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Immigration Politics and Motherhood


Laura Pulido


Introduction
Although anti-immigrant sentiment is a constant across the U.S. 
political landscape, it ebbs and flows with larger political and 
economic shifts.  The current wave began in the 1990s, was en-
ergized by 9-11, and has now reached epic proportions.  While 
9-11 was a major tragedy in its own right, it also spawned a whole 
series of secondary tragedies for racially-subordinated immigrant 
groups, including Muslims, Arabs, Asians and Latinas/os.  The 
violation of both the human and civil rights of Muslims and Ar-
abs is inexcusable.  At the same time, the hardship that has be-
fallen Latina/o, and especially, Mexican immigrants, is the less 
visible collateral damage of the post-9-11 fallout.  Through both 
Immigration, Customs and Enforcement’s (ICE) draconian poli-
cies and the larger criminalization of immigrants, Mexican-origin 
families are suffering some of the most inhumane forms of pun-
ishment possible—forced separation.  This can be seen in the ICE 
raids, deportations, and in the women, who, in response, have 
taken-up sanctuary in churches across the U.S.


These events, which necessitate not only their own political 
analysis and response, also serve to illuminate several important 
shifts in the larger racial formation, and, in particular, in the re-
lationship between immigrant and native-born people of color.  
Nativist racism has become so powerful that immigrants, espe-
cially Asian and Latina/o ones, incur far more dramatic forms 
of racism in general than their citizen counterparts.  While these 
lines are often blurred through oppressive practices and for rea-
sons of solidarity, elaborating these distinctions can also be use-
ful, as they provide a different, and potentially more powerful 
basis for support.  Focusing on the material differences in the 
racism that immigrant and native-born Latina mothers experi-
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ence, I argue for the need to replace identity politics with a poli-
tics of identity.  Identity politics operates in at least two ways in 
the case of immigrant Latina mothers.  First, among mainstream 
feminists, there has long been an effort to unite women based on 
a general politics of motherhood.  This can be seen in struggles over 
reproductive health, welfare, childcare, and contemporary debates 
over the “mommy-track.”  While certainly not all women choose 
to or can become mothers, the ability to reproduce, and the subse-
quent caring of children is something that women around the world 
potentially have in common.  Yet, to what extent does the politics of 
motherhood have the capacity to unite diverse women, and specifi-
cally, to enhance the well being of politically subordinated women?  
In the case of immigrant Latina mothers, we see the failure of the 
politics of motherhood to offer them any real support. 


Examining briefly the case of undocumented Mexican moth-
ers seeking sanctuary, I argue that the politics of motherhood are 
largely ineffectual for immigrant Latinas.  Because they are so 
racially and socially-despised, their motherhood falls beyond the 
pale of mainstream feminist concern. Indeed, white anti-immi-
grant activists have assumed the motherhood mantle, as seen, for 
example, in the Phoenix-based “Mothers Against Illegal Aliens.”1  
In this case we see that although the concept of motherhood has 
the potential to link diverse political subjects, it is overshadowed 
and thwarted by anti-Mexican racism. 


The second way that identity politics limits the human rights 
of immigrant Latina mothers is through the well-intentioned ra-
cial positioning of native-born Latinas/os. In this case, Latina/o 
activists and scholars often assume a solidarity by erasing the 
lines of citizenship and legality which dissect the U.S. Latina/o 
population. Though this move stems from a deep political com-
mitment, too often it is based on the hope that Latinas/os will 
support other Latinas/os, rather than a rigorous political analy-
sis that might allow for broader bases of solidarity. 


Anti-Immigrant Politics in a Post 9-11 Era 
Why are Latina/o immigrants some of the primary victims of the 
U.S.’s response to 9-11? 


Although few can point to any connections between Lati-
nas/os and the events of 9-11 beyond Jose Padilla,2 the lives of 
Latina/o immigrants have been greatly altered.  A massive up-
surge in anti-Latina/o (especially anti-Mexican) immigrant sen-
timent and mobilization occurred after 9-11.
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Though there is a long history of anti-Mexican racism in the 
U.S.3 which has shaped the lives of all ethnic-Mexicans for gen-
erations, recently, immigrants have overwhelmingly become the 
focus of this hostility.  It is important to understand that nativ-
ist racism affects all ethnic-Mexicans.  Not only are many families 
composed of a mix of native-born and immigrant persons (of vari-
ous legal statuses), but the racism directed against immigrants sys-
tematically spills over onto the non-immigrant population.  This is 
not an accident, but springs from the deep reservoir of anti-Mexi-
can prejudice which has animated this country for centuries.4  


As suggested earlier, political activists and ethnic studies schol-
ars often blur the citizen/native dichotomy in an effort to promote 
solidarity.5 Such a strategy is useful in terms of highlighting the rac-
ism that all Latinas/os and especially those of Mexican-origin con-
tinue to experience.  However, it also glosses over a major shift in 
the racial formation, and in particular, the fact that citizenship is in-
creasingly a proxy for race,6 what is often called, “nativist racism.”  
Nativist racism has led to policies intended to punish immigrants 
and evacuate them.  The great human cost takes a toll in the lives of 
immigrant mothers and their children.  


The current demonization of Latina/o immigrants has re-
lied on the deployment of two key ideas that have been given new 
meaning and urgency since 9-11: “illegal” and “borders.”  The trope 
of “illegal” has grown powerfully with the expansion of the prison-
industrial complex in the 1980s7 and its cultivation by the media.8  
Immigrants are just the latest group to fall victim to its discursive 
and legislative powers.  One of the necessary steps in enrolling the 
power of “illegal” is to link it to Latinas/os.  This requires empha-
sizing the “illegal” nature of the unauthorized portion of the popu-
lation, and then extrapolating it onto all Latinas/os.  This move is 
facilitated by the fact that Mexicans, with a few exceptions, have 
historically been perceived as “outsiders”, thus erasing the fact that 
many Latinas/os have deep roots in the U.S.  “Illegal” is crucial be-
cause it is essential that prejudice, complaints, and hostility towards 
Latinas/os be framed as something other than anti-Latina/o rac-
ism.  In a post civil-rights era of colorblind politics,9 racism must 
be sufficiently masked in order to garner wide support—“illegal” 
provides just the necessary cover.  Consider how this Phoenix-based 
anti-immigrant activist saw her neighborhood:


She heard only Spanish in some neighborhoods.  Day laborers 
swarmed near her house, and a rash of burglaries plagued her 
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upper-middle-class neighborhood.  She…concluded that Mexi-
can immigrants were invading the country and weren’t interest-
ed in assimilating.  She formed Mothers Against Illegal Aliens…
because she feared for the future of her two young children, who 
could be ignored in a United States dominated by Mexican-born 
people.10  


Here is a case where an activist has effectively collapsed vari-
ous segments of the Latina/o population; packaged them as “il-
legal” and mobilized under such a framework.  Note the very first 
sentence: Since when is speaking Spanish (especially in Arizona) 
the equivalent of undocumented citizenship status? Ditto for day 
laborers.11  This emphasis on legality is a powerful tool in rational-
izing a host of human rights violations.  For example, a spokes-
woman for Save Our State, in referring to a deported mother, re-
sponded, “her and other families like hers wouldn’t be in this situ-
ation if she had just done it the right way at first and not broken 
the law to begin with.”12  It is this ability to separate the law from 
reality (i.e. the fact that the vast majority of Mexicans cannot enter 
the U.S. legally under current policies even though they are a fun-
damental part of its working class) that allows one to ignore the 
actual relationships and suffering that are inherent in the practice 
of deporting parents.


The second major idea under which anti-immigrant activists 
have mobilized is protection of U.S. borders.  Since 9-11, protect-
ing our borders has become a major preoccupation.  By protecting 
our borders, we can “control” who enters the U.S. and hopefully 
“keep out” those who might harm us.  While this position may 
appear sound at first glance, it ignores some important facts.  First, 
the perpetrators of 9-11 all entered the country legally.  It was a 
classic case of overstaying one’s visa.  Thus, fortifying our borders 
does not address this problem.  Second, there is no known connec-
tion between the U.S./Mexican border and any act of terrorism 
in recent U.S. history.13 There has been at least one crossing of the 
U.S./Canadian border by a terrorist—but at the time of this writ-
ing the U.S. is building a 700-mile wall on its southern border.  By 
deploying the power of the border, both as fact and metaphor, anti-
immigrant activists have unleashed a wholesale onslaught against 
Latina/o immigrants in this country.  Indeed, in their study of at-
titudes towards discrimination, Kuran and McCaffery found that 
discrimination against immigrants, especially those with limited 
formal education, was by far the most acceptable form of discrimi-
nation among survey respondents.14  
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This is a dramatic example of the “work” that political crises 
perform.15  Though seemingly unrelated, Mexican immigration and 
post 9/11 hysteria have been stitched together to create the political 
space to attack Mexican immigrants in ways inconceivable a decade 
ago.  “Since the 9/11 terrorist attacks, pressure has been growing on 
the federal government to crack down on illegal immigrants, espe-
cially those who have committed crimes.  And ICE...has been wag-
ing a public relations battle to show that it is addressing the prob-
lem.”16  This can be seen most acutely in sweeps, in which unau-
thorized immigrants are identified and apprehended by ICE.  These 
sweeps have been occurring across the country and should be seen 
as a form of state-sponsored terrorism.  At times, ICE agents show 
up at a workplace and take away hundreds of people.  Other times, 
they arrive before dawn at immigrants’ homes and haul them away.  
Indeed, in a two-week period in the fall of 2007 ICE officials arrest-
ed over 1300 persons in sweeps in Southern California alone.17  Be-
tween 2002 and 2006 worksite sweeps have increased seven-fold.18  
Through such initiatives, Latinas/os now constitute one-third of 
all Federal inmates, despite comprising only 13 percent of the U.S. 
population.19  Immigration sweeps in particular have engendered 
some concern.  For example, one sweep resulted in a baby’s dehy-
dration because the nursing mother was apprehended, and in an-
other case, older children were left to fend for themselves.20  Because 
these strategies have resulted in forced separations, both short-term 
and extended, mothers and their children, and specifically, the poli-
tics of immigrant motherhood has attracted increasing attention.  


Socially-Despised Mothers who Bear Brown Babies
The feminization of immigration has been underway for several 
decades.21  As host communities have been forced to partially bear 
the cost of social reproduction there has been a growing anti-im-
migrant backlash.22  Fujiwara has argued that it is hardly surpris-
ing that women are being targeted in this way.  She points out that 
the feminization of immigration has shaped contemporary racial-
ization against foreigners in profound ways.  As a result, “women 
immigrants have become subjected to xenophobic movements de-
signed to deny their motherhood and reproductive rights by cutting 
resources for social services for themselves and their children”23…
and in the case of Mexican families, forced separations.  Immigrant 
women are, what Fujiwara calls, the “hyper-excluded.”  


As suggested earlier, immigrant Mexican mothers are so vili-
fied that any real support or identification with them as mothers 
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is almost nonexistent.  For instance, after ICE modified some of its 
raid/deportation tactics, a spokeswoman from Mothers Against 
Illegal Aliens responded, “These women are using their children 
as pawns to come and stay here illegally. . . .  They should all be 
detained, sent back and charged with child abuse for putting their 
children in this situation.”24  So much for the power of sisterhood.  
While such attitudes may be reprehensible, they help explain why 
some undocumented women have resorted to seeking sanctuary. 


Of those seeking sanctuary, Elvira Arellano is one of the most 
well-known.  Arellano is an undocumented Mexican immigrant 
who sought sanctuary in both Chicago and Los Angeles in or-
der to stay with her child.  As a mother, she has argued that she 
should not be deported and separated from her U.S.-born son.  
Such a position, drawing on the politics of motherhood, might 
potentially have been compelling to feminists and others con-
cerned with both human and women’s rights—yet she was ulti-
mately deported.  


The New Sanctuary Movement was launched in May 2007 
with churches around the country offering protection to those 
immigrants wishing to avoid deportation.  Elvira Arellano be-
came a rallying point for Sanctuary activists, as she had sought 
refuge in a Chicago church (in 2006) and said “that if authorities 
wanted her, they would have to come and get her.”25  Despite 
her unauthorized entrance into the U.S., Arrellano refused her 
deportation order as it would have meant abandoning her son.  
After spending one year in the Chicago sanctuary, she stepped 
out of the building and risked arrest in order to speak at a rally.  
It was in Los Angeles, that the “criminal fugitive alien who spent 
a year seeking to elude federal capture,”26 was arrested outside 
Our Lady Queen of Angels Church in downtown.  Her crime?  
She entered the U.S. without authorization in 1997; a few days 
later she was caught and then re-entered (a felony), and then in 
2002, she was convicted of using a false social security number 
to secure work cleaning airplanes at Chicago’s O’Hare airport.  
According to ICE, “We see her not as an icon but as a priority 
and example of the type of person we want to ensure we’re re-
moving from the United States.”27  In contrast, Heriberto Garcia 
of Mexico’s National Commission on Human Rights saw her as 
“the voice of the female undocumented immigrants who pursue 
the dream of working and forming a family.”28  Another reading 
of her actions might stress that she is part of the international 
working-class that is forced to break the law in order to support 
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herself and her family—conditions created by corporate capital 
and the state. 


Although Arrellano has attracted major media attention, she 
is not alone.  Liliana is another undocumented mother who has 
taken up sanctuary in a southern California church.  She also en-
tered the U.S. without authorization.  Although she was granted a 
one-year work permit, she was ineligible for permanent residence.  
Since arriving in the U.S. Liliana has married and given birth to 
three sons.  Liliana insists that she is “a mother, not a criminal.”29  
It is precisely this juxtaposition of “mother” and “criminal” that 
is so powerful and strikes fear in the heart of Latina immigrants.  
However, it is also one fear that most native-born Latinas do not 
live with.    


As a third-generation Chicana and mother of two, I can attest 
to the heightened racism that has targeted people of color and 
ethnic-Mexicans since 9/11.  I am not blind to the fact that the 
laundry list of complaints directed against immigrants or “ille-
gals” are also directed at me: speaking Spanish, having too many 
children, living in crowded conditions, etc.  When I was pregnant 
I had a glimpse of what life must be like for immigrant mothers, 
as I was virtually indistinguishable from them.  The usual accou-
trements which may have signaled my class position as a univer-
sity professor were gone.  Instead, I was a small, brown, woman 
with a big belly wearing an odd assortment of clothes.  I saw and 
felt the looks that white people gave me in response to bringing 
another brown baby into the world—it did not feel good.


I now have two small children and I still feel some of the 
hostility that results from being a Latina mother.  It is especially 
acute when I speak to my children in Spanish in public.  I con-
fess there are times when I wonder to myself, “should I switch to 
English to avoid this disparagement?” 30 


However, it is also essential that I point out that I am in a 
fundamentally different position than immigrant women—I am 
a citizen, I am native-born.  Yes, I may have to deal with racist 
students, administrators, and glass ceilings, but I do not live in 
fear of being separated from my children, which is, arguably, any 
parent’s worst nightmare.  Likewise, I have no concerns about 
being picked up in a workplace raid (in fact, I have the ultimate 
job security/tenure).  Although we are all Latinas, I am far more 
privileged than my immigrant sisters, not just because I make far 
more money than the average Latina, but because of the security 
I enjoy as a citizen.  These are real material differences that result 
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in Latina mothers experiencing extremely different forms of rac-
ism and exclusion.  


I make this distinction not because more lines and divisions 
are needed, but to bring a greater degree of clarity to the situa-
tion.  As a Mexican American woman, I am used to being in the 
less-powerful position, but this is one instance when I am actually 
quite privileged.  Many Latinas/os are aware of this, and in fact, 
have become actively anti-immigrant themselves.31  Indeed, some 
scholars talk about Latinas/os occupying an increasingly nebulous 
position as “honorary whites.”32  Researchers have found that for 
Latinas/os who identify as white, the whiteness is really a trope 
for belonging, or being part of the nation—predicated on the sub-
ordination of immigrants and darker-skinned people of color.33  


It is precisely these fissures within the Latina/o population 
that need to be confronted and addressed.  While scholarship has 
increasingly revealed profound fractures among Latinas/os, po-
litical activists and many ethnic studies scholars continue to refer 
to the undifferentiated racism that the Latina/o population faces.  
The logic underlying such claims is that, as Latinas/os, we all ex-
perience racism and thus we should all band together to resist such 
unacceptable policies. There is nothing inherently wrong with this 
strategy, except that it isn’t working.  The sad truth is that far too 
many of us are willing to embrace the cloak of citizenship and use 
our privileged status to further subordinate and marginalize our 
immigrant kin.  We have reached the limits of identity politics in 
terms of Chicano/Mexicano solidarity.  Instead of appealing to 
people on the basis of a shared racial/ethnic heritage (or gender, 
in the case of motherhood), we need a new strategy.  Specifically, 
we need a much broader base of support among people predicat-
ed on what Ruth Wilson Gilmore calls a politics of recognition.34  
A non-reified politics of recognition occurs when people unite not 
based on an essential similarity, but when they unite based on an 
understanding of how larger social forces operate, and in some 
cases, the understanding that they could be in a similar situation, if 
the state/capital is not constrained.  It is important to realize that 
a politics of recognition is not discovered, but is produced through 
hard work.35  This is our task if we are to challenge the demoniza-
tion, deportation, and degradation of all immigrants. 
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