  
and the Politics of Visibility

Even before youth activists were leading their own organizations, they 
included digital media technologies as part of their political mobilizing. 
Specifically, Hinda Seif contends that “digital media allows [undocu-
mented students] to network nationally and internationally and express 
themselves with less peril.”44 Undocumented youth activists also trained 
each other in media and communication skills. Sasha Costanza- Chock 
explains that undocumented youth activists “engage in their own forms 
of ‘transmedia mobilization,’ by providing multiple entry points to a 
larger narrative that extends across platforms into face- to- face space and 
encourages participation.”45 “Transmedia mobilization” thus involves un- 
documented youth activists communicating through digital and social 
media, so they can organize and strategize.46
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In this section, I examine the counter- documents that undocumented 
youth activists produced as part of their broader political strategies. These 
counter- documents were created by activists aªliated with NIYA, which 
was formed in 2011 by undocumented youth activists interested in de- 
ploying more confrontational tactics. NIYA members filmed themselves 
prior to their protests, partly because by participating in civil disobe-
dience they risked not only arrest, but also detention and deportation. 
Their videos, which included personal narratives, could be used as part 
of antideportation campaigns. The first examples that I analyze include 
undocumented youth videotaping themselves before they were arrested 
for participation in a civil disobedience action in North Carolina. These 
activists produced the videos as a means of protection, and to contest the 
limits of the Obama administration’s policy of prosecutorial discretion.47 
The second example is a video recorded on a cell phone by an undocu-
mented youth activist as he was being arrested by Border Patrol agents 
in Alabama during his attempt to infiltrate an immigration detention 
center. His video, which was streamed live on the Internet, documented 
how state agents were failing to exercise prosecutorial discretion when 
they encountered undocumented youth. These videos were uploaded onto 
activist websites— in addition to appearing on YouTube and blogs— to 
publicize these actions and arrests in order to mobilize other undocu-
mented youth and as part of campaigns to release these activists. In 
these videos activists used documentary media as a form of protection  
to counter policing and attempts at the state’s surveillance of undocu-
mented migrants. As counter- documents, these videos portray activists 
and actions in ways that are deliberately oppositional.

In September 2011, to prepare for a protest of the discriminatory poli-
cies toward undocumented students at Central Piedmont Community 
College, NIYA activists Marco and Mohammad traveled to Charlotte, 
North Carolina, to coordinate the action with Viridiana, the cofounder  
of the North Carolina Dream Team. The event took place in Charlotte 
because the Democratic National Convention would meet there in 2012, 
and the protest was directed toward the Obama administration and the 
Democratic leadership in Congress. Although North Carolina did not 
have an SB 1070 copycat law in place, since Charlotte was located in a 
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287(g) county, undocumented youth risked arrest, detention, and depor-
tation. Assuming that they would be arrested, undocumented activists 
in North Carolina made video recordings of themselves before the civil 
disobedience action, which took place on September 6, 2011.48

By this time, undocumented youth activists had learned that they 
could lessen their chances of being detained or deported by publicly 
declaring their immigration status and publicizing their actions. Dur- 
ing the protest in North Carolina, a group of activists declared that they  
were undocumented; they spoke about discriminatory policies toward 
undocumented students at Central Piedmont Community College; and 
they explained the e¤ects of the federal government’s programs— such 
as S- COMM and 287(g)— on undocumented migrants. Following the 
rally, activists staged a civil disobedience action at an intersection near 
the college. Ten activists were arrested.49 While these activists were in 
jail, ICE put holds on them, thus initiating their transfer to an immigra-
tion detention center in Georgia. In the end, however, not one of the 
undocumented youth was detained. The activists attributed this decision 
to the “bad publicity” it would generate for the Obama administration if 
their detention was reported in the media.50

This action by undocumented youth activists tested the Obama admin-
istration’s announcement on August 18, 2011, that ICE was ignoring 
“low priority” cases to focus on deporting undocumented migrants con-
victed of serious crimes.51 Young, undocumented migrants, many of 
whom came to the United States as children, appeared to be among 
those who would benefit from this change. Some politicians and immi-
grant rights activists applauded this announcement, but these were not 
the changes that many undocumented youth and migrant activists had 
been advocating for— such as stopping any action against undocumented 
migrants, including those not currently facing deportation. Nor did Pres-
ident Barack Obama’s announcement have any e¤ect on federal policies 
and programs, such as 287(g) or S- COMM, by which ICE agents contin-
ued to arrest, detain, and deport undocumented migrants. Instead of 
changing immigration laws, the Obama administration attempted to 
make the current laws less harsh through prosecutorial discretion, which 
delays the deportations of undocumented migrants but does not grant 
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them permanent residency status.52 The administration was trying to de- 
flect criticism by attempting to make immigration laws more palatable.

Discretion is a historically fraught concept, which is based on inter-
pretation and has allowed for decisions rooted in institutional racism.53 
The Obama administration’s announcement about prosecutorial discre-
tion needs to be situated within the historical context of U.S. immi-
gration law. In her book Impossible Subjects, Mae Ngai writes about the 
use of administrative discretion in the 1930s, which was defined as “dis-
cretionary relief from deportation in meritorious cases.” She argues  
that discretion “gave rise to an oppositional political and legal discourse, 
which imagined ‘deserving’ and ‘undeserving’ illegal migrants and, ‘just’ 
and ‘unjust’ deportations.”54 She notes that “unjust” deportations were 
mostly applied to European migrants and only occasionally to Mexican 
ones. In the current context, discretion was held up as a positive change, 
one that was given to those who truly “deserve” it. For undocumented 
migrants in removal proceedings, discretion also reinscribed the author-
ity of the state to evaluate migrants on an individual basis. Discretion is 
thus an administrative technology of individuated subjection, which is 
also based on the exclusion of those who are deemed to be “undeserving.”

NIYA activists wrote a press release in advance of their action in North 
Carolina, in which they critiqued the limits of prosecutorial discretion, 
arguing that the Obama administration was using it to pacify undocu-
mented youth. As mentioned earlier, Martin, one of the activists involved 
in the action, issued a statement as part of the press release in which he 
defied the authority of the state to evaluate individuals on a case- by- case 
basis by saying that he would not “present another emotional testimony” 
nor “ask for sympathy.”55 In this context Martin’s statement functions  
as a form of disruption as he resists abiding by these same limits set 
forth by the Obama administration in cases of discretion. In their press 
release, NIYA activists contest how discretion involves working within 
the constraints of the current political context, to restrict or partially undo 
current immigration laws. Prosecutorial discretion does not account for 
the shifting ground of immigration policies, which can change with a 
new administration. These activists questioned the force of discretion 
within the broader context of punitive U.S. immigration policies.
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The press release emerged out of what Tania Unzueta Carrasco and 
Hinda Seif describe as the “context of shifting deportation and ‘prosecu-
torial discretion’ policies and enforcement measures a¤ecting categories 
of who is deemed deportable and who is not.”56 It was also influenced by 
changes in strategies put forward by NIYA and undocumented youth 
activists. Undocumented youth whom ICE had placed in deportation 
proceedings had been advised by activists involved in the Education Not 
Deportation (END) campaign to create videos to both draw in and mobi-
lize a broader public to pressure ICE to stop their deportation.57 In- 
formation about the production of videos was included in Education  
Not Deportation: A Guide for Undocumented Youth in Removal Proceed-
ings, a publication developed by NIYA, the Asian Law Caucus, Educators 
for Fair Consideration, and DreamActivist.org. Because the governmen-
tal joint task force overseeing potential removal cases considered the 
migrant’s pursuit of education in the United States, circumstances of 
arrival in the country, and length of stay, an undocumented youth’s story 
was important to his or her case. Consequently, the END Guide encour-
aged undocumented youth to tell their personal stories, which included 
their names, ages, places of residence, educational histories, involvement 
in community activities, and immigration statuses.58

In addition to helping undocumented youth create narratives that 
would “inspire others to act,” the END Guide also directed these young 
people to represent themselves in specific ways. The authors of the END 
Guide advised those in removal proceedings to mobilize feelings of iden-
tification to appeal to a broad audience. Undocumented youth were told 
to speak about their personal lives and to include photographs of them-
selves within the videos, which would encourage viewers to empathize 
with them. As the END Guide notes, “By using pictures you intend to 
show the public that you are just like them.”59 In addition to “making . . . 
personal connection[s],” the authors of the END Guide also suggested 
that these individuals perform their stories.60 Although the instructions 
for the video component appear simple— including the writing and re- 
cording of a public narrative— - the guide’s authors advise that their sto-
ries should appear “natural,” and thus, individuals should avoid reading 
their narratives to the camera. This approach was intended to produce a 
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“real” aesthetic, although the appearance of “naturalness” involves a 
carefully rehearsed performance.

The approaches recommended by the END Guide have their limita-
tions. For example, in order to convince ICE to use discretion, the END 
Guide suggests that undocumented youth make their narratives “com-
pelling” and “worthy of discretion.” There were repercussions to this 
strategy, as noted by activist Tania Unzueta Carrasco, who argues that 
while activists attempted to “challenge the label of ‘criminality’ as a  
qualifier for deportability, we were doing so by emphasizing other hege-
monic characteristics.”61 Directing undocumented youth to highlight 
their “worthiness” implicitly diminishes that of others who have not 
attained this “success.” Thus, the END videos involve crafting a kind of 
performance of exceptionalism. This performance reaªrms the state’s 
prerogative to determine worthiness, and it supports the presumption 
that most undocumented migrants are unworthy of discretion. This 
public narrative is quite di¤erent from the counter- documents produced 
by undocumented youth, which serve as a form of disruption.

The END campaign’s focus on the videos created by undocumented 
youth to prevent their deportation appealed for inclusion within the 
nation, which di¤ered from the counter- documents produced by activ-
ists in North Carolina. These activists drew upon the aesthetic elements 
of these videos, while also challenging their approach.62 Similar to the 
videos produced for the END campaign, the activists in North Carolina 
included first- person narratives in their videos, during which undocu-
mented youth speak directly to the camera. Each video features a sin- 
gle person, closely cropped, and shot in a simple, straightforward way. 
Although the aesthetics of these videos are similar, the activists in North 
Carolina aimed to repurpose these first- person, conventional forms to 
challenge the terms of discretion.

Some of these distinctions in the approach to these videos are related 
to their di¤erent purposes and the specific audiences to whom they  
were addressed. Undocumented youth were in deportation proceedings 
when they created their videos based on the END Guide, whereas the 
activists in North Carolina produced their videos ahead of their direct 
action. Although the END Guide suggested that videos be directed to 
John Morton, director of DHS/ICE— as well as to the politicians from 
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the individual’s state and district— those produced by the activists in 
North Carolina were addressed to at least three di¤erent audiences: gov-
ernment agents reviewing cases for discretion, their family members, 
and other undocumented youth.

The distinction between using a personal narrative as a case for  
inclusion in the nation- state and as a means of more fundamentally 
challenging the terms of political inclusion is evident in the videos pro-
duced by undocumented youth activists in North Carolina. Some activ-
ists recorded these videos as a precaution, in case they were put in 
deportation proceedings.63 These videos included information such as 
the activist’s name, age, educational history, and how he or she came  
to the United States. Although these undocumented youth activists 
included information about themselves in their videos that was con-
ventionally deployed as support for discretion, they often represented 
themselves in ways that failed to conform to normative characteristics, 
such as how the DREAMer had been scripted by mainstream immigrant 
rights organizations.64

The videos made by activists prior to their arrests, however, served 
other purposes, too. These videos were produced in order to mobilize 
other undocumented youth to become involved in the struggle against 
restrictive anti- immigrant laws. As opposed to gaining the support of 
politicians and leaving the repressive structure of immigration laws in 
place, in their videos these activists directly challenged these laws by re- 
ferring to the e¤ects of racism and discrimination against people of color 
in the United States, which led to racial profiling of Latina/o migrants, 
while referencing their own privilege, especially in relation to their par-
ents. The aesthetics of the videos produced by the END campaign and 
those created by activists in North Carolina are similar, conveying direct 
address and emphasizing a lack of televisual mediation. However, the 
former is an appeal to the state on its own terms, while the latter chal-
lenges these terms as a counter- document.

In their videos, undocumented youth challenge how U.S. immigra-
tion law criminalizes undocumented migrants— including their parents— 
while also critiquing the limits of prosecutorial discretion. The videos 
produced by the activists in North Carolina presented a counter- narrative 
to how the U.S. state deemed their parents— as undocumented migrants—  
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to be deportable. By getting arrested, these activists were testing the 
Obama administration’s policies, as well as contesting how these poli-
cies made some groups eligible for discretion, but not others. Unlike the 
videos featured in the END Guide, these activists did not create “compel-
ling” personal narratives to represent themselves as “worthy of discre-
tion.” Instead, their videos challenged how politicians and state agents 
treated undocumented migrants. For example, Angelica stated in her 
video that she was tired of all the politicians’ lies and the ways that local 
oªcials treated undocumented migrants as criminals.65 Other activists’ 
videos portrayed how undocumented youth challenged U.S. immigra-
tion policy on behalf of their parents. In Santiago’s video, he noted that 
he was “standing up to power,” with the hope that his parents could also 
do so someday, without the risk of deportation.66 As opposed to referring 
to their parents’ actions as “illegal” (due to the way in which they crossed 
the U.S.– Mexico boundary), they stated that their parents were brave  
to travel to the United States to improve their family’s lives. Instead of 
criminalizing their parents, these activists chided politicians for failing 
to act on behalf of undocumented migrants.67

Rather than appealing to the U.S. nation- state for inclusion, the videos 
produced by undocumented youth were a means to motivate other young 
migrants to join their cause. In their videos, the activists represented 
themselves as models for other undocumented youth to e¤ect real polit-
ical change. For example, Santiago stated that undocumented youth 
should not “assimilate to a system that oppresses us and try to belong to 
that system,” declaring that “we need to challenge that system and create 
a real movement, a movement where we are fighting for human rights 
for all.”68 Martin also spoke directly to undocumented youth, encour-
aging them to mobilize on their own behalf. Specifically he stated that, 
“It’s time to step up and do something— we will no longer be placed  
on hold.” He also asserted, “Doing nothing— waiting to get deported is 
a horrible idea. You have to do something about what’s going on. No one 
is going to take care of our issues— we have to take responsibility now  
to do something about this injustice. So get involved— do something 
now— there’s no time to wait.”69 In creating these counter- documents, 
undocumented youth activists challenge how some migrants were not 
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considered to be “deserving” of discretion. They also encourage undocu-
mented youth to become active in protesting anti- immigrant laws.

Moreover, these videos convey a specific, strategic visibility. After the 
videos were produced, they were uploaded onto activist websites, as well 
as onto social networking sites such as Facebook, YouTube, and blogs.70 
Numerous scholars have argued that digital and social media have shaped 
how social movements have publicized their campaigns in recent years. 
Similar to the human rights activists whom Meg McLagan writes about, 
undocumented youth activists have also produced “a new kind of media 
activism,” which “not only makes sophisticated and innovative use of 
techniques of celebrity and publicity through a wide range of forms . . . 
but that also involves the creation of new organizational structures that 
provide a kind of sca¤olding for the production and distribution of these 
media.”71 Activists’ distribution of these counter- documents does a cer-
tain kind of political work. In addition to challenging hierarchies estab-
lished by the U.S. state and reaªrmed by mainstream immigrant rights 
groups, the activists’ circulation of their videos through social media are 
also a means to protect and mobilize other undocumented migrants.

In the context of undocumented youth activists’ online presence, their 
websites, such as one developed by the undocumented- led online orga-
nization DreamActivist.org, function as “portals into activism.”72 Follow-
ing the arrest of these undocumented youth activists in North Carolina, 
DreamActivist.org circulated a petition to President Obama and Janet 
Napolitano, the secretary of the Department of Homeland Security, to 
end 287(g) and S- COMM. The authors of this petition note the contra-
diction between Obama’s August 2011 announcement on discretion and 
the fact that the activists arrested were “put on the fast track to immi-
gration detention.”73 The actions of these undocumented activists high-
lighted federal laws and policies that continue to place undocumented 
migrants in detention and deportation proceedings. Their videos also 
addressed a core constituency of supporters and claimed a digital space 
for challenging U.S. immigration policy.

The protest by the North Carolina Dream Team was a direct challenge 
to the Obama administration’s announcement about prosecutorial discre-
tion, since their arrests and near placement in deportation proceed ings 



252 Reconfiguring Documentation

exposed the inconsistencies in state agents’ use of discretion. That ICE 
started the process of placing activists into detention centers following 
the White House’s announcement demonstrates the weakness of the 
concept of “discretion.” The activists were arrested for “civil” disobedi-
ence, but ICE agents attempted to place them into deportation proceed-
ings, which contradicted the Obama administration’s announcement 
that DHS/ICE would prioritize penalizing those who had committed 
criminal— rather than civil— violations. Although a joint task force 
between the DHS and the Department of Justice (DOJ) was gearing  
up to review all three hundred thousand cases in deportation proceed-
ings, ICE agents continued to arrest, detain, and deport undocumented 
migrants for civil violations.

In their videos, youth activists in North Carolina represented them-
selves as disruptive, and refused to abide by the constraints of discretion. 
While undocumented youth had focused on lobbying politicians to sup-
port the DREAM Act from the early 2000s through 2010, in these vid-
eos activists also direct themselves toward other undocumented youth  
in order to enlist them to act on behalf of all undocumented migrants. 
Although the END campaign advised activists to represent themselves 
within the terms of discretion, many in these videos refused to abide by 
those limitations. Through their public actions and their videos, these 
activists mobilized other undocumented migrants to challenge punitive 
U.S. immigration laws and policies— such as 287(g) and S- COMM— 
that have contributed to the increased number of migrants who have 
been detained in or deported from the United States.

Soon after the action in North Carolina, NIYA activists escalated their 
political strategies beyond acts of civil disobedience. The activists arrested 
in North Carolina were not transferred to an immigrant detention center, 
but most undocumented migrants with ICE holds who were in the jail  
at that time were brought to the Stewart Detention Center in Georgia.  
By conversing with “low priority” undocumented migrants in the jail, 
NIYA activists developed a new strategy to infiltrate immigration deten-
tion centers to inform undocumented migrants of their rights, as well as 
to gather information to help release those detained.74 The production of 
counter- documents was central to this strategy. These activists wanted 
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to demonstrate that when the media was not there, “low priority” un- 
documented migrants were being arrested, put in detention centers, and 
then in deportation proceedings. The activists focused on the inconsis-
tencies in the implementation of the guidelines for discretion. This type 
of action could only be performed by undocumented migrants. As Marco 
wrote, “We the undocumented . . . have become in e¤ect perfect soldiers 
to tackle the architects and structures of our detention.”75 Marco was 
noting that undocumented migrants could get into detention centers in 
e¤orts to release those who were detained, and beyond that, Mohammad 
stated that NIYA members should also use their undocumented status 
to “flip the power of those who think they are in charge.”76 Thus, although 
government agents believed they had the upper hand, Mohammad’s 
comment demonstrated that the activists could use their undocumented 
status to infiltrate detention centers in order to illustrate the inconsisten-
cies between who was being detained and deported and how this infor-
mation was being “oªcially” reported by the Obama administration.77

The first activists to document the inconsistencies in the enforcement 
of the guidelines for discretion were Jonathan and Isaac, two NIYA- 
aªliated activists from Southern California. Jonathan and Isaac were 
arrested in November 2011 at a Border Patrol oªce in Mobile, Alabama, 
and were detained at the South Louisiana Correctional Center in Basile, 
Louisiana. At the time, Jonathan and Isaac were members of the San 
Gabriel Dream Team who traveled from Southern California to Alabama 
to join activists to protest HB 56: the Beason- Hammon Alabama Tax-
payer and Citizen Protection Act. Activists organized rallies and actions 
in Montgomery, Alabama, to protest HB 56, an SB 1070 copycat law 
based on “attrition through enforcement,” which criminalizes undocu-
mented migrants, prompting many to leave the state. What di¤erentiated 
the actions in Alabama from those previously organized by undocu-
mented youth activists was that it was the first time that they engaged  
in civil disobedience along with their parents or with activists of their 
parents’ generation.78 All the undocumented migrant activists who were 
involved in civil disobedience in Alabama were arrested. Due to the pub-
licity surrounding these actions, everyone— including the adults— was 
released, avoiding detention centers or deportation proceedings.
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The activists’ strategy to infiltrate immigration detention centers was 
part of a broader campaign to highlight how federal and state agents 
were not consistently abiding by the terms of discretion as they contin-
ued to arrest, detain, and deport undocumented migrants who were con-
sidered “low priority.” The jail- to- detention- center pipeline was enabled 
by ICE’s S- COMM program, which connected local police to federal 
immigration authorities through the use of integrated databases that 
used biometric technologies— including fingerprinting— to determine 
the immigration status of the individuals who were arrested.79 The 
S- COMM program provided the infrastructure for taking an undocu-
mented migrant who had committed a minor crime— such as a traªc 
violation— to a detention center or to be put in deportation proceedings. 
As part of the campaign against the S- COMM program, undocumented 
youth activists held civil disobedience actions at ICE oªces nationwide. 
For example, Jonathan and Isaac participated in a civil disobedience 
action against ICE in Los Angeles in October 2011, during which young 
activists blocked a van full of undocumented migrants who were about 
to get deported.80 These undocumented youth activists also took part in 
an act of civil disobedience at one of the ICE oªces, located next to the 
immigration detention center. These actions were recorded by undocu-
mented youth activists, including the sit- in at the ICE oªce, which was 
filmed on the camera of a cell phone and circulated on activist websites, 
YouTube, and blogs.81 By holding a civil disobedience action in front of 
a van of undocumented migrants who were about to be deported and  
in the middle of an ICE oªce, undocumented youth activists attempted 
to disrupt the “processing” of undocumented migrants by the ICE 
“machine.”82 These actions included recording the activities of govern-
ment agents, which were largely unseen by the broader public, specifi-
cally the ways in which ICE detains undocumented migrants and then 
systematically deports them. The activists’ use of documentary media 
functioned as a tactical weapon.

Jonathan and Isaac engaged in counter- surveillance, as they attempted 
to infiltrate an immigration detention center. To document what federal 
agencies were doing behind closed doors— making visible what the state 
wanted to keep invisible— Jonathan and Isaac performed as “ordinary” 
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undocumented migrants, so that their actions did not receive the atten-
tion of the news media. Jonathan and Isaac described this infiltration as 
a “silent action,” in which they declared their immigration status before 
federal immigration agents without the presence of the media.83 The 
strategies of these activists— including the “silent action”— developed in 
response to the Obama administration’s predilection for “silent raids” 
and its more veiled approach to detention and deportation, which stands 
in contrast to the spectacle associated with ICE workplace raids during 
the Bush administration.

During their action, Jonathan was the first to enter the oªce, and he 
used the video camera on his cell phone to live stream his interaction 
with the Border Patrol.84 He put his cell phone in a jacket pocket with the 
camera lens directed at the Border Patrol personnel. In watching the 
video on a live stream, the viewers see the Border Patrol sta¤, but they 
only hear Jonathan. After entering the Border Patrol oªce, Jonathan 
speaks to a receptionist, acting as if he is lost. The camera is shaky, and 
the aesthetics resemble that of cinema verité, making it appear similar 
to a journalistic exposé. Later, when Jonathan interacts with the Border 
Patrol agents, he breaks character and starts to question what they are 
doing. When the agents explain they are “enforcing immigration law,” 
Jonathan accuses them of deporting people, noting as well that he is 
“undocumented,” a term they do not understand. (Jonathan then trans-
lates the term, stating that he is “illegal.”) Jonathan continues to film the 
Border Patrol agents as they ask him questions regarding his entry into 
the United States. Within a short time after his arrival at the Border Patrol 
oªce, the agents decided that Jonathan— considered “low priority” by 
the terms of prosecutorial discretion— would be moved to an immigra-
tion detention center. The documentary video serves as evidence that 
exposes how state agents failed to follow the guidelines for discretion.

Jonathan’s cell phone camera documented what happens when there 
is not publicity around the case of a “low priority” undocumented migrant. 
Consequently, he provided evidence that undocumented migrants— like 
himself— who met the terms of discretion were being detained. Jonathan 
used his cell phone camera as part of a strategy of counter- surveillance, 
as, in his words, “we knew people like us were being deported and we 
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wanted to create a scenario where that could be seen in the public 
sphere.”85 The video exposes that state agents were not abiding by ICE’s 
policy regarding prosecutorial discretion in their “processing” of undoc-
umented migrants, and it documents this not- so- silent- action, as Jona-
than’s words were heard during the live stream. His interaction with 
Border Patrol agents was posted on YouTube, under the title Undocu-
mented Youth vs. Border Patrol Round 1— Mobile, Alabama, while Jona-
than and Isaac were still being held at the South Louisiana Correctional 
Center (Figure 26).86 This action involved counter- surveillance and also 
created a counter- narrative to the story provided by the Obama adminis-
tration: that state agents were exercising prosecutorial discretion.87 The 
video served as a counter- document, as a means to circulate Jonathan’s 
interaction with state agents, revealing the limits of the Obama admin-
istration’s policies around discretion, and to demonstrate the ways in 
which he and Isaac directly challenged the work of the Border Patrol, 
DHS, ICE, and the Obama administration.

One of the main strategies of undocumented youth activists at this 
time was to publicize their actions through digital and social media, to 
bring attention to how U.S. immigration policies a¤ect undocumented 

Figure 26. This still is from the video Undocumented Youth vs. Border Patrol 
Round 1—Mobile, Alabama, which was shot by Jonathan while he was being 
questioned in a Border Patrol oªce in Mobile, Alabama, in November 2011.
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migrants, which also serves as a form of protection against their deten-
tion and deportation. These strategies, which I refer to as a form of 
counter- visibility, are a response to the Obama administration’s empha-
sis on minimizing publicity around its policing of undocumented youth 
migrants. However, Jonathan’s video also reveals the limitations in rep-
resenting state agents from the perspective of undocumented migrants. 
After a few minutes of filming the Border Patrol with a cell phone cam-
era, the Border Patrol agents arrested Jonathan, limiting his ability to 
document what they were doing after their initial interaction.

While detained in the South Louisiana Correctional Center, Jonathan 
and Isaac collected information from migrants who should have been 
“low priority,” yet had been placed into deportation proceedings.88 They 
also heard stories about the personal risks that migrants— including 
some who should have qualified for asylum— confronted on their jour-
ney to the United States.89 After ten days in the South Louisiana Cor-
rectional Center, ICE agents discovered that Jonathan and Barrera were 
activists, and they were released.90 On the day they left the detention 
center, Mohammad circulated a press release about the activists’ infil-
tration, which he related to the work of undocumented youth activists 
who wanted to challenge anti- immigrant state laws.91 NIYA activists 
engaged in this work by participating in the No Papers, No Fear Ride  
for Justice.

I now turn to the collaboration between undocumented youth and 
migrant rights activists on the No Papers, No Fear Ride for Justice, orga-
nized by NDLON. The tour took place in the summer of 2012, to mobi-
lize undocumented migrants, particularly in states with anti- immigrant 
laws and in counties with 287(g) agreements. This campaign built on 
NDLON’s previous e¤orts working with migrant rights activists in states 
with anti- immigrant laws, such as Arizona, Georgia, and Alabama.92 One 
goal of the No Papers, No Fear campaign was to draw on the strategies 
of undocumented youth activists, including their organization of direct 
actions against ICE, which they publicized through digital and social 
media. Undocumented youth activists coordinated the No Papers, No 
Fear media campaign, which involved publicizing these direct actions.93 
Migrant rights activists involved in NDLON and the Puente Movement 
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viewed these tactics as successful, and consequently, they employed 
some of the same strategies as part of the No Papers, No Fear tour.

Si No Nos Invitan, Nos Invitamos Solos:  
No Papers, No Fear Protest in Alabama

As mentioned in the introduction to this chapter, activists in NDLON, 
the Puente Movement, and other migrant- led organizations coordinated 
the No Papers, No Fear Ride for Justice in the summer of 2012. This 
tour included a multigenerational group of almost forty activists, rang-
ing from nineteen to sixty- five years old, traveling on a bus (called the 
“undocubus”), through eleven states from Arizona to North Carolina.94 
The participants were protesting the spread of SB 1070 copycat laws, 
U.S. immigration laws and policies, and the presence of the Obama 
administration at the Democratic National Convention, held in Char-
lotte, North Carolina, in September 2012. The campaign was named No 
Papers, No Fear to challenge state laws like SB 1070, Alabama’s HB 56, 
and Georgia’s HB 87, which allowed police to ask for the immigration 
papers of anyone whom they believe is undocumented. According to the 
organizers, the campaign was intended to “bring national attention to 
the consequences of this country’s immigration policy through carefully 
planned acts of civil disobedience, publicized through social media.”95 
This campaign drew upon initiatives from the Turning the Tide sum-
mit, held in New Orleans in 2010, which emphasized what activists call 
a “trans- local” approach to organizing.96 Activists focused on counties 
with 287(g) agreements and states with SB 1070 copycat laws. This 
trans- local approach challenged mainstream immigrant organizations 
that focused on national organizing in support of the DREAM Act and 
comprehensive immigration reform.

The No Papers, No Fear campaign continued the work of undocu-
mented migrant activists in Arizona, Alabama, and Georgia, all of whom 
planned protests involving civil disobedience. Some of these activists 
had created comités populares (people’s committees) to organize against 
anti- immigrant state laws, while emphasizing the cooperation between 
local law enforcement and federal immigration oªcials in detaining  
and deporting undocumented migrants.97 They also highlighted the  
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consequences of anti- immigrant state laws by organizing protests and 
workshops to address issues faced by undocumented migrants, such as 
how to defend themselves in deportation proceedings.98 In protesting 
the e¤ects of state and federal immigration policies on their communi-
ties, these activists were disruptive and represented themselves in ways 
that were oppositional.

The No Papers, No Fear campaign emphasized mobility and mobili-
zation through the Ride for Justice, as well as by the circulation of videos 
of their actions, which were also forms of publicity and visibility. The 
campaign had its own volunteer media crew comprised of individuals 
who documented these actions through photography and video.99 While 
these media makers filmed many actions, in the remainder of the chap-
ter I will concentrate on two videos that contain highlights of an action 
at a U.S. Commission on Civil Rights (USCCR) field briefing in Birming-
ham, Alabama, that focused on the e¤ects of anti- immigration state laws 
after the Arizona v. U.S. decision.100 These videos are titled Ganando el 
derecho de hablar por nosotros mismos: Winning the Right to Speak for Our-
selves and Si No Nos Invitan, Nos Invitamos Solos: No Papers, No Fear 
Protest in Alabama. Both were produced by media makers and migrant 
activists— including Jorge and filmmaker Barni Axmed Qaasim— on the 
“undocubus.”101

When this action at the USCCR field briefing took place in August 
2012, Alabama’s anti- immigrant law (HB 56) was considered to be the 
“toughest in the nation.”102 As mentioned earlier, HB 56 was based on 
Arizona’s SB 1070, which promotes “attrition through enforcement.” 
Prior to the briefing, the members of the USCCR, described as an “inde-
pendent, bipartisan agency charged with monitoring federal civil rights 
enforcement,” determined who would speak.103 Consequently, individu-
als who were not on the agenda were not allowed to share their perspec-
tives with members of the commission.104 Those who were on the agenda 
included politicians, educators, and directors of organizations, including 
the Federation for American Immigration Reform (FAIR) and the Center 
for Immigration Studies. Although the USCCR invited speakers from 
the Mexican American Legal Defense and Education Fund (MALDEF), 
not a single individual directly a¤ected by these laws was included on 
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the agenda. This absence reflects how undocumented migrants are 
treated as permanently criminalized people in the United States and, as 
Lisa Marie Cacho argues, as members of groups who are “subjected to 
laws but refused the legal means to contest those laws . . . [and] denied 
both the political legitimacy and moral credibility necessary to ques- 
tion them.”105 Although undocumented migrants were not invited to 
speak, a group of activists from the No Papers, No Fear tour interrupted 
the briefing, sharing how they had been negatively a¤ected by anti- 
immigrant laws.

Previous to their interruption of the USCCR briefing, activists with 
the No Papers, No Fear campaign held a protest outside the building 
that included a performance by a group of migrant activists. In the tradi-
tion of political street theater, these activists drove up in a white van and 
parked in front of the building. About ten activists stepped out of the van 
wearing prisoners’ uniforms that were made of black garbage bags with 
white stripes spray- painted on them. As they shouted “¿Quién tiene el 
poder? ¡Hacemos! Sin papeles, sin miedo” (Who has the power? We do! 
No papers, no fear), they ripped o¤ their prison garb to reveal campaign 
T- shirts underneath that featured an image of a butterfly. They also 
threw handcu¤s onto the ground and draped a banner for the No Papers, 
No Fear campaign over the van. The activists then opened a cardboard 
box filled with live butterflies, which they set free. Following this part  
of the action these activists marched into the building where the USCCR 
briefing was taking place while shouting “No papers, no fear. Dignity is 
standing here.”

Once inside the building, four of the activists challenged the dictates 
of whom the USCCR considered acceptable speakers. This action in- 
volved what artist and activist Rozalinda Borcilă refers to as “inter-
ventionist tactics,” which are used as a means to “disrupt . . . spaces 
where social conflict was rendered invisible.”106 As noncitizens who 
were essentially barred from speaking, each activist had “to interrupt the 
dominant political (speaking) order not just to be heard but to be recog-
nized as a speaking being as such.”107 This group chose to address the 
e¤ects of these anti- immigrant laws on undocumented migrants dur- 
ing the testimony of Kris Kobach, the Kansas secretary of state, and the 



 Reconfiguring Documentation 261

so- called legal mind behind SB 1070.108 Through their testimonies and 
presence at the field briefings, these activists contributed to a discussion 
that initially depended on their absence. Their action and the video they 
produced are examples of the activists’ strategies of disruption, counter- 
visibility, and counter- documentation.

The activists who interrupted the briefing include Gerardo and Mari 
Cruz from the Puente Movement in Arizona, Juan José from Teatro  
Jornalero sin Fronteras (Day Laborer Theater without Borders) in Los 
Angeles, and María H. from Mujeres Unidas y Activas in San Francisco. 
All of them stood up to speak individually, holding signs indicating that 
they were “undocumented.”109 As part of this action, the activists em- 
phasized their undocumented status— by both their signs and their 
statements. This information brought added significance to their physi-
cal presence at the briefing, drawing attention to the risks they faced to 
speak out against these laws.

Although the USCCR tried to make the perspectives of undocumented 
migrants absent in the briefing, these activists emphasized their pres-
ence in many ways, including speaking out against these anti- immigrant 
state laws. Jackson Miller notes that within the context of protests, in- 
cluding those by undocumented migrants, “presence is created through 
embodied practices,” including the “capacity to establish control of some 
space and maintain the attention of some audience.”110 The activists 
established their presence not only by physically being there, but also  
by what they said and how they said it, and by their signs and the orga-
nized actions of the group. Following Gerardo who spoke first, Mari 
Cruz (who identified herself as María) stood up and started shouting in 
Spanish:

My name is María [last name] y vengo de Phoenix, Arizona. Han vio-
lado nuestros derechos como seres humanos. Aquí estoy! Aquí estoy 
levantando la voz por mi comunidad, por mis hijos, por todas las 
familias que han sido separadas. Aquí estoy!! Y quiero . . . presentar 
esto para que lo vea! Para que vea que soy una madre! Una madre 
responsable! No soy una . . . no soy una criminal! No soy! No soy crim-
inal! Aquí estoy! Estoy defendiendo mis derechos!
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[My name is María {last name} and I am from Phoenix. They have 
violated my human rights. Here I am! I am here to lift up my voice  
on behalf of my community, my children, and all those families that 
have been separated. I am here! And I would like . . . to present this  
so that you can see it! To see that I am a mother, a responsible mother! 
I am not . . . I am not a criminal! I’m not! I am not a criminal! I am 
here to defend my rights!]

María H. also stood up, moved toward the aisle, and shouted angrily in 
Spanish (Figure 27):

Ya basta! Bola de corruptos! Mi nombre es María [last name]. Soy 
madre de familia. He recibido mucha discriminación. Soy María [last 
name]. Indocumentada y sin miedo! No tengo miedo! Aquí estoy! 
Deben respetar nuestros derechos! Son derechos civiles! Esto es una 
basura! Allí se la dejo, quédense con ella. No saben respetar el dolor 
humano. A mis hijos le han quitado la troca dos veces! Tienen que 
pagar dos mil dólares . . . para sacar aquel vehículo! Hace un año, 
perdimos nuestra casa. No hay derechos humanos!

[Enough! You are all corrupt. My name is María {last name}. I am  
the mother of the family. I am facing powerful discrimination. I am 
María {last name}. I am undocumented and unafraid. I do not have 
fear. Here I am! You are supposed to respect my civil rights! They  
are civil rights! This paper (commission briefing) is trash. I will leave 
it here! You can keep it. You don’t know how to respect human 
su¤ering. They have taken the truck from my sons, twice. They have to 
pay $2,000 . . . to get this vehicle out. One year ago, we lost our house. 
There are no human rights.]111

By declaring “Aquí estoy” (Here I am), these women claimed their  
presence during the hearings, at which anti- immigrant state laws were 
discussed without the input from people a¤ected by them. The state-
ment “Aquí estoy” is reminiscent of “Aquí estamos” (Here we are), part 
of the migrants’ chants during the marches in spring 2006. Nicholas De 
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Genova suggests that this statement “aªrmed the theme of presence— 
the profound and extricable presence of migrants, and especially that  
of the undocumented, within the U.S. social formation and within the 
space of the state.”112 In enacting what Anne McNevin characterizes as  
a “politics of presence— an embodied taking- up of public space,”113 these 
activists could “constitute themselves as political agents under new terms, 
taking di¤erent positions in the social space than those in which they 
were previously positioned,” as Engin Isin suggests.114

In testifying that immigration laws and policies— such as SB 1070 and 
the ICE raids— had violated their civil and human rights, these women 
emphasized their roles in their families and communities. Both Mari 
Cruz’s and María H.’s a¤ect could be characterized primarily by anger, 
as they shouted loudly at Kobach and at the USCCR sta¤ in Spanish. 
Their statements— in which they spoke on behalf of family and commu-
nity members— exemplify how, as Amalia Pallares argues, narratives of 
family “serve as a site of collective identity” within migrant activism.115 
As Lisa Marie Cacho notes, however, migrant activists “unintentionally 
reify other legally vulnerable, legally constructed categories,” such as 

Figure 27. Still from a video Si No Nos Invitan, Nos Invitamos Solos, which was 
filmed by Barni Axmed Qaasim during a U.S. Commission on Civil Rights 
briefing in Birmingham, Alabama. This action was part of the No Papers, No 
Fear: Ride for Justice Tour in August 2012.
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when they counter- pose their familial roles— that is, mothers— against 
criminality, as if these two identities were incompatible.116 Further, Ana 
Elena Puga analyzes the figure of the undocumented migrant as “embed-
ded in a network of roles or ‘cast’ in the language of theater,” which  
can be “recast” when roles become contested.117 She notes that, while 
“characterizations, plot, and spectacle can sometimes win rights,” they 
can also “lead to artificial resolutions about who belongs and who does 
not belong in the borders of the nation- state.”118

In addition to their disruptions, these activists performed unauthor-
ized acts that challenged the format of the USCCR briefing. Since there 
was no space made for undocumented migrants to speak at the briefing, 
security guards escorted these activists out of the room following their 
action. As Peter Nyers suggests, “Not surprisingly, representatives of  
the sovereign order display a striking anxiety whenever the abject for-
eigner takes on the status of a political activist engaged in acts of self- 
determination (e.g., stopping their deportation)” as “the dominant order 
of speaking beings cannot tolerate the sights or sounds of noncitizens 
acting as political agents.”119 As such, the very structure of the briefing— 
specifically the USCCR’s terms of exclusion— preempted any immedi-
ate policy impact of the action.

However, members of the USCCR were not the only audience for this 
action. The undocumented migrant activists used documentary media 
to capture their performances of unauthorized acts, which they distrib-
uted as counter- documents on activist websites. The action was a form 
of disruption within the briefing, but the video Si No Nos Invitan, Nos 
Invitamos Solo also had an afterlife, as it circulated through activists’ web-
sites. Although activists were addressing Kobach and members of the 
USCCR during the briefing, the video documentary was directed toward 
those who were absent— specifically, other undocumented migrants— as 
a means of political mobilization.120 The activists’ decision to upload the 
video on the No Papers, No Fear website and on YouTube publicized the 
action to other undocumented migrants.

This video was more than the recording of the disruption of a brief-
ing; rather, it was purposely shaped for circulation through the staging 
of the protest, the location of the cameras, and the process of editing. 
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The video also has its own formal elements, as well as what McKee and 
McLagan refer to as “its own capacities for circulation and remediation, 
its own a¤ectual address to a spectator”— in this case, other undocu-
mented migrants.121 The circulation of these counter- documents is thus 
part of the way in which undocumented migrant activists create what 
Alicia Schmidt Camacho refers to as “alternate subnational or trans-
national spheres of communication and politics.”122 Although very few 
people could witness the action live during the USCCR hearings, many 
people could watch it after the video was uploaded onto various websites.

This action was also a form of protection for the activists in case of 
legal action by the state. The strategy for publicizing the Alabama protest 
was modeled on one that was used after an earlier civil disobedience 
action as part of the No Papers, No Fear Ride for Justice in Knoxville, 
Tennessee. As a result of that action, undocumented migrant activists 
had been arrested and faced deportation. However, activists from the No 
Papers, No Fear campaign posted videos of the undocumented migrants’ 
arrests, along with a message for viewers to call ICE to release them.123 
Orga nizers of the campaign built an e- mail list, a Facebook page, and  
a Twitter following, and they were thus able to mobilize migrants and 
allies on behalf of those arrested. As a result of this organizing, all of 
those arrested were eventually released.124 This approach was seen as a 
model for actions that followed— including the one in Alabama— since 
organiz ers believed that if these actions were publicized, the activists 
could avoid arrest or deportation.

The use of media in the No Papers, No Fear campaign— including 
forms of social media— was a significant aspect of undocumented migrant 
activists’ political organizing. The recording and circulation of Si No Nos 
Invitan, Nos Invitamos Solos on a range of media platforms brought atten-
tion to the ways that these anti- immigrant laws a¤ect undocumented 
migrants as well as the deliberate exclusion of migrant activists from the 
briefing. Strategies employed by undocumented youth activists— and  
by previous campaigns organized by NDLON, such as ¡Alto Arizona! 
(Stop Arizona!)— were incorporated into the No Papers, No Fear cam-
paign.125 No Papers, No Fear developed its own website, which described 
the organization and provided information for activists about how to 
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“engage,” “endorse,” and “converge” with the campaign. The website be- 
came an archive of counter- documents, providing visibility for the cam-
paign and enabling activists to contribute to counter- networks composed 
of undocumented migrant activists and their supporters.126

Thus, in the context of the action in Alabama, the No Papers, No Fear 
website was a platform for political action. Similarly, Si No Nos Invitan, 
Nos Invitamos Solos served as a counter- document that represented the 
ways in which activists were performing unauthorized acts as well as 
challenging anti- immigrant state and federal laws. The activists also 
mobilized in support of the No Papers, No Fear campaign and pro- 
tected the undocumented migrants who took part in the action from 
being detained or deported. These undocumented activists disrupted the 
goings- on of the state and represented themselves in ways that were 
oppositional. Further, by being present at the briefing and sharing repre-
sen tations of this action through digital media, undocumented migrant 
activists defied state agents’ attempts to limit their physical movement, 
both within and across national boundaries.

In large part due to the organizing work of undocumented youth  
and migrant activists, President Barack Obama enacted two executive 
orders between 2012 and 2014— DACA and Deferred Action for Parents 
of Americans and Lawful Permanent Residents (DAPA). On August 15, 
2012, during the No Papers, No Fear tour, DACA was instituted nation-
ally. DACA allows undocumented youth to apply for “deferred action,” 
which enables them to remain in the United States for two years and to 
apply for work permits.127 DACA builds on policies developed during the 
Obama administration such as “prosecutorial discretion,” which was put 
in place to eliminate “low priority” cases, so ICE could focus on deport-
ing undocumented migrants convicted of crimes. Some undocumented 
youth activists— such as Tania Unzueta Carrasco— have critiqued DACA, 
noting the ways in which “it further bolsters the categorization of immi-
grants as ‘worthy’ or ‘unworthy.’”128 Following DACA, undocumented 
youth and migrant activists involved in NDLON and NIYA continued to 
organize against policies that led to the deportation of undocumented 
migrants through the #Not1More campaign.129 In November 2014, Pres-
ident Obama announced that by executive action he would expand the 
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terms of DACA in order to provide relief to a broader group of undocu-
mented migrants through DAPA.130 Similar to DACA, DAPA did not 
create a path to citizenship for undocumented migrants; rather, it pro-
vided a stay of deportation for three years. Further, as indicated by its 
title, this executive action was limited to parents of U.S. citizens and 
lawful residents who had lived in the United States for at least five years 
and did not have a criminal record.131

Those who had advocated for administrative relief— including activ-
ists, lawyers, and scholars— supported this executive action but some 
were also critical of how Obama— through his rhetoric of felons and 
families, children and criminals— continued to maintain a hierarchy be- 
tween “deserving” and “undeserving” migrants.132 Activists challenged 
this by interrupting the president’s speeches, including one that he gave 
in Chicago in December 2014 in which he said that federal agencies 
would focus on deporting “felons, not families.”133 B. Loewe, the former 
communications director for NDLON, who worked on the #Not1More 
campaign, noted that these activists were involved in “disrupting the 
President’s rhetoric and inserting reality into his publicity events.”134  
In performing these unauthorized acts, Unzueta Carrasco and Seif con-
tend that “these activists disrupt the power of the nation- state to make 
these determinations and expand the debate about and boundaries of 
citizenship.”135 These disruptions, as well as the direct actions mentioned 
earlier, are examples of the “impossible” activism of undocumented 
migrants.136

Conclusion

Through the production of counter- documents, undocumented youth 
and migrant activists have created alternatives to liberal tropes of “visibil-
ity” and the state’s di¤erentiation between “deserving” and “undeserving” 
migrants. These activists reworked visibility from an abstract form of 
empowerment to a more specific political strategy, which involved pub-
licizing actions that challenged U.S. immigration laws and policies. Fur-
ther, the videos produced by activists in NIYA, NDLON, and the Puente 
Movement are examples of how undocumented migrants are asserting 
their political presence in ways that transcend liberal nationalism.137
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In Migrant Imaginaries, Alicia Schmidt Camacho argues that undocu-
mented migrants’ “demand for a di¤erent framework of governance 
doubles as a search for political and aesthetic forms that can perform the 
work of representation in all its senses.”138 From the statements pro-
vided by activists involved in NIYA, NDLON, Puente, and other groups, 
this “di¤erent frame of governance” would be one in which undocu-
mented migrants were free to move around within the United States 
and between the United States and other countries without the fear of 
deportation. Through emphasizing undocumented migrants’ mobility 
and mobilization, the No Papers, No Fear campaign challenged what 
scholars have referred to as the “dominant politics of mobility.”139 Vicki 
Squire suggests that it is important to consider how “mobilizing politics 
means to render politics mobile through exploring how the ‘irregular’ 
movement of people entails a shift in what it means to be political.”140 
Further, Peter Nyers and Kim Rygiel argue that this accent on “mobility 
as an analytic disrupts the dichotomy of noncitizen/citizen.”141 The No 
Papers, No Fear campaign brought attention to the limits placed on the 
physical presence of undocumented migrants, as well as the ways in 
which they were able to push past those boundaries.

In the early 2010s, undocumented youth and migrant activists devel-
oped innovative political strategies and aesthetic forms with which to rep-
resent themselves. These activists reconfigured their self- representation 
through their political activism and their production of counter- 
documents that challenged the state’s ability to determine the parame-
ters of political inclusion. Further, activists’ recording of their actions—  
in which they test the terms of prosecutorial discretion as well as con- 
test anti- immigrant laws— relates to their strategies to mobilize other 
undocumented migrants. Circulating videos that represent their per-
forming unauthorized acts through digital and social media enabled 
activists to provide a model of organizing. The documentation and cir-
culation of activist interventions allows undocumented migrants to view 
what is possible and for scholars and writers to integrate these ephem-
eral actions into a broader history of migrant activism.

In this chapter, I have examined how Mexican and Central American 
migrants are revising forms of documentary media for political purposes. 
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Specifically, I have argued that these activists mix elements of per-
formance with documentary realism to represent their actions, which 
they circulate through social media to other undocumented migrants. 
The role of counter- documents is central to the organizing work of 
undocumented youth and migrant activists, yet the distribution of these 
forms of media changes not just the context of documentary, but also 
what this genre of media production can do. Meg McLagan argues  
that “new media refashions previous media forms . . . and this process 
of ‘remediation’ upends old ideas about subjects and participants, pro-
ducers and texts that underpin theories of how media work.”142 Similar 
to other kinds of media that are distributed through digital and social 
media, counter- documents have the ability to “define the terms of politi-
cal possibility and create terrain for political acts,” as McKee and McLagan 
suggest.143 As such, counter- documents strategically assemble evidence, 
disrupt, and mobilize.
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Notes

Preface
 1. I follow the terminology developed by other scholars who have written 
about undocumented Mexican and Central American migrants in the United 
States during the late twentieth and early twenty- first centuries. My use of the 
word migrant draws from the work of Mae Ngai, who argues that the term 
does not “privilege permanent settlement before other kinds of migration.” 
See Ngai, Impossible Subjects: Illegal Aliens and the Making of Modern America 
(Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 2004), xix. Further, Nicholas De 
Genova uses the term migrant “to serve as a category of analysis that disrupts 
the implicit teleology of the more conventional term ‘immigrant,’ which is 
posited always from the standpoint of the ‘immigrant- receiving’ nation- state.” 
De Genova, “The Legal Production of Mexican/Migrant ‘Illegality,’” Latino 
Studies 2 (2004): 160n1. Alicia Schmidt Camacho notes that migrant “also 
references a subordinate position with respect to that of the ‘citizen.’” Schmidt 
Camacho, Migrant Imaginaries: Latino Cultural Politics in the U.S.– Mexico Bor-
derlands (New York: New York University Press, 2008), 5.
 2. The USA PATRIOT Act is the acronym for “Uniting and Strengthening 
America by Providing Appropriate Tools Required to Intercept and Obstruct 
Terrorism.” For the text of the act, see http://www.justice.gov/archive/ll/high 
lights.htm. As María Cristina García notes, the USA PATRIOT Act “expanded 
the powers of law enforcement agencies to search, monitor, and detain sus-
pected criminals and terrorists; allowed the indefinite detention of noncitizens 
suspected of a crime and facilitated their deportation for a number of activi-
ties.” García, Seeking Refuge: Central American Migration to Mexico, the United 
States, and Canada (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2006), 161– 62; 
see also David Cole, Enemy Aliens: Double Standards and Constitutional Free-
doms in the War on Terrorism (New York: New Press, 2003). 
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 3. Nicolas De Genova, “Conflicts of Mobility and the Mobility of Conflict: 
Rightlessness, Presence, Subjectivity, Freedom,” Subjectivity 29 (2009): 450. 
Emphasis in original.
 4. Ibid., 451. Emphasis in original.
 5. In this book, I use the term undocumented to refer to migrants without 
legal status as permanent residents or naturalized citizens.
 6. Quito Ziegler, telephone conversation with author, March 5, 2010.
 7. As Lisa Marie Cacho contends, “Anxieties over undocumented immi-
gration following September 11 generated a new kind of crisis over ‘illegal’ 
immigration.” Cacho, Social Death: Racialized Rightlessness and the Criminal-
ization of the Unprotected (New York: New York University Press, 2012), 101.
 8. Specifically, Stuart Hall suggests that participants in a culture give mean-
ings to things based on how we “integrate them into our everyday practices.” 
Hall, “Introduction,” in Representation: Cultural Representations and Signifying 
Practices, ed. Stuart Hall (London: Sage, 1997), 3.
 9. Wendy Hesford, Spectacular Rhetorics: Human Rights Visions, Recogni-
tions, Feminisms (Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 2011), 57– 58.
 10. Ibid, 58; Patricia Pace, “Staging Childhood: Lewis Hine’s Photographs 
of Child Labor,” Lion and the Unicorn 26 (2002): 326, as quoted in ibid.
 11. Hall, “Introduction,” 9– 10.
 12. Ibid., 8.
 13. Sonia E. Alvarez, Evelina Dagnino, and Arturo Escobar, “Introduction,” 
in Cultures of Politics/Politics of Cultures: Re- visioning Latin American Social Move-
ments (New York: HarperCollins, 1998), 7. Further, as Pablo Alvarado, the 
executive director of the National Day Labor Organizing Network, explains, 
“There is no movement without culture.” See http://leadershipforchange.org/
awardees. As quoted by Cecilia Menjívar, “Immigrant Art as Liminal Expres-
sion: The Case of Central Americans,” in Art in the Lives of Immigrant Com-
munities in the United States, ed. Paul DiMaggio and Patricia Fernández- Kelly 
(New Brunswick, N.J.: Rutgers University Press, 2010), 186.
 14. Lynn Stephen, Transborder Lives: Indigenous Oaxacans in Mexico, Califor-
nia, and Oregon (Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 2007), 65.
 15. I am drawing the idea of the “gift” of citizenship from Mimi Thi  
Nguyen’s notion of “the gift of freedom,” which she defines “as the workings 
of liberalism in its imperial form and as a metaphor and a medium for grasp-
ing continuities and innovations between operations of power and violence.” 
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