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Introduction

karma r. chávez and eithne luibhéid

Globally, nearly 300 million people live either as international migrants1 or in-
ternally displaced people.2 Over the past several decades, the number of people 
compelled to leave their homes has continued to grow, and along with such 
growth, migrant detentions and deportations have skyrocketed in the United 
States (from where we live and write) and globally. Except for those who can show 
that they fit into a narrow spectrum of state-designated family ties, skill sets, large 
bank accounts, or protection needs, possibilities for acquiring legal status have 
been greatly reduced or entirely cut. Legally present migrants, too, increasingly 
lose status and become routed into detention and deportation. Legal channels 
disappear even as countries like the United States remain “reliant on the . . . dis-
possession and disavowal of Indigenous peoples, global circuits of expropriated 
labor, economies of racialization, and its expansive network of military bases,” 
which generate continual international migration.3

 Western media outlets and government officials alike declare that the arrival 
and presence of large numbers of migrants evidence a “migration crisis.” Cer-
tainly, in places such as Greece, Turkey, Lebanon, and Uganda, the increase in 
new arrivals strains social services, placing burdens on health care providers, 
social workers, low-income neighborhoods and more. Yet, movement and ar-
rivals do not on their own constitute a crisis. Jenna M. Loyd, Matt Mitchelson, 
and Andrew Burridge offer important reframing of the crisis rhetoric: “Borders 
and prisons—walls and cages—are global crises.”4 We build on this claim: if 
there is a migration crisis, it concerns the unaddressed conditions that push 
many to migrate when they would prefer not to, and the impacts of punitive 
state, supranational, and populist responses including expanding illegalization, 
detention, and deportation.
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 Responses to the mass migration from and within Syria since 2011 as a result of 
civil war between President Bashar al-Assad and opposition forces are instructive 
about how states frame and respond to migrants, rather than structural causes 
of migration as “crises.” As people have fled to neighboring states in the Middle 
East and Turkey and risked sea travel to other parts of Europe, especially Greece, 
countries have responded in numerous ways, rhetorically and materially. In 2015, 
German Chancellor Angela Merkel announced the suspension of a 1990 proto-
col that required asylum seekers to apply for asylum in whichever country they 
first entered. Merkel proclaimed Germany would allow all Syrian asylum seek-
ers to stay.5 The proclamation landed Merkel on the cover of Time as its person 
of the year but was almost immediately followed by a series of actions designed 
to secure Germany’s borders, speed up deportations of refused asylum seekers, 
suspend family reunifications for certain asylum seekers, fight smuggling of mi-
grants, and stop the flow of people into Europe.6 Although Merkel’s government 
rapidly modified its “openness” through efforts to close people out, Merkel faced 
significant backlash from members of her own government, ordinary Germans, 
and members of the far right alike. A handful of violent incidents across Germany 
perpetrated by Middle Eastern and North African asylum seekers further fueled 
the backlash. The number of people seeking and receiving asylum in Germany 
has drastically decreased as deportations have increased.7

 Germany’s attempt to address the volume of refugees directly contrasted with 
Israel’s during the same period. Israeli Interior Minister Silvan Shalom announced, 
“I continue to fight, with all my effort, against the phenomenon of illegal infiltra-
tion, in light of the hundreds of thousands of infiltrators to Europe in these days 
and hours. I will not relent until we reach a framework that will allow the removal 
of the infiltrators from Israel.”8 Although viewing essentially all migrants to Israel 
as economically driven “infiltrators,” Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu noted 
that Israel was “not indifferent to the human tragedy” of Syrian and African refu-
gees. He nevertheless explained: “Israel is a small country, a very small country, 
that lacks demographic and geographic depth; therefore, we must control our 
borders, against both illegal migrants and terrorism.”9 Notably, official Israeli fram-
ing of migration as matters of crime, border security, illegality, and terrorism has 
long functioned to animate its practices of detention and deportation, including 
its detention of refugees in a large, open-air detention center called Holot in the 
Negev desert10 and its deportation of 40,000 African refugees in late 2017, in part, 
Netanyahu claimed, so that they could close down Holot.11 Germany’s and Israel’s 
rhetorical proclamations could not seem more different, but the material results 
were quite similar: an increase in processes of migrant illegalization, detention, 
and deportation. These crises deserve urgent attention.
 Around the globe, political leaders and activists respond to the presence of 
migrants in ways that share logics with places like Germany and Israel, even as 
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each set of responses and the contexts out of which they emerge differ. Criminal-
izing, detaining and deporting migrants, and closing and militarizing borders, is 
the norm. Populist and fascist rhetoric decrying insufficiently fortressed borders 
and migrants as the source of all societal ills augments political practices and 
policies. U.S. President Donald Trump famously launched his 2016 bid for the 
presidency by declaring his want for a border wall to keep out Mexican “rapists.” 
His anti-immigrant rhetoric, coupled with his executive orders targeting numer-
ous migrant groups, remains the fuel that energizes his political base. In early 
2018, Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor Orbán insisted that his country would not 
accept refugees because the Hungarian people did not want “Muslim invaders.”12 
Orbán has long been considered one of the most vocal proponents of Fortress 
Europe and has employed numerous measures ranging from razor wire fences to 
tear gas to keep migrants out of Hungary.13 Examples of anti-immigrant populist 
policy, rhetoric, rallies, and campaign platforms can be found everywhere.14

 In this second decade of the 21st century, the responses to migration and mi-
grants feel fevered, but they have developed over long periods of time and resonate 
with other historical moments. Throughout history, migrants and “foreigners” have 
been targets of various kinds: as scapegoats for social and economic ills, problems 
to be maintained and/or expunged, subversives, threats, criminals, and sources of 
disease. As Loyd, Mitchelson, and Burridge note, the expansion of global apartheid 
whereby wealthy countries erect barriers to prevent the movement of people from 
poorer countries, combined with policing and prison regimes—“when the state is 
built and society is governed through crime legislation”—must be part of our sense 
making (p.1). The creation of physical sites like walls and cages in order to protect 
and generate wealth works in tandem with laws that criminalize more people and 
practices that terrorize migrants. “Governing immigration through crime,” works 
not just through legal means,15 but through a barrage of images and ideologies that 
render migrants as suspicious and threatening, and thus vulnerable.16
 Vulnerability does not affect all migrants equally since those who are already 
subalternized due to country of origin, race, class, ability, religion, gender, and 
sexuality often find themselves facing the most difficult conditions before, during, 
and after migration. For example, in the process of migration, LGBTQI people, 
especially those who are trans and gender nonconforming, face exacerbated risks 
of violence, policing, and containment at the hands of state and non-state enti-
ties.17 In detention, LGBTQI migrants often get placed in solitary confinement, 
allegedly for their own protection, and are at increased risk of sexual and physical 
violence at the hands of detention officials and other detainees and a higher risk 
of illness and medical neglect.18 LGBTQI claims of persecution have sometimes 
generated sympathy, political will, and pathways to resettlement.19 Yet, LGBTQI 
claims are widely used by states as a means to extend what Jasbir Puar calls ho-
monationalism: the selective incorporation of some LGBTQI people in ways that 
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bolster neoliberal capitalist and militaristic logics and practices, while abandon-
ing the most vulnerable.20 Thus, purported concern for LGBTQI migrants often 
does not lead to actual pathways for legal migration.21

 How nonnormative gender and sexuality impact international migration pro-
cesses and migrant lives is thus very complicated, and it has been a matter of se-
rious intellectual consideration for roughly only two decades. In a 2004 call for 
change, Eithne Luibhéid insisted, sexuality “structures every aspect of immigrant 
experiences. Yet immigration scholarship virtually ignores the connections among 
heteronormativity, sexuality, and immigration.”22 Since Luibhéid’s call for change, 
an impressive volume of work in Queer and Trans Migration Studies (QTMS) 
has emerged.23 It is impossible to capture the entirety of this emergence or the 
breadth of this field of study, which Luibhéid characterizes as an “unruly body of 
scholarship” that is continually transforming and revising itself.24 This volume, 
which expands QTMS, is situated at the intersections among the growing, in-
terdisciplinary scholarship on migrant criminalization, illegalization, detention, 
and deportation; prison abolition; and queer, trans, and gendered asylum and 
refuge. Works in the volume are not intended to be “representative” but, instead, 
grounded, innovative interventions that invite conversation, collaborations, and 
action in response to the urgencies of the moment.
 As scholarship in this area has grown, activism and art by and about queer 
and trans migrants has also increased dramatically. In the U.S. context, for ex-
ample, and following the large immigration justice marches in 2006, queers have 
taken center stage in leading activist and artistic movements, some of which are 
documented and reflected in this book. The 2007 Queers for Economic Justice, 
“Queers and Immigration: A Vision Statement,” laid out a map for how truly 
comprehensive immigration reform would keep the most vulnerable queers at its 
center. Since then, numerous activist, artist and “artivist” groups, including the 
Immigrant Youth Justice League, United We Dream, Culture Strike, the Queer 
Undocumented Immigrant Project, Mariposas Sin Fronteras, Familia, the Queer 
Detainee Empowerment Project, the Los Angeles Queer Contingent, and others 
have made important inroads into checking the gender- and heteronormativity 
of the immigration movement, setting queer and trans migration agendas, chal-
lenging the treatment of trans migrants in detention, and more. In the United 
Kingdom, activists have confronted the “gay imperialism” of white British gay 
rights leader Peter Tatchell, who regularly denounces Muslims and Islamic cul-
tures for antigay politics while silencing the voices of queer Muslims.25 Others have 
developed nonprofit organizations and collectives, such as “LGBTQI+ Refugees 
Welcome in Greece” and the Canadian “Rainbow Refugee,” to support queer and 
trans refugees. These are just a few examples of queer and trans migration activ-
isms and cultural work. Although some of these efforts undeniably reproduce and 
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uphold neoliberalism by emphasizing identity over economics, reifying narrow 
views of LGBTQI identity, or positioning certain countries as backward in order 
to make someone from there a better candidate for inclusion, all of this work has 
occurred in the midst of—and in response to—skyrocketing migrant detention 
and deportation.
 Queer and Trans Migrations brings together academics, activists, and artists 
to explore how LGBTQI migrants experience and resist dynamics of illegaliza-
tion, detention, and deportation. The dynamics also affect citizens with migrant 
family members and citizens who are regularly racialized as “foreign,” as well as 
communities and families whose lives span national borders. Centering LGBTQI 
migrants, affected citizens, and cross-border communities and families as inter-
linked, this book addresses not only how these groups are affected by current 
enforcement strategies, but also how a queer approach may contribute toward 
imagining migration controls and national citizenship differently. The volume 
also models the value of diverse, interdisciplinary methodologies that illuminate 
and intervene into these dynamics.
 Queer and Trans Migrations is envisioned as the companion to an earlier edited 
collection, Queer Migrations: Sexuality, U.S. Citizenship, and Border Crossings.26 
Queer Migrations was published at a different global moment and brought inter-
disciplinary immigration scholarship into productive conversation with sexuality 
scholarship. Centering queer of color migrants and communities, and questions 
of citizenship and border crossing, the book considered “how sexual arrange-
ments, ideologies and modes of regulation shape migration to and incorporation 
into the United States.”27 Queer and Trans Migrations extends that exploration 
by analyzing how illegalization, detention, and deportation thoroughly define 
migrants’ (and citizens’) lives at local, national, and transnational scales.
 Although we widely circulated the call for contributors, Queer and Trans Migra-
tions remains heavy on contributors from and research about the United States. 
This troubling overrepresentation reflects U.S. power and hegemony in the pro-
duction and circulation of academic knowledge. The book is not intended to 
suggest that U.S. experiences are universal or generalizable; thus, contributors 
also engage processes of illegalization, detention, and deportation in Turkey, 
Greece, Canada, and Indigenous Nations. At the same time, the United States 
does offer an important focus when analyzing and challenging migration regimes 
that operate transnationally as well as nationally. Similar to the ways that what 
Natalia Molina calls “racial scripts”28 apply across racialized groups, nation-state 
migration, detention, deportation, and security regimes draw from and influence 
one another. Asylum decisions in one country often draw upon rationales used 
in another. Countries like Israel test technologies of border control, security, 
and containment that are then used around the world.29 And in a broad sense 
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capitalism creates the scripts for countries and corporations alike to draw and 
exploit migrant labor, profiting at every step. Understanding detention, deporta-
tion, and illegalization across transnational as well as national contexts helps to 
identify such scripts and resist them.
 As a field-defining book, Queer Migrations emphasized the voices of scholars 
almost entirely. Since its publication, “queer and trans migration” has shifted 
from a then-surprising linking of immigration and sexuality scholarship, or a 
matter of concern for binational same-sex couples, to a robust body of scholar-
ship, a naming of the most active voices and organizers within the immigration 
justice movement, and an immense site of cultural and intellectual creativity. This 
growth within scholarship, organizing and activism, and art and cultural pro-
duction has not happened in isolation. In fact, many queer and trans migration 
scholars researching and teaching at universities are organizers and activists in 
their communities, and many activists and organizers have produced some of the 
most profound intellectual insights about the ways racialized gender and sexuality 
constitute migrant communities and migration policy. Artists have created the 
visual rhetoric of the movement and a source of inspiration and conversation for 
scholars, and they are shapers of thought and action in their own right. Artists 
and activists have also functioned as an important accountability mechanism for 
scholars, ensuring that scholars don’t just take the intellectual labor of others but 
give credit where it is due. Given the overlaps among these groups and the prolif-
eration of discourse across these groups in the 21st century, in Queer and Trans 
Migrations, we put academic, activist, and artist voices side by side. Whereas the 
academics all responded to our call for papers, we found activists and artists by 
reaching out to our extended circles and, in some cases, sending solicitations to 
people we did not know personally. The activist reflections discuss the authors’ 
experiences and analyses based on their long-standing engagement in struggles 
at the interface between queer, trans, and migrant issues. Regardless of whether 
we agree with the analyses, we view the reflections as offering important knowl-
edge and perspectives, which we edited for clarity and consistency. Neither of 
us has expertise in art so we selected pieces that were thematically relevant, had 
a powerful message, and that we found visually compelling.

Key Terms and Concepts

In the collection, queer is used in a dual sense: as an identity category that either 
stands on its own or serves as a synonym for LGBTI, and as an analytic rubric. 
As an identity category, queer (like lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, intersex, 
heterosexual, cisgender, transformista, loca, fa’fafine, bakla, and many related 
terms)30 requires us to navigate complicated political, ethical, and theoretical 
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mandates. There is nothing essential, universal, timeless, or unchanging about 
the term queer; it has emerged through and remains implicated in histories and 
geographies of power. It involves self-attribution or attribution by others, is tied 
to and upholds state regimes for making populations legible and governable and 
offers compromised but important means for making claims. People are never 
reducible to state and other dominant logics and are never “outside” of these 
logics, either; people variously navigate state and other institutional demands in 
relation to identities and legibilities; people claim, inhabit, and give meaning to 
identity categories in ways that must be respectfully explored; and people transit 
among identities, too.31

 Trans people are among those who are included in queer, yet Trans Studies 
scholars suggest that queer has often functioned as a synonym for lesbian and 
gay people and questions of sexual nonconformity, rather than as a category that 
meaningfully engages trans lives and theories and questions of gender noncon-
formity.32 In this collection, the terms transgender and trans are also used. Enke 
describes transgender as “an identity that some people embrace for themselves” 
and “an ever expanding social category that incorporates the broadest possible 
range of gender nonconformity for the purposes of movement building, organiz-
ing, and social service recognition.”33

 Trans and queer, as analytic rubrics, may not refer to identities or identifications 
at all. Queer as an analytic rubric generally “calls into question the stability of any 
. . . categories of identity”; critically historicizes the material and ideological work 
performed by all identity categories; and directs attention to questions of power, 
intersectionality, normalization, dispossession, and transformation.34 Trans as 
an analytic rubric is similarly multidimensional. The editors of a special issue 
of Women’s Studies Quarterly suggest that trans-ing “is a practice that assembles 
gender into contingent structures of association with other attributes of bodily 
being, and that allows for their reassembly. Transing can function as a disciplin-
ary tool. . . . It can also function as an escape vector, a line of flight, or pathway 
toward liberation.”35 Queer and trans as analytic rubrics highlight the need to 
analyze how sexual and gender regimes do not affect just nonnormative subjects 
but everyone (e.g., centering trans women in immigration detention illuminates 
how oppressive gender norms can be for all detainees, and how achieving gains 
for trans women benefits all those impacted by immigration regimes). Moreover, 
since whiteness is constitutive of sexual and gender normativity, an intersectional 
approach that addresses racialization, colonialism, and capitalism is necessary. 
Thus, scholarship and activism must critically address how migrant illegalization, 
detention, and deportation processes work through, remake, and are contested in 
terms of white-normed sexual and gender standards and ideologies that impact 
everyone.36
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 This collection also uses the term migrant. As in Queer Migrations, the term 
is used here to refer to anyone who has crossed an international border, with-
out making distinctions based on people’s state-conferred legal statuses. This is 
because legal statuses reflect not “types” of migrants but the workings of power 
and knowledge that seek to differentiate among migrants; delimit rights and 
protections that they will be granted or denied; and shape forms of surveillance, 
discipline, normalization, and dispossession to which they are subjected.37 Thus, 
our usage of the term participates in the call by militant migration researchers 
to problematize scholarship that serves the state by reifying and objectifying 
people on the move by uncritically recirculating the state’s categories.38 As Nigel 
Harris describes, although elaborate categorical distinctions reflect and further 
operationalize the state’s belief that migrants represent problems to be variously 
governed or expelled, from the point of view of migrants, states are the problem.39

 Sometimes the collection uses the terms asylum seeker or refugee, which are 
statuses that some migrants seek or acquire through a different process than the 
state’s immigration system. The terms emerged after World War II and com-
monly refer to people who have crossed an international border and who seek 
protection under international human rights (rather than national immigration) 
law.40 The protection process depends on and reproduces a binary distinction 
between forced (political) and voluntary (economic) migration, even though no 
such clear-cut distinction operates in the lives of most migrants.41 We sometimes 
use the terms refugee and asylum seeker to trace and encourage further critical 
analysis of the so-called protection regime through which some migrants acquire 
status, but we do not accept the binary distinction between forced and voluntary 
migration that dispossesses migrants through both nation-state immigration 
systems and the refugee and asylum systems.

Works in This Volume

Part I, “Contextualizing” begins with Luibhéid’s overview of the historical devel-
opment of heteronormative U.S. immigration controls that position heterogenous 
people as vulnerable to illegalization, detention, and deportation on multiple 
grounds. Luibhéid also considers how queer and trans resistance has intervened 
in these processes. Julio Capó Jr. illustrates and extends the analysis by discuss-
ing the experiences of Black Bahamians, particularly women, who migrated or 
attempted to migrate to Miami during the late 19th and early 20th centuries. 
Capó shows how the state’s multifaceted approach to controlling moving bodies 
that it deemed undesirable produced complex grammars and praxes of illegal-
ity, confinement, and deportability that remain significant today. Showing the 
importance of these histories in the present, Sasha Wijeyeratne—formerly of 
the National Queer Asian and Pacific Islander Alliance—discusses strategies for 
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building deeper solidarity between marginalized queer and trans Asian/Pacific 
Islanders and Black Lives Matter agendas. They also discuss community actions 
exploring practices of surveillance, profiling, policing, and criminalization that 
make API communities unsafe and innovative strategies for intervening into 
these Department of Homeland Security policies and practices.
 In Part II, “Negotiating Systems,” Suyapa G. Portillo Villeda, who writes in 
her combined capacity as academic and activist, considers the work she’s done 
as an expert witness in immigration courtrooms for Central American asylum 
seekers in the United States, particularly for LGBTI people. Portillo argues that 
U.S. foreign policy has a debilitating impact on Central America, making migra-
tion one of the only viable options, and LGBTI people face exceptional dangers 
within this context. Fadi Saleh explores the predicament of queer Syrian asylum 
seekers in Turkey who have simultaneously become the recipients of humani-
tarian attention, but often obtain asylum only if they disavow the civil war that 
caused them to flee and instead indict Syrian homophobia as the catalyst. Saleh 
thus parses out the meaning of “well-founded fear of persecution” for Syrians. 
Elif Sarı also focuses on Turkey, analyzing how LGBTI asylum seekers from Iran 
negotiate their limbo status between increasingly restrictive policies in places of 
possible resettlement like the United States and Canada and the present, politi-
cally unstable situation in Turkey. Sarı shows how people respond to and survive 
uncertain lives and futures. Rafael Ramirez Solórzano  takes us to Miami, Florida, 
offering a place-specific understanding of queer undocumented youth organizing 
efforts.  Solórzano explores how the organizers navigate the racial legacies of Jim 
Crow, the Civil Rights Movement, and the “Cuban Immigrant Power Structure” 
in order to create possibilities for solidarities and transformation. Ryan Conrad, 
a longtime HIV/AIDS and queer activist, writes of his experiences migrating to 
Canada and regularizing his status. Despite his relative privilege as a white man 
from the United States, Conrad details the difficulties of navigating the Canadian 
immigration system due to Canada’s health-based restrictions, which can have 
disproportionate impacts on queer people.
 Following Part II, we have included a multipage insert with high-quality, color 
images of seven works by the following artists: Myisha Arellanus, Felipe Baeza, 
Adela C. Licona and Greg Bal, Molly Fair, Matice Moore, María Inés Taracena, 
and Rommy Torrico. They represent both emerging and well-known artists who 
have contributed to mobilizing for justice. Some artists are directly impacted by 
the dynamics addressed in the book, while others are accomplices to the move-
ment for queer and trans migrant justice. Each work offers important ways for 
people to engage the themes of this book and the movement.
 In Part III, “Resisting/Refusing,” Jamila Hammami, founding and longtime ex-
ecutive director of the Queer Detainee Empowerment Project in New York City, 
discusses the project’s work of bridging the prison abolition and immigration 
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justice movements while providing support to queer and trans migrants inside 
and outside of carceral facilities. Hammami insists that the only way to achieve 
justice is by bridging these two movements with an emphasis on those who suf-
fer the worst impacts of these brutal systems. Myrto Tsilimpounidi and Anna 
Carastathis raise compelling questions about how refugees and refugee crises 
become framed. They center the “Facing Crisis” photography workshop that they 
conducted with LGBTQI refugees in Athens, Greece, which sought to intervene 
into the construct of the “deserving refugee” that relies on heteronormalizing 
displaced people and instead allow for participants’ own self-representations. 
Ultimately, workshop participants created images of places, rather than people, 
as a way to bring questions of subjectivity to light. AB Brown also discusses the 
complex positionalities of LGBTQI refugees—in this case from the Democratic 
Republic of Congo, Uganda, and Malawi—who arrived in the United States via 
South Africa. Using a performance lens, Brown explores how their informants 
(or collaborators, as they describe them) seek assimilation into neoliberal capi-
talist structures of the United States even while critiquing how those structures 
operate. Brown argues that their collaborators’ performances of self may offer 
new and expansive models of belonging.
 Continuing the exploration of resisting and refusing, scholar and activist Jack 
Cáraves and Bamby Salcedo, president and CEO of the TransLatin@ Coalition, 
detail the work of the coalition. Salcedo begins with a history of how the orga-
nization started with advocating for trans Latina immigrants, but has expanded 
and modified over time. Cáraves discusses their participatory research with the 
Coalition that resulted in a community report on trans Latina health, and the 
two reflect on the power of collaborative scholarship in creating visibility and 
furthering the well-being and liberation of trans people. Ruben Zecena takes 
up the question of trans migrant liberation through his analysis of what he calls 
“shameless interruptions.” Focusing on Jennicet Gutiérrez’s 2015 interruption of 
President Obama’s Pride celebration and Trans Queer Pueblo’s interruption of 
the 2017 Phoenix Pride parade, Zecena theorizes these interruptions as a queer 
migration politics that refuses the silencing and shaming of brown bodies and 
offers coalitional possibilities for survival.
 The final part, “Critiquing,” begins with Yasmin Nair’s retrospective on the 
status of the immigrant justice movement. A longtime organizer in the Chi-
cago scene, and one of the first to bring queer and immigration issues to-
gether beyond concerns about binational same-sex couples, Nair offers a sear-
ing commentary on what she perceives as the role of undocuqueer activism 
in entrenching neoliberal logics within the immigration justice movement by 
focusing on identity and “feel good” stories. José Guadalupe Herrera Soto, also a 
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longtime Chicago-based organizer with several autonomous collectives, frames 
and shares two letters he wrote. The first asked people with resources for sup-
port in getting his father back from Mexico, where he went to visit his mother 
before she died. The second is a “thank you” letter to those who supported his 
efforts. Herrera’s complex framing of the letters details both the harsh realities 
of “family separation” and problems with gestures of solidarity and help. Unlike 
personal narratives that are crafted to serve neoliberalism,42 Nair and Herrera 
critically situate themselves within broad, intersecting dynamics of inequality 
and the urgencies of challenging these through thoughtful collective action. 
Karma R. Chávez and Hana Masri explore how liberal activist framing of the 
United States’ “child migration crisis” in summer 2014 provided then–President 
Obama the language with which to create and promote more draconian immi-
gration policies just months later. Chávez and Masri draw from queer migration 
scholars and activists to offer resources for movement organizers in developing 
alternative rhetorical strategies. Part IV concludes with a roundtable discus-
sion among scholar-activists Leece Lee-Oliver, Monisha Das Gupta, Katherine 
Fobear, and Edward Ou Jin Lee who offer insights on the vexed relationship 
between queer and trans migration struggles and Indigenous organizing for 
sovereignty and self-determination.
 We hope that this volume shows that any so-called “migration crisis” results 
from state policies and practices, and those who suffer most are migrants them-
selves. We also hope this volume provides readers with resources to intervene in 
the state’s work.
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Contextualizing
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“Treated neither with Respect  

nor with Dignity”
Contextualizing Queer and Trans Migrant  

“Illegalization,” Detention, and Deportation

eithne luibhéid

On April 10, 2014, current and formerly undocumented migrants released rec-
ommendations urging President Obama to stop deportations and undo the laws 
and practices that pipelined as many as 400,000 migrants a year into deportation. 
This self-described Blue Ribbon Commission, which included LGBTQ-identified 
members, had come together in response to President Obama’s call to make de-
portation “more humane” (sic) through a consultative process that included few 
affected migrants.
 A blue ribbon commission is typically comprised of “exceptional people [who 
are] appointed to investigate, study or analyze a given question.”1 Although mem-
bers have no direct authority, their participation signals that they are deemed to 
be among the “best and the brightest,” and that their recommendations may “be 
used by those with decision-making power to act.”2 The move by undocumented 
and formerly undocumented migrants to constitute themselves as a Blue Ribbon 
Commission brilliantly appropriated standard government strategies for ad-
dressing important issues. Although immigration law, backed by state violence, 
constructs undocumented people as neither present nor having political voice, 
the Blue Ribbon Commission insisted that members’ voices should be heard and 
recognized as expert, and their recommendations to dismantle the deportation 
pipeline should be taken seriously.
 The release of the Commission’s recommendations reflects struggles and con-
cerns that motivate this collection: questions of migrant “illegalization,” deten-
tion, and deportation; the role of self-identified LGBTQ migrants working inde-
pendently and in coalition with allies, using queer and trans frameworks, in the 
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struggles; and the importance of radical interventions into the current system 
that funnels people into undocumented status, detention, and deportation in 
record-breaking, catastrophic numbers.3 This chapter provides history and con-
text for understanding how these struggles affect some one million self-identified 
LGBTQ migrants in the United States.4 Many U.S. dynamics link with struggles 
in other nation-states and regions, but it is beyond the scope of this chapter to 
adequately address those.
 This chapter first provides historical context for understanding the develop-
ment of U.S. immigration controls that seek to reproduce a heteronormative 
nation and citizenry. The next sections historicize how these controls generate 
migrants deemed to be “illegal” and subject to detention and deportation. The 
final section describes how these developments reproduce inequalities among 
the citizenry while also subordinating migrants; yet, activisms and cultural works 
by queer and trans migrants and allies have sought to transform these dynamics 
and create a more just, sustainable world.

Nation-State Immigration Controls

U.S. national level immigration controls began taking shape in the late nineteenth 
century. The controls operate at the interface between, and shiftingly reproduce, 
the “transnational” and the “national.” They reproduce the transnational as a 
site of inequality by treating immigration as primarily generated by individual 
decision-making, rather than by transnational dynamics and inequalities in which 
the United States plays a significant role. Immigration controls reproduce the 
nation and citizenship as sites of inequality, too, by legally admitting migrants 
who serve white, patriarchal, heterosexual, middle-class norms, while criminal-
izing, “illegalizing,” and making disposable other migrants. Queer theorists have 
glossed these intersecting logics as constituting “heteronormativity,” which is the 
framework that guides this chapter.
 A heteronormativity framework underlines the fact that there is a distinction 
between heterosexuality understood as “object choice” and heteronormativity 
understood as entailing sexual and gender norms that are inextricable from racial, 
economic, and colonial logics that structure property relations, resource distri-
bution, public/private distinctions, and the differential valuation of people.5 A 
heteronormativity framework highlights that all societies are structured according 
to sexual/gender norms that change across time and place, yet generally normalize 
sexual reproduction channeled into patriarchal forms that uphold dominant ra-
cial/ethnic, economic, and settler/colonial interests. That norm produces a range 
of sexual and gender subalterns including those who, in contemporary terms, 
self-identify or are identified by others as LGBTQ—as well as poor and racialized 
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women who bear children, interracial couples, sex workers, genderqueer people, 
and others.
 Immigration controls have served as key technologies for producing a het-
eronormative U.S. nation and citizenry—and as a locus for challenging these 
norms. Beginning in the 1880s, nation-state federal-level immigration policies and 
practices became key instruments for producing and policing changing forms of 
nationalist heteronormativity.6 Immigration controls took shape in the context of 
“westward expansion”; ongoing dispossession of Native communities including 
through the Dawes Act of 1887; efforts to recruit recently freed Black people into 
state-sanctioned forms of marriage and subordinated labor that upheld white 
sexual, gender, and property relationships and logics; and a growing overseas 
empire.7 Early-twentieth-century immigration policies and practices steadily 
codified dual tracks: one for admission and settlement by primarily migrants 
from Northern and Western Europe, structured around a heteronuclear family 
with a male breadwinner;8 and another track that built on the history of exclu-
sion of Chinese and other Asian migrants while making migrants from Mexico, 
Central and South America, and the Caribbean primarily temporary, exploitable 
labor that could be summoned when needed and then dismissed. Immigration 
law also codified growing bans on migrants deemed to threaten these arrange-
ments, including sex workers; those deemed immoral; men who had sexual, erotic, 
and romantic relationships with other men; women who had sexual, erotic, and 
romantic relationships with other women; and anarchists, labor organizers, and 
political dissidents, among others.9 Nayan Shah argues that by policing migrants, 
the norm of settlement within conjugal, patriarchal, white, propertied marriage 
became the only legitimate form of political subjectivity in the United States and 
Canada by the mid–twentieth century.10

 The 1965 Hart Cellar Immigration and Nationality Act (1965 INA), which forms 
the basis for current immigration law, is generally lauded for ending explicitly 
ethnic and racial discrimination in U.S. immigration law. Yet, historians have 
shown that the act was deliberately calculated to enable continued racial and 
ethnic discrimination by elevating nuclear family and sibling ties as the primary 
grounds for legal admission.11 The Act’s model of family remained grounded in 
patriarchal marriage comprised by a breadwinning husband, a childbearing wife 
consigned to the domestic realm, and children. Lest there be any confusion, a ban 
on migration by “sexual deviates” was codified. Skilled labor remained a basis for 
legal admission, too, but on a much smaller scale.
 By the 1970s, neoliberalism was becoming an ascendant framework that thor-
oughly depended on, yet denied the relevance of, institutionalized racism, (het-
ero)sexism, capitalist exploitation, and empire. Tanya Golash-Boza explains that 
neoliberalism involves:
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(1) an ideology that the state’s primary role is to protect property rights, free mar-
kets, and free trade; (2) a mode of governance based on a logic of competitiveness, 
individuality, and entrepreneurship; and (3) a policy package designed to slim down 
social welfare and integrate countries into the global economy.12

From within this framework, the United States further globalized goods, services, 
finances, cultural products, and more. It also entered into new rounds of military 
conflict designed to shore up capitalism. These initiatives interfaced with many 
long-standing capitalist and colonialist engagements between the United States 
and other countries, and also created new entanglements. These processes deep-
ened the material, institutional, and ideological ties that comprise the “bridges for 
migration” to the United States.13 At the same time, the impacts of neoliberalism 
in other countries, including structural adjustment programs, mobilized increas-
ing numbers of people to migrate internationally. Migrants included Indigenous 
people throughout the Americas.14 Yet, even as the United States fueled neoliberal 
globalization processes that significantly contributed to migration, it simultane-
ously enacted new barriers against people who sought to enter, or remain, legally. 
These contradictions vastly expanded the numbers of people who would become 
designated as undocumented and deportable migrants.15

 In 1980, the United States codified a distinct institutional and legal process 
for responding to migrants seeking protection from persecution. Historically, 
the international refugee system was structured around the experiences of nor-
matively gendered males facing persecution for political activism in the public 
sphere. In 1965, the United States further defined refugees as those fleeing com-
munism and the Middle East. However, the United States Refugee Act of 1980 
incorporated the international definition of a refugee: someone who has crossed 
an international border and has experienced, or fears experiencing in the future, 
persecution on account of their race, religion, nationality, political opinion, or 
membership in a particular social group.16 The Refugee Act of 1980 also set up 
processes for selecting and administering the resettlement of people who entered 
the United States through the refugee system.
 Unlike migrants admitted through the 1965 INA, those admitted through 
the Refugee Act received government assistance (which has steadily declined). 
Nonetheless, “economic self-sufficiency was the cornerstone of the Refugee Act 
of 1980,” and resources were administered in a manner that was intended to in-
culcate neoliberal logics among the migrants.17 The state’s processes for selecting 
and resettling racializes and (hetero)genders them in ways that condition their 
possibilities within labor markets, the welfare state, and citizenship norms.18

 In the early 1990s, after tireless efforts by feminist, queer, and other activists and 
scholars, U.S. law began to recognize that sexuality or gender could comprise a 
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basis for social group identity or a tool of persecution on which refugee or asylum 
claims could be made. Yet, this insight became incorporated into refugee/asylum 
law and policy in a way that largely reflected the neoliberal multicultural politics 
of recognition, which essentialized sexuality and gender as individual attributes 
of marginalized people rather than as broad social axes of power and struggle that 
are relevant to everyone. This approach created numerous barriers for migrants 
who sought asylum on the basis of sexual or gender identity or persecution. For 
example, successful claims hinge on credibility, which is often evaluated according 
to deeply ethnocentric and essentialist norms or stereotypes about LGBTQ people 
or cisgender heterosexual women’s lives, which are unable to account for intersect-
ing vulnerabilities that include but extend beyond sexuality and gender. The process 
often reproduces colonialist logics of “third world difference,” “backwardness,” and 
LGBTQ people and women who are “victimized” by “their culture” and need rescue, 
while letting Global Northern nation-states off the hook for their role in generat-
ing migration and in the systemic violence that migrants endure while seeking 
status and afterward.19 The relatively small numbers whose applications result in 
legal status endure homophobia, transphobia, misogyny, racism, and exploitation 
throughout the process and after settlement, too. Effectively, as Sima Shakhsari 
describes, seeking state recognition as an asylum seeker or refugee requires mak-
ing oneself legible within specific legal and social norms of sexuality and gender 
that have been set by powerful others, and that reproduce colonial, racial, and class 
logics. As a result, many migrants become systemically and violently “stripped of 
rights” through a process that claims to uphold their rights.20

 In 1996, the Defense of Marriage Act (DOMA) codified marriage as involv-
ing one man and one woman; thus, marriage could not provide a basis for legal 
immigration by same-sex couples, and couples that included trans partners of-
ten faced complex difficulties in legally immigrating.21 Also in 1996, in line with 
neoliberalizing logics and technologies of privatization and personal responsibil-
ity, anyone sponsoring a spouse or other family members for migration became 
required to meet minimum income/asset requirements and sign legally binding 
affidavits of support. Authorized immigrants were also barred from numerous 
forms of public assistance for at least five years.22 Chandan Reddy describes that 
for decades, family-sponsored migration has provided the largest pool of le-
gally admitted “unskilled workers,” whose labor remains in high demand. Yet, 
by admitting them through “family reunification,” their migration gets coded as 
being “produced by the petitioning activity of resident immigrants living in the 
United States,” to which the benevolent state responds. Moreover, their social 
needs become the privatized responsibility of the petitioning sponsor.23 An array 
of temporary rather than permanent immigration visas for additional low-wage 
workers, and the labor of international students, supplements the system.24
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 As part of the production of “responsibilized” migrant families who served 
state austerity agendas, migrants’ childbearing and children became further prob-
lematized. Exclusionists and white nationalists circulated incendiary claims that 
migrant women were “targeting” the United States to give birth to children who, 
as U.S. citizens, would supposedly reap enormous benefits and sponsor their 
undocumented parent(s) for legal status. The claims are manifestly inaccurate.25 
Nonetheless, the claims legitimized policies and practices that materially disen-
franchised the women and their children, including in terms of access to health 
care, food, shelter, and educational opportunities.26 Research has not addressed 
how LGBTQ migrant parents, and children with LGBTQ migrant parents, were 
affected, but the impacts of these anti-immigrant policies and discourses were 
surely compounded by the ways that same-sex and trans families remain vilified, 
criminalized, and made invisible, and parent/child ties within these families are 
rendered unstable or illegible by both domestic and immigration law.27

 Congress and numerous state governments repeatedly introduced bills seeking 
to repeal birthright citizenship for children who were born in the United States 
to migrant parents. Dorothy Roberts highlights the links between these anti-
immigrant discourses and policies, and discourses and policies that criminalize, 
pathologize, and seek to prevent childbearing and parenting in communities 
of color and Native communities. As Roberts describes, anti-immigrant poli-
cies went hand in hand with welfare “reforms” in the 1990s that targeted U.S. 
citizen women who were poor, of color, and/or Native through “family caps,” 
encouragement to use the long-lasting but risky contraceptive Norplant, and 
other measures.28 Roberts concludes that such efforts “send a powerful message 
about who is [and is not] worthy to add their children to the future community 
of citizens.”29

 These struggles over children implicated not just local and national, but also 
transnational, hierarchies. As Tamar Wilson explains, U.S. immigration policies 
historically ensured that the costs of socially reproducing families were borne by 
Latin American, Caribbean, and Asian nation-states from which migrants came. 
But when more women became international migrants, stayed abroad longer, 
and birthed children, these circumstances resituated social reproduction costs.30 
Exclusionist rhetoric and policies, operating in tandem with racist welfare and 
criminal (in)justice and deportation policies that reassert the norm of the United 
States as a nation grounded in white, middle class domesticity and reproduction, 
sought to refuse and “offshore” these costs.
 In June 2013, the Supreme Court struck down section 3 of DOMA that defined 
marriage as a relationship between one man and one woman. On July 1, 2013, Sec-
retary of Homeland Security Janet Napolitano issued a statement saying, “effective 
immediately, I have directed U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services (USCIS) 
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to review immigration visa petitions filed on behalf of a same-sex spouse in the 
same manner as those filed on behalf of an opposite-sex spouse.”31 The statement 
was accompanied by a list of “Frequently Asked Questions” with answers about 
how the process would work. This change opened the door to legal migration 
for some same-sex couples. Yet, as Priya Kandaswamy describes, the struggle for 
recognition of same-sex marriage was waged without challenging or transforming 
the ways that marriage preserves white privilege, patriarchy, and the restricted 
transfer of wealth.32 Not surprisingly, in order to receive legal status based on 
marriage, same-sex and trans couples, like normative male/female couples, had 
to meet income requirements; prove the bona fides of their marriages; demon-
strate lack of criminalization; and conform to norms of privacy, domesticity, and 
consumption. This reformist change incorporated relatively privileged same-sex 
and trans couples within the existing system and logics of structured inequalities.
 These developments make clear that heteronormativity always involves ques-
tions about how sexualities and genders comprise axes for governance, discipline, 
resistance, dispossession, and displacement that thoroughly articulate the long 
history of settler colonialism, empire, white supremacy, and capitalism through 
which the United States is constituted. Dynamics of migrant illegalization, de-
tention, and deportation, which are the focus of this collection, stem from these 
histories.

“Illegalization”

In the United States today, it is commonly believed that “illegal” or undocumented 
status reflects the inherent, undesirable character of individual migrants who 
have “broken the law.” That individualizing and depoliticizing approach ignores 
the dynamics that drive global migration in the first place and the United States’ 
role in those dynamics. It also ignores how U.S. immigration policies reinforce 
multiple inequalities at global, national, and local scales—thus ensuring that 
migration will continue—and how U.S. immigration regimes configure who 
may, or may not, acquire or keep legal status and on what terms. Plainly stated, 
undocumented status reflects not a “type” of person but rather, a person who has 
been made undocumented through relations of power, knowledge, and struggle.
 The very possibility that someone might become designated as undocumented 
is relatively recent. Moreover, scholars have shown that the line between docu-
mented and undocumented status is never stable, but rather, migrants transition 
among statuses depending on the changing rules for admission, residence, and 
work.33 The meanings and experiences of being designated as undocumented 
also greatly vary.34 Scholars have analyzed how dynamics of settler colonialism, 
capitalism, racism, and empire significantly shape who is likely to become routed 
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into undocumented status; recent works, to which this collection contributes, 
further explore how sexual and gender hierarchies articulate these histories.35

 The immigration system’s rules concerning eligibility for admission, described 
earlier, thoroughly configure people’s possibilities for acquiring legal status or not. 
Migrants are also made undocumented through the refugee and asylum system. 
The fact that there are two different systems for migrant admission reflects the 
distinction between forced (political) and voluntary (economic) migrants, even 
though force and economics are not easily separable in most migrants’ lives.36 In-
sisting on the distinction, however, allows the United States to invalidate claims 
by poor and working-class migrants seeking protection by asserting that they 
are “really” economic migrants trying to “take advantage” of the refugee/asylum 
system. Media frequently echo that assertion, which has legitimized expanding 
measures to prevent migrants from ever arriving to apply for asylum. The mea-
sures include turning migrants’ boats around at sea, housing them on islands and 
deconstitutionalized zones to ensure they cannot apply for asylum, using bribes 
or threats to persuade other countries through which they pass to contain or stop 
them, and outrightly refusing to allow them to apply for asylum when they arrive 
at U.S. border checkpoints. The distinction between forced and voluntary migra-
tion also enables the United States to deny asylum claims by migrants who cannot 
conform to narrow, Eurocentric norms of gay, lesbian, or transgender identities 
and identifications; women who cannot fit the narrative of the United States “sav-
ing brown women from brown men” (though only when women are sufficiently 
middle class and there’s no prospect of more than a handful of applicants); those 
seeking protection on the grounds of persecution and violence in which the United 
States is directly implicated; and others. Assertions that migrants fail to meet the 
dizzying maze of technical, bureaucratic, or evidentiary standards that are required 
to “prove” their need for protection further enable denial of claims in these situ-
ations. Once their protection claims and appeals are denied, migrants no longer 
have a basis for continued presence or claims on the state, and they become re-
cast as unauthorized and deportable, including to circumstances that may result 
in death.37 Even while the refugee and asylum system remains a major engine 
for producing migrants who are undocumented, detainable, and deportable, the 
existence of that system “obscures the political context that produces displaced 
people in the first place” and the role of the United States and other nations in 
that context.38 It also further legitimizes harsh immigration controls. These U.S. 
approaches are widely echoed around the world.
 When migrants become unable to acquire or retain legal status because of 
these processes, this does not mean that they are deported.39 On the contrary, 
they often become differentially included in the United States in a manner that 
makes them highly vulnerable and exploitable.40 Differential inclusion “describes 
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how inclusion in a sphere, society, or realm can involve various degrees of sub-
ordination, rule, discrimination, racism, disenfranchisement, exploitation and 
segmentation.”41

 The experiences of LGBTQ holders of DACA status offer one illustration of 
how migrants may transition among documented and undocumented statuses 
and the forms that differential inclusion may take. President Obama created 
DACA, or Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals, in 2012, after Congress re-
peatedly failed to pass legislation that would have provided a pathway to legal 
status for millions of young people who had been brought as undocumented 
children to the United States. They faced blocked opportunities at every turn 
and the constant possibility of detention and deportation. The DACA program 
allowed undocumented migrants who had entered the United States before the 
age of 16 and met other requirements to get temporary work authorization and 
protection from deportation for a two-year period.42 Yet, DACA-holders were 
not considered to be “legally present” even though they were physically, socially, 
economically, and in every other way present. Moreover, DACA offered no path 
to more secure status and had to be regularly renewed, which meant it could be 
denied. Some 800,000 migrants, including an estimated 36,000 who identified 
as LGBTQ, received DACA status.43

 The DACA program reflected a neoliberal dream (or nightmare) in terms of 
allowing for the extraction of value while providing no social benefits. Yet, the 
sheer fact of not being deportable, combined with having work authorization, 
made a demonstrable difference in the lives of DACA recipients and their families/
social networks. A Williams Institute study found that LGBTQ DACA holders 
reported an average increase of 45 percent in hourly wages and expanded access 
to jobs with benefits, and 92 percent reported pursuing educational opportuni-
ties that would have otherwise been unavailable.44

 Under the Obama administration, DACA holders seeking to renew their sta-
tus were sometimes denied, including for petty infractions, which illustrates the 
tenuousness of that status. In Fiscal Year 2017, under the Trump administration, 
840 DACA holders’ statuses were revoked.45 In September 2017, the Trump ad-
ministration stopped accepting any new applications for DACA status, and ef-
fective March 5, 2018, DACA status began to expire for all holders—without any 
prospect for renewal. The Migration Policy Institute estimated that as a result, 915 
DACA holders would lose status every day.46 Several courts enjoined the Trump 
administration from dismantling the program. In June 2019, the Supreme Court 
agreed to review whether the Trump administration could end the program; as 
of this writing, that decision is pending.
 The experiences of LGBTQ DACA recipients illustrate some of the complexities 
involved in getting, keeping, or losing legal status: the extraordinary variety of 
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statuses available and the (im)possibilities and constraints associated with each 
one; how legal statuses intersect with other axes of privilege or vulnerability; and 
how migrants may transit among statuses, which impacts not just themselves but 
also those around them.47

 All of this connects with risks and experiences of detention and deportation.

Detention and Deportation

In the 1980s and ’90s, the United States significantly expanded militarization of the 
U.S./Mexico border and immigration enforcement both inward and outward from 
the territorial boundaries of the United States. Militarizing the border involved 
a steady buildup of surveillance and military equipment; material and virtual 
walling; a massive escalation in numbers of agents patrolling the border, who 
were also more visible in everyday and neighborhood settings; the rise of armed 
vigilante groups; tech and private prison companies flocking to the border to seek 
profit; and a consistent lack of accountability for abuses and shooting deaths.48

 Militarization and expanded immigration enforcement are grounded in and 
shore up settler colonial logics, especially for peoples like the Tohono O’odham, 
whose nation spans the U.S.-Mexico border. U.S. border enforcement has deep-
ened the experience of violent occupation. Border Patrol agents routinely en-
gage in “coercive, abusive and threatening behavior” toward citizens going about 
their everyday business, treating them as suspected unauthorized migrants on 
their own land.49 Border Patrol presence has resulted in walling, checkpoints, 
helicopters overhead, drones, and more; this has harmed the earth and plants, 
disrupted traditional ways of life, and reflects ongoing abrogation of the nation’s 
sovereignty.50 Other Native nations have been similarly affected.
 When militarization of the southern border failed to prevent migration (and 
instead produced many more dead, deeper smuggling networks, and longer mi-
grant stays in the United States), detention started to become the major strategy for 
responding to undocumented migration. Detention had already been significantly 
developed as a response to Haitian and Cuban asylum seekers arriving by boat in 
the 1980s.51 In 1996, new laws drastically ramped up the processes whereby migrants 
became criminalized (dubbed “crimmigration” by Juliet Strumpf), which greatly 
expanded illegalization, detention and deportation logics, processes, and institu-
tions.52 The laws mandated the deportation of all noncitizens, authorized or not, 
who were convicted of an “aggravated felony.” The laws redefined what counted as 
an aggravated felony so that even minor violations like shoplifting or nonpayment 
of taxes were potentially included. The laws applied retroactively, such that non-
citizen legal residents who had minor brushes with the law long in the past sud-
denly found themselves deportable. Crimmigration also involved the enhancement 
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or literal creation of criminal sanctions for immigration-related acts, for example, 
reentering the United States after being deported for unauthorized presence. Fur-
ther driving crimmigration and deportation were the ways that local and state 
law enforcement became increasingly linked into supporting federal immigration 
authorities. The convergence between crime control, immigration control, and 
deportation has tightened the popular and political equation of undocumented 
status with inherent criminality. The events of September 11, 2001, also deepened 
the equally unjustified association of undocumented migration with terrorism.
 The United States now has the largest immigrant detention system in the 
world.53 Detainees include long-term U.S. residents, both documented and not, 
and recent border crossers, including those planning to apply for asylum. They 
are held in a sprawling network of county jails, Department of Homeland Secu-
rity (DHS)–run facilities, and private facilities that are paid a daily rate for each 
detainee.
 Sexual and gender logics, in their intersections with economic dispossession, 
racialization, settler colonialism, and empire, shape who is targeted for detention 
and eventual deportation. Golash-Boza has shown that working-class men from 
Latin America and the Caribbean are overwhelmingly targeted.54 Monisha Das 
Gupta suggests that they are targeted “precisely because they do not and cannot 
structurally live up to the . . . gender and sexual arrangements” prescribed by set-
tler white heteronormativity.55 LGBTQ migrants, especially when they are trans 
women, of color, from Latin America or the Caribbean, and/or poor, are also 
highly vulnerable to becoming detained. Vulnerabilities include being targets of 
violence in the countries from which they came, while crossing through transit 
countries, and upon arrival in the United States; heightened likelihood of inter-
action with police because of the discriminatory enforcement of laws and with 
criminal gangs who know they are largely unprotected; and being pushed into 
homelessness, survival sex work, and the underground economy. HIV-positive 
migrants are also vulnerable, especially in jurisdictions that criminalize otherwise 
legal conduct or increase penalties for illicit conduct based on HIV-positive sta-
tus.56 Detained HIV-positive people generally experience significant difficulties 
accessing vital medicines and health care.
 Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) may release migrants who are 
not subject to mandatory detention, present no flight risk, and do not threaten 
public safety. ICE uses an automated Risk Classification Assessment tool to evalu-
ate whether to detain or release migrants. Sharita Gruberg found that in 2015, 
even when ICE’s own risk assessment tool recommended release, ICE did not 
release LGBTQ migrants in 88 percent of those instances.57 For those few who 
were offered release, ICE required the payment of extremely high bonds that 
most could not afford, so they remained detained anyway.
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 While in detention, conditions are organized around and perpetuate sexual-
ized, gendered, racialized, and economic abuse. In a 2011 groundbreaking chal-
lenge, Heartland Alliance’s National Immigrant Justice Center filed complaints 
documenting allegations of abuse on behalf of 13 detained LGBTQ migrants 
with the Office of Civil Rights and Civil Liberties and the Office of the Inspector 
General. The complaints described sexual assault, denial of adequate medical care 
and mental health treatment, arbitrary long-term solitary confinement, frequent 
discrimination and abuse by officers and facility staff, and ineffective complaints 
and appeals processes.58 “[O]ther complaints have documented LGBT detainees 
being called names such as ‘faggot’ by guards and being told to ‘walk like a man, 
not a gay man’ and ‘act male.’”59 Trans women are very frequently detained in 
all-male facilities.
 Sexual abuse is particularly rampant and unchecked in immigrant detention 
facilities. ICE insists that it has a zero tolerance policy toward sexual abuse in 
detention facilities.60 Fliers in detention facilities urge detainees to “break the 
silence” about sexual assault, and detainees are provided with information about 
how to file complaints.61 Nonetheless, Human Rights Watch, the ACLU, MAL-
DEF, and others have consistently documented systemic, unchecked sexual abuse 
within immigrant detention facilities. A 2018 report by The Intercept affirms that 
“sexual abuse and harassment in immigration detention facilities are not only 
widespread but systemic, and enabled by an agency that regularly fails to hold 
itself accountable.”62 The author concludes that the data “paint a damning portrait 
and suggest institutional complicity to sexual abuse on a mass scale.”63 Institution-
alized complicity and lack of accountability are also shown by the fact that ICE 
has asked the National Archives to erase records of abuse and deaths in deten-
tion.64 Transgender women are particularly at risk of sexual abuse in detention; 
it’s estimated that they represent 1 in 500 of all detained migrants, but according 
to a 2013 report, 1 in 5 substantiated cases of sexual abuse in immigrant detention 
facilities.65 Trans migrants are also routinely subjected to gendered harassment 
and denial of hormones and appropriate medical care.
 Sexual abuse and coercion may result in pregnancy, or migrants may already 
be pregnant when detained. Under the Obama administration, pregnant women 
were regarded as a vulnerable population and generally not detained except under 
extraordinary circumstances. In December 2017, the Trump administration re-
scinded that policy. Some detained women have miscarried due to lack of proper 
medical care, staff indifference, generally abusive conditions, and the stress of their 
situation.66 For detained women and girls who may not want to carry a pregnancy 
to term, including when the pregnancy stemmed from sexual violence, abortion 
access is extremely difficult. The case of detained migrant 17-year-old Jane Doe, 
whose struggle for an abortion reached the Supreme Court in 2018, demonstrates 
the difficulties.67
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 Vulnerability to sexual abuse and coercion combines with high rates of physical 
and psychological threats, abuse, and coercion. Detainees also report consistent 
difficulties accessing adequate food, basic hygiene, and health care. Lawsuits 
charge that detained migrants comprise a captive workforce that is frequently 
compelled to work for $1 a day. Not surprisingly, but tragically, migrants have 
died in detention under conditions that have yet to be remedied. Recent deaths 
include Roxsana Hernández, a 33-year-old transgender woman from Honduras, 
who died on May 25, 2018. A statement by Pueblo Sin Fronteras, Al Otro Lado, 
and Diversided Sin Fronteras expressed deep grief that Roxsana had died after 
traveling “over 2,000 miles through Mexican territory on foot, by train, by bus 
because her last aspiration and hope was to save her own life.”68 Yet, in the United 
States, she encountered entrenched indifference to the circumstances that moti-
vated her migration, brutal conditions including detention in an “ice box” that 
caused severe deterioration to her health, and loss of hope. “Treated neither with 
respect nor with dignity,” these cumulative conditions led to her death.69

 While not every facility is the same, the system as a whole fosters “a culture of 
cruelty.”70 Cruelty including neglect, abuse, and death persists because facilities 
lack oversight or accountability. A patchwork of different detention standards ap-
plies (though mainly in the breach); the complaints process is utterly inadequate; 
ICE has been aware for years of that conditions in many detention facilities are 
abysmal, but their response is characterized by “systemic indifference.” Facilities 
with a record of inhumane and degrading treatment of people, and unexplained 
deaths, continue to receive contracts to detain migrants.71 The Trump adminis-
tration has been rolling back the meager protections that are supposed to be in 
place—while vastly expanding the numbers detained. It has also promoted brazen 
indifference to human rights violations, systemic abuse, and death.
 Rachel Lewis argues that illegalization and detention frequently produces les-
bian-identified women as deportable subjects.72 Martha Balaguera describes that 
Central American trans women on the run from violence and persecution, whose 
bodies “fill detention facilities, shelters, and the migrant trails across Mexico,” ex-
perience “confinement in motion” that includes, but extends far beyond, the vio-
lence inflicted by the U.S. state.73 Shannon Speed suggests that Indigenous women 
fleeing violence, including lesbian, trans, and cisgender women, find that their 
rights are “functionally eliminated” at every step of their journey, and the process 
of seeking protection through asylum further contributes to that elimination.74

 These practices and logics draw from and further contribute to the vast expan-
sion of the prison industrial complex that targets poor, racialized, and queered 
U.S. citizen communities. They also contribute to restructuring states and other 
institutions of governance around social abandonment, imprisonment, and im-
punity.75 Finally, the practices and logics articulate with the global detention 
regime in which the United States is a major participant.76
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 Because of these practices, the numbers who are deported have reached hor-
rifying levels. Golash-Boza describes that “the current numbers of deportations 
are unprecedented in the history of the USA”; between 1998 and 2012 alone, there 
were over 4.1 million deportations.77 Despite DHS’s claims that it targets danger-
ous criminals for detention and deportation, most deportees have no criminal 
record or records related to traffic offenses, low-level drug offenses, or reentry 
after a previous deportation; deportees are also frequently people who sought 
humanitarian protection but were denied.78

 Although state research and policy often individualize and normalize deporta-
tion, Khosravi and others highlight that it is a deeply brutal process, and moreover, 
as suggested by Lewis, Balaguera, Speed, and many more, individual experiences 
of brutality through detention and deportation connect to systemic inequalities 
and structural violence—which do not end when migrants are dropped off or 
dumped outside of U.S. territorial borders.79 Instead, people may enter cycles of 
incarceration-deportation-abuse-return-incarceration and so on that contrib-
ute to stripping them of rights at every step. In some cases, migrants including 
LGBTQ people and other vulnerable groups are deported directly to death.80 In 
other cases, they experience slow and systemic death.

Citizenship, Citizen/Migrant Hierarchies,  
and Struggles for Transformation

U.S. citizenship stems from and reproduces settler colonialist, racializing, hetero-
gendering and anti-poor logics.81 Immigration controls including illegalization, 
detention, and deportation support this form of U.S. citizenship. At the same time, 
these controls are transforming the meaning 0f citizenship. Transformations are 
evidenced by the experiences of literally millions of citizens and legal permanent 
residents whose family members and friends have been tracked into illegaliza-
tion, detention, and deportation. A growing scholarship documents the multiple 
harmful and destructive impacts on families and communities who live under 
these conditions. Their experiences reflect and reproduce hierarchies among the 
U.S. citizenry, while also reshaping how nation-based citizenship functions trans-
nationally.82 For example, migrants’ deportation affects citizenries in the countries 
to which they are forcibly sent, as well as U.S. citizens who are left behind; U.S. 
citizen family members sometimes leave with deported migrants; and many mi-
grants conceive themselves as de facto U.S. Americans even after being deported.
 Publicizing the pain and disenfranchisement of citizens who are impacted by 
immigration enforcement practices, including through deportation of their family 
members, has offered an important means for challenging current immigration 
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controls. Yet this strategy remains fraught with risk because only some citizens’ 
pain and disenfranchisement appear capable of generating change. For example, 
appeals to stop the deportation of family members have most often gained trac-
tion when the families involved are normatively gendered, have some degree of 
racial privilege or economic means, have not been criminalized, or can other-
wise appeal to mainstream values like military service. Other citizens’ pain and 
disenfranchisement seemingly do not count and instead, reiterate or deepen 
their devaluation.83 These disparities underscore how immigration struggles of-
ten reflect, and further shore up, inequalities among citizens, as well as among 
migrants.84

 Promising approaches for grasping and reworking the co-implication of citizen 
and migrant statuses stem from treating citizenship as “not just a status that pre-
cedes immigration enforcement but also one that is, in a functional sense, produced 
by such enforcement.”85 For example, citizens and migrants have worked together 
to challenge racist immigration enforcement practices that “overlap and intersect 
with historical and contemporary geographies of racist state violence and mass 
incarceration” that target citizens.86 Engin Isin characterizes these kinds of chal-
lenges as “acts of citizenship . . . through which citizens, strangers, outsiders and 
aliens emerge not as subjects already defined, but as ways of being with others.”87

 The United States has a long history of migrant justice struggles that link with 
citizens’ issues. Since 2006, there has been a resurgence of these struggles. The 
resurgence has spanned the political spectrum from those seeking liberal reforms 
around legalization while accepting militarization of borders, to revolutionary 
approaches demanding open borders, the abolition of ICE, and more.88 Main-
stream LGBT organizations began to incorporate immigration issues into their 
platforms with a particular focus on lobbying for recognition of same-sex and 
trans couples’ relationships as a basis for legal immigration. This focus generated 
significant criticism because it affirmed normalizing visions of which families, 
relationships, and individuals “deserve” protection and incorporation, thereby 
serving rather than challenging immigration enforcement practices that rou-
tinely illegalize, detain, and deport queer and trans migrants who are racialized, 
criminalized, and economically dispossessed.89 More radical queer migrant justice 
platforms (for example, by the now-defunct Queers for Economic Justice and the 
Audre Lorde Project) also emerged and continue to inspire.
 Queer and trans migrants, who are positioned at the intersections of multiple 
identities, hierarchies, and movements that often overlook them or seek advance-
ment at their expense, emerged as leaders and made significant interventions 
into the framing of demands and the tactics used. Their interventions often en-
tailed seizing or creating “coalitional moments.” Karma R. Chávez explains that 
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coalitional moments arise when political issues overlap in ways “that create space 
to reenvision and potentially reconstruct rhetorical imaginaries” and open up 
possibilities for “radical social and political change.”90 Coalitional moments have 
been evidenced by the work of young queer and trans migrants who “put a vi-
brant face (or faces) to a nationwide movement that is intent on highlighting the 
simultaneity of LGBT and migrant struggles.”91 Some migrants borrowed from 
the LGBT movement’s tactic of “coming out of the closet,” proclaiming them-
selves “undocumented and unafraid” while pushing to end deportation and open 
up legalization.92 “Undocuqueer” also emerged as a critical framework through 
which queer and trans migrant subjectivities, collectivities, coalitions, and politi-
cal projects caught fire, sparking pride, resistance, and new forms of organizing. 
Julio Salgado’s “I am Undocuqueer” series, comprised of vivid portraits and short 
narratives, significantly fueled these efforts.93

 LGBTQ migrant detention particularly sparked coalitional moments while 
highlighting differences. After complaints were filed against the Department 
of Homeland Security (DHS) in 2011, DHS created a special detention unit for 
transgender and gay migrants (the LGBT “pod”); yet reports of the abuse of LGBT 
detainees continued, leading to nationwide protests and Congressional concern. 
In 2015, undocumented trans migrant Jennicet Gutiérrez interrupted President 
Obama at a White House event to protest the abuse of detained trans immigrants 
and demand the release of all LGBTQ detainees. In 2016, undocumented trans 
and queer migrants who advocated confrontational, transformational, and non-
assimilative approaches to social justice struggles bravely went on a public hunger 
strike to protest the LGBT detention pod and all immigrant detentions. Queer 
and trans migrants also mobilized around the arrival of caravans of gay and trans 
Central American migrants seeking asylum in the United States in 2017 and 2018 
and numerous other struggles.
 Artistic and cultural works (including the works in this volume) have been 
indispensable for queer and trans migrant organizing. Social media have also 
been indispensable. Migrants have deftly navigated social media’s implication 
in dominant economic, cultural, and social regimes, opening up space for new 
subjectivities, imaginaries, activisms, and communities. And even while ICE 
increasingly depends on information technology to surveil, incarcerate, and de-
port, queer and trans migrants and allies have used information technologies to 
contest deportations and enable border crossings, and for other purposes (see 
Herrera in this volume).94

 Struggles against migrant illegalization, detention, and deportation have deeply 
tangled roots that connect multiple forms of violence and freedom dreams. Un-
derstanding these historical entanglements offers resources, roadmaps, and in-
spiration for the difficult present.
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“Prevent Miami from Becoming  

a Refugium Peccatorum”
Policing Black Bahamian Women and  

Making the Straight, White State, 1890–1940

julio capó jr.

Writing in Nassau’s Tribune in 1911, a Bahamian man described an immigrant of-
ficer based in the then-nascent city of Miami as “vigilant as the fabled Cerberus,” 
a reference to the mythological hellhound guarding the underworld.1 In conjuring 
the well-known image of the multiheaded hound as a means of describing the 
city’s immigrant officer, the man conceded several connections no doubt intel-
ligible to his contemporaries: the need to protect borders, the violence inherent 
in such security mechanisms, and the undesirability of particular bodies. While 
Cerberus was tasked with keeping dead subjects from leaving the underworld, 
Miami’s immigration officer was responsible for regulating Bahamians and oth-
ers who sought some form of relief, opportunity, and reconciliation through 
their mobility.
 Take the case of an unmarried Black Bahamian woman whose name is not 
known to us who tried to enter Miami during this period. A man who awaited 
her arrival rushed to the schooner she sailed in with a marriage license in hand. 
He hoped this would change her status to that of a respectable married woman 
who would thereby become eligible to disembark and settle in Miami, even if 
just temporarily. It didn’t work. The “obdurate” officer did not allow a brief cer-
emony to take place on the vessel nor could the “distressed young woman” step 
foot on Miami soil. Immigration officers ordered the vessel’s captain to take the 
woman—who, at that point, was in “tears and sobs”—back to the Bahamas.2

 While exclusion at the border for single or unaccompanied Black Bahamian 
women was fairly commonplace, most Bahamian male laborers—including some 
who had been arrested in Miami on felony charges for committing homosexual 
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acts—had a different experience. Immediately after residents voted to incor-
porate the city of Miami in 1896, white settler-capitalists from the U.S. North, 
Midwest, and South began populating the frontier-land and looked to seasonal 
male migrants from the then-British colony of the Bahamas to build southern 
Florida’s infrastructure and economy. In large part because city powerbrokers and 
employers relied heavily on the cheap and experienced labor Black Bahamian 
men offered, Miami’s borders proved mostly permeable for them before the early 
1920s.3

 This work offers a transnational analysis of Bahamians, with a particular em-
phasis on the experiences of women, who entered or tried to enter Miami during 
the early twentieth century. It highlights the gendered migration patterns that 
found Bahamian men living in “bachelor” societies in Miami’s urban frontier and 
created female-dominated, homosocial spaces on the archipelago. During the 
early 1900s, women and men who engaged in—or, largely as a product of their 
race and class, were believed to likely engage in—transgressive sexual acts were 
more likely to be excluded at the border as liable to become a “public charge” to 
the state. As the case of Black Bahamian men suggests, however, racialized and 
gendered labor practices often valorized certain bodies that then more read-
ily circumvented such exclusion. Through these imperatives, Black Bahamian 
women at the Caribbean-U.S. borders subverted the state’s norms of whiteness, 
binary gender, reproductive heterosexuality, and labor productivity that shaped 
its assessment of a migrant or immigrant’s desirability. While we have come to 
understand the exclusion of “the homosexual” at the borders—that is, through 
official U.S. immigration policy in effect from 1952 to 1990—this history urges 
us to think more broadly about sexuality-based regimes of exclusion that were 
intrinsically informed by racialized, gendered, and economic imperatives.
 The case of Bahamians in Miami elucidates the critical nature of racialized nar-
ratives in promoting the formation of what Margot Canaday calls the “straight 
state,” bringing us closer, through a queer transcolonial and transnational analysis, 
to M. Jacqui Alexander’s appeal that we view formations of citizenship through 
the naturalization of both heterosexuality and whiteness. Centering Bahamians 
highlights that the state was crafted not just as straight, but also as white, and that 
hegemonies of straightness and whiteness are co-constituted. In privileging white, 
hetero-patriarchal norms, the U.S. state created apparatuses to exclude so-called 
undesirable bodies that transgressed these norms. The Bahamians’ experiences 
in Miami yield significant insight on how the formation of the “straight state” 
worked in concert with capitalist imperatives facilitated through the productiv-
ity and selectivity of a racialized “free labor” system. The legacies of slavery and 
colonialism in the West Indies constructed the corporeal logics in which, as Al-
exander argues, “Black bodies, the economic pivot of slave-plantation economy, 
were sexualized” and, she later adds, “essentially subordinated.”4
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 Black border crossers navigated distinct colonial practices in both the Baha-
mas and the United States that valorized the labor potential of their bodies; the 
state created apparatuses as a means to gauge its ability to regulate and encour-
age particular types of labor. So, while Black Bahamian migrants, especially men, 
were highly encouraged to enter Miami because of their desirable labor, Black 
Bahamian women were more likely to be excluded at the borders on account of 
predisposed beliefs that they had no or limited labor potential—or, at least, no 
respectable labor potential that the state understood as valuable. John D’Emilio 
has traced the centrality of capitalism—in particular, the tenets of the “free labor” 
system and the radical transformation of the nuclear family—to the formation of 
distinct sexual identities.5 Indeed, just as the U.S. state exploited Black Bahamian 
bodies seeking to enter Miami through the structures of racial capitalism, the 
migrants’ household economies and traditional family models gradually broke 
down on both sides of the Florida Straits. This, along with greater economic in-
dependence that migration at least temporarily offered them, helped disassociate 
sexual acts from their previous defining core, procreation, and increasingly helped 
the state and state actors produce a more coherent understanding of bodies in 
relation to constructs of an inherent sexuality. In particular, the formulation of 
normative, white heterosexuality became the lynchpin against which a matrix of 
transgressive sexual expressions—both real or imagined—were measured.
 This work also traces how vigilance, regulation, and violence far extended the 
borders; law enforcement and other state actors heavily policed and surveilled 
those who managed to pass Cerberus-like inspectors. This surveillance found 
release in a violent form of state welfare that paralleled and buttressed some of 
the greatest anxieties at the borders; their confinement at hospitals, asylums, and 
holding cells created a state logic in which restrictive immigration measures suc-
cessfully predicted that Black women from the Bahamas would become a public 
charge. That is, the state’s heightened criminalization, policing, and detainment of 
Black Bahamian women in Miami literally made them public charges and seemed 
to validate the restrictive immigration policy. Altogether, this queer analysis of 
Bahamian migration to Miami, which centers on various racialized and class-
based formations of gender and sexual transgression across colonial settings, 
highlights how the state’s multiheaded approach of controlling moving bodies 
it deemed undesirable—not unlike what “the fabled Cerberus” was thought to 
have achieved—produced grammars and praxes of illegality, confinement, and 
deportability.

* * *
 Miami’s early entrepreneurs exercised imperialist power to capitalize on tour-
ism, travel, and labor to and from the Bahamas. Venture capitalist Henry Flagler 
built a lucrative empire throughout Florida that went farther south than Miami, 
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as he understood the area’s proximity to the Caribbean would be one of its great-
est selling points.6 Once his enterprise brought railroads that blazed through 
Miami, Flagler made sure travelers could board a steamship from Miami to the 
Bahamian capital of Nassau. He struck a deal with the Bahamian government that 
provided him with an annual subsidy for his business. In return, he provided the 
Bahamas and Miami regular mail and freight service through his steamships.7 
Parts of the Bahamas depended on Florida to import resources to meet a grow-
ing tourism market.8 Miami and the Bahamas, along with their economies, were 
indelibly linked. This too was a direct product of the Bahamas’ colonial status, 
because the archipelago remained a British backwater to the metropole. So, while 
U.S. capitalists saw potential in the Bahamians’ experienced labor, Bahamians 
increasingly looked to the United States to counteract colonial neglect and inac-
tion, particularly the deterioration by the early twentieth century of the colony’s 
key exports: pineapples and sisal.9

 Although some Bahamians boarded these steamships for leisure travel, they 
more frequently used them to find work; their labor proved instrumental in the 
expansion of southern Florida’s agribusiness. For Bahamians in the late nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries, traveling to and from Miami proved no more 
difficult than crossing from one island to another in the archipelago. Like the 
thousands of Europeans and Asians who entered Ellis and Angel Islands before 
restrictive immigration laws curbed their passage, economic opportunity largely 
attracted Bahamians to Miami. Bahamians had long frequented the Florida Keys 
as fishers, spongers, and turtlers. Bahamians specifically looked to Miami, how-
ever, after the city’s incorporation in 1896. British West Indians were particularly 
mobile during this period largely due to the construction of the Panama Canal 
and other U.S. operations throughout the Americas that provided steady work.10 
Unlike the majority of their British-subject brethren, Bahamians primarily found 
work in Florida. Those from the northern islands, such as Abaco, Bimini, Cat 
Island, and Harbour Island, especially traveled to Miami.11 Roughly one-fifth of 
the entire Bahamian population went to Florida between 1900 and 1920.12 There, 
they often earned significantly higher wages while also cordoning off West Indian 
competition. Some Bahamians told stories of Miami as the “young Magic City 
where money could be ‘shaken from trees.’”13

 Bahamian migration patterns to Miami largely included women, men, and 
children until about 1905, when the port became easier for travelers to access 
and when the city’s labor needs and a strengthened immigration control sys-
tem came to privilege male migrants.14 Miami agribusiness particularly desired 
Black Bahamian men’s labor, as well as their seasonal presence in the city. Their 
desirability as laborers helped secure their place in the new city, albeit under the 
rubric of Jim Crow segregation, discrimination, and violence. Bahamian men 
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increasingly entered Miami as seasonal or temporary migrant workers, without 
women, children, or family members, for a few months at a time.
 We should not interpret the capitalist-motivated impetus for welcoming Black 
Bahamian men to Miami as a sign that they were free from the state’s surveillance, 
subjugation, and criminalization independent of their bodies’ gender designation 
and presumed suitability for particular labor. Bahamian emigration to Florida 
drained the archipelago of so many young men and their manual labor that by 
1921, the male-to-female ratio of those aged twenty-five to thirty-four in the Ba-
hamas reached 1.3:2. That is, among this age group, the female population in the 
Bahamas was nearly double that of the men.15 While most of these Bahamian men 
seemed to have had little trouble passing through the Cerberus-like immigration 
inspectors in Miami, state actors like law enforcement, judges, and politicians 
heavily surveilled and policed them once they entered Miami. Arrest records 

Photo 2.1. Greater Antilles and the Bahamas in the Caribbean in relation to southern Florida. 
Map by Eamonn Edge.
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show that during the first two decades of the twentieth century, law enforcement 
disproportionately charged Bahamian men in the area for sodomy and crimes 
against nature, among other charges. While the evidence certainly suggests that 
the homosocial spaces created by their migration—wherein large populations 
of Bahamian men resided together in Miami, for instance—may have facilitated 
same-sex sexual behaviors, the archives also reveal that the state discriminatorily 
policed them as Black migrants whom they believed had a penchant for undesir-
able and immoral behaviors. Their desirability at the borders, premised on their 
labor potential, proved to be at once tenuous, constrained, and subject to greater 
scrutiny upon admission.16

 Southern Florida’s drain on Bahamian male labor created several anxieties on 
the islands, including discussions of the so-called destruction of the Bahamian 
family and the dearth of male laborers. In early 1913, Nassau’s Tribune presented 
“a matter that for some time past has given us great concern.” It noted that despite 
aggressive labor recruitment in the Bahamas, workers gravitated toward southern 
Florida and caused “a scarcity of labour in these islands.” Higher wages in Florida 
and a depressed economy in the Bahamas fueled these patterns. “It seems to us 
useless to offer men 2s.[shillings] per day when they can take a night’s run and 
find themselves where they can earn 6s. per day.” It posed: “If they go, can we 
blame them?”17 By 1920, for example, the Bahamian government lamented the 
scarcity of men in Watling’s Island, or San Salvador: “The island is almost de-
nuded of young men. . . . I regret to report that . . . there is not a single man on 
the whole island. . . . If something out of the ordinary doesn’t turn up soon, the 
district will be manless, because the married as well as the single are going.”18

 This gender-imbalanced migration placed new burdens on women on the is-
lands that helped challenge traditional gender norms; it is important to emphasize 
that while these migration patterns created homosocial male spaces in Miami, 
they similarly created female-dominant spaces throughout the Bahamian islands. 
A Bahamian colonial official recalled an instance in the Watlings Island district 
when the community mourned the death of one of their residents. Because the 
settlement was “denuded of men,” “women had to be the pall-bearers,” a role 
generally associated with masculinity.19 Another Bahamian expressed concern 
about how “women have to do all the farm work to maintain themselves and 
their children, for in the majority of cases in which the men have emigrated, the 
remittances to their families do not compensate for moral and financial losses.”20

 Evidence suggests transnational anxieties about other “moral . . . losses” in 
the Bahamas that resulted from these predominantly male migration patterns, 
such as the breakdown of traditional family models and multiple forms of wom-
en’s sexual transgression. Most Bahamian women remained on the islands with 
any children a couple may have had. Colonial sources suggested that the men’s 
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prolonged and disruptive absence from the islands seems to have caused several 
women to turn to others for intimacy. Based on Miami’s criminal records for this 
period, this was not unlike what some Bahamian men did in Miami with other 
men and new women.21 In some instances, both parents migrated to Miami, 
abandoning their children altogether.22 The men who made the trip to Florida, 
Bahamian colonial officials claimed, “leave their families to punish.” “The wife 
or mother endures these hardships for a time,” but later decides to go to Miami 
as well, “leaving . . . little children in care of her old parents who are not able to 
look after themselves.” This practice found “scores of children . . . strolling over 
the District, with no proper care or correction.” Local governments worried this 
would breed “thieves and vagabonds.”23 In Miami and the Bahamas, officials ex-
pressed concern that these circumstances might create a new generation of idle 
laborers and vagrants—a recipe, they also suggested, for undesirable behaviors.
 As a result of these shifts, Bahamian women entered new industries, including 
the service industry and sex work. Women from Rum Cay started using unsold 
sisal to make hats, for instance.24 Others attempted to sell sharkskin as a substitute 
for cowskin leather.25 While evidence does not specifically reveal that married 
or partnered women turned to prostitution during these times, colonial sources 
certainly indicate increased anxieties over the pervasiveness of brothels and sex 
work during this period. Whether these women were single or married, by 1917 
the Bahamian colonial government proposed an Act to curb sex work, particu-
larly in the capital, from which most schooners headed to Florida departed.26 
These “moral . . . losses,” colonial officers worried, had also led to an increase in 
venereal disease. While sex work in the Bahamas no doubt contributed to this, 
colonial sources saw the greatest increase in infection among “seamen return-
ing from their voyages abroad.” The breakdown of morals and the family, they 
believed, was widespread and occurring in both the British colony and Florida.27

 These social circumstances particularly affected women attempting to make 
their way into the United States; their gender, race, ethnicity, and socioeconomic 
status challenged state-crafted ideals of womanliness and they were categorized 
as prone to become dependents of the state and its resources. One expansive 
charge more discretely regulated gender and sexual transgression: the “likely to 
become a public charge” provision. Despite clear articulation of such a policy in 
U.S. immigration laws from 1882 and 1891, as Hidetaka Hirota reminds us, the 
clause originated from earlier state passenger laws that sought to exclude Irish 
“paupers” and others whom officials broadly construed as undesirable through 
their discretionary powers. The roots of a “finality clause” that granted inspec-
tion officers with largely unchecked exclusionary powers could be found in the 
immigration policies legislated in Massachusetts and New York.28 By the turn 
of the century, when the process of resolutely charging the federal government 
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with immigration control had been consolidated, the construction of undesirable 
immigrants would more willfully turn to southern and eastern Europeans and, 
while the nativist fervor targeting the Irish would increasingly diminish, anti-
Asian sentiment persisted. Although the clause banning those likely to become 
a public charge was technically gender-neutral, as Donna Gabaccia and others 
have argued, it proved particularly effective in excluding single or unaccompanied 
women because they were already, as women, viewed as inherently dependent 
on men or a patriarchal system to survive.29 Furthermore, as Emily Skidmore 
has observed, we must not overlook the “power of whiteness in rendering queer 
[and trans] individuals as potential citizens.” That is, their relative privilege often 
stood in stark contrast to those read outside the rubric of whiteness and therefore 
less likely to be perceived as a threat to the nation.30

 These forms of exclusion, surveillance, and regulation were further strength-
ened by racialized mythologies of laziness, hypersexuality, and promiscuity. 
Rather than view Bahamian women as productive laborers, as the state had ten-
tatively done with Bahamian men, Miami nativists maintained they would bur-
den the city’s resources. “[T]hese negro women are not ‘farm labor,’ nor do they 
often know how to do any kind of work in a way that is worthy of wages. They 
are illiterate and frequently so mentally unsound as to be incapable of learning 
to work in even a passably acceptable way,” noted a local newspaper. “They and 
their children become dependents.” Living in Miami, with greater access to in-
come, the newspaper continued, would inevitably lead to a lack of productivity 
and the so-called immoral vices nativists long associated with Black, immigrant, 
and working-class communities. In this way, “their idleness contribut[ed], of 
course, to all sorts of baneful things that are already a grave problem, if the white 
citizens of Dade county were wise enough to know it.” Exclusions at the border 
were necessary, they believed, because “every boat from the Bahamas brings in 
undesirables that are bound to become charges and a public nuisance.”31

 These nativist beliefs and gendered economic imperatives contributed to the 
belief among U.S. immigration officials in Miami that unmarried Bahamian 
women might be prostitutes or other undesirable entrants likely to burden the 
state’s coffers. In order to reach Miami, Bahamians boarded small schooners 
“so crowded with people that there was barely standing room on their decks.”32 
Many complained that vessels were “over-crowded” and equipped with “abso-
lutely no comforts, not even a latrine.”33 Some Bahamian officials suggested how 
the travel was particularly troublesome for women. They could not imagine how 
anyone would “take passage on such boats unless compelled to by necessity.”34 
They believed any woman who made the voyage to Miami under such precarious 
conditions did so in desperation—which rendered her vulnerable to immoral 
influences—and would otherwise be read as suspect for undergoing a passage 
unbecoming of a decent woman.
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 Once Bahamians arrived at Miami’s port, they were met by U.S. immigration 
officials, which included a physician and quarantine officer. These authorities 
boarded the vessel and conducted medical inspections on incoming migrants, 
weeding out those deemed undesirable. According to one Miami source, 10 per-
cent of the Bahamian migrants had been “sent back for one reason and another, in 
failing to meet the requirements of the immigration laws.” Those “who appeared 
to be in such a condition as to perhaps become a public charge” and “persons of 
questionable character” were “immediately returned from whence they came.”35 
The inspectors at the port of entry were charged with identifying and reporting 
“all insane persons, idiots, persons suffering from a loathsome or a dangerous 
contagious disease, and all persons whose mental or physical condition will af-
fect their ability to earn a living.”36 In 1914, Miami’s immigration inspector told 
reporters that his official statistics showed that the “percentage of deportation 
from the port of Miami, based on the number of immigrants” was “higher than 
at Ellis Island” in New York.37

 Upon arrival, the quarantine officer conducted “a veritable quiz” on the Ba-
hamians wishing to enter the United States that served as a means of excluding 
undesirables, particularly women suspected of being prostitutes and others they 
deemed likely to become a public charge. The questions asked of these women, 
one Bahamian believed, proved “too personal and embarrassing.” He maintained 
that there was “evidently a desire to prevent Miami from becoming a sort of 
refugium peccatorum,” or a refuge for sinners.38 In addition to these interroga-
tions, it seems likely that, as Eithne Luibhéid has posited with the surveillance 
of Chinese women at U.S. borders, immigration officers also policed Bahamian 
women by making individual assessments of their bodies and clothing, which 
were thought to offer “possible clues about ‘inner character,’” or sexual propri-
ety.39 One Bahamian observer believed the quarantine officers’ “praiseworthy . . . 
effort[s]” had “sternly closed the doors to questionable characters that have not 
come to seek a living by bona fide means,” at least in part a reference to Miami’s 
sexual economy.40

 At the Caribbean-Miami border, a single, Black Bahamian woman seeking 
admission became cause for alarm, her gender comportment and sexuality im-
mediately suspect. “It is useless for any unmarried woman of the working class 
to seek admission,” noted one man, “unless she have there some married female 
relative, known to be living a respectable life, to come forward and stand spon-
sor for her.”41 Both the medical and immigration officers in Miami had a great 
deal of power and discretion when making these decisions. After all, racialized 
interpretations of their sexualities stripped these women of their respectability 
by design.
 Meanwhile, the gender imbalance created by immigration screenings greatly 
contributed to cultural perceptions that Bahamian men on the islands remained 
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attached and under the watchful eyes of women and traditional families while 
those who ventured to Miami attained greater access to sexual experiences outside 
the traditional family unit, including extramarital and sometimes commercialized 
cross-sex and same-sex intimacies. In 1909, a colonial official from the Andros 
district maintained that several of the returning migrants from Florida were in-
clined to “what is called a sporting life,” suggesting they had grown accustomed 
to idleness and vice in Miami. It was also, of course, difficult to ignore that the 
Bahamians in Miami had more income available to them. Instead of working 
again in Bahamian fields or finding work at sea, those who had traveled to Mi-
ami “more fully develop[ed] what in their natures appeals to the lower creation,” 
believed one Bahamian official.42

 In stark contrast to the majority of the available employment in Miami, sev-
eral plantation jobs on the islands catered to entire Bahamian families. A 1913 
ad in Nassau’s Tribune promised “employment for every and any one and all the 
time on our sisal plantations down west.” The company offered “small cottages 
for men and their families” on the plantation.43 Men who took jobs like this in 
the Bahamas did not have to separate from their families. Most seasonal jobs 
in Miami, however, attracted young men who sent much of their cash wages 
back to the Bahamas. These remittances helped sustain some families and com-
munities back on the islands and became a critical component of the Bahamian 
economy. Some women, of course, found their own sources of income, at times 
by migrating.44

 By the late 1910s, women, children, and families increasingly also went to Mi-
ami. In 1920, one Bahamian in Cat Island wrote to the Nassau Guardian lament-
ing how the “steady stream [of migration to Florida] has already accounted for 
nearly four-fifths of our strongest men.” By that point, the writer maintained, 
when the men returned to the island it was “merely to take their families back 
with them.”45 This shift was also, in part, a product of a U.S. immigration policy 
that favored white, hetero-patriarchal family reunification. More than before, 
many families attempted to make their stays permanent lest the law change and 
keep them from entering again.46 Some worked alongside other working-class 
Bahamians and U.S. African Americans as maids, hotel porters, bellmen, cooks, 
waiters, dishwashers, servants, and domestics.47 Even then, many of the Bahami-
ans who managed to settle in Miami often did not feel safe there; some sought to 
return to the Bahamas. One British traveler overheard a Black Bahamian woman 
who worked as a maid in one of the city’s tourist accommodations discuss fears 
of being deported while in Miami and how “she considered Nassau infinitely 
superior to Florida.”48

 For many of the Bahamians who entered Miami, permanent settlement in 
Miami or the United States was often not the desired outcome. Bahamians 
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experienced a radically different set of racial codes from which they had grown 
accustomed to in the West Indies. The bifurcated Black-white backdrop of the 
U.S. South marked them as racial inferiors in Miami and manifested in local 
law enforcement’s hyper-policing of them. One U.S. observer noted in 1922 how 
“under the British colonial policy the natives are placed on an equal footing with 
the white, which is quite a contrast to one having lived in the [U.S.] South.”49 
One Bahamian noted that while in the Bahamas “colored men were addressed 
as gentlemen,” they became “niggers” in Miami.50

 The Bahamians’ circumstances changed yet again by the early 1920s when new 
immigration restrictions curtailed Miami’s regular flow of West Indian laborers 
and, at times, led to the repatriation of some already in the city.51 The 1917 Im-
migration Act included a prohibitive measure that determined an immigrant’s 
eligibility to enter the United States based on their ability to read. This measure 
greatly concerned some pro-emigration colonial officials in the Bahamas, as 
they had come to rely on the regular flow of remittances to sustain the islands’ 
unstable economies.52 By 1920, Miami’s immigration inspector noted he would 
enforce “the literacy test which is destroying hope in the hearts of many who 
would embark for this port.”53 Two years later, a Bahamian colonial official ob-
served how only the “young men who possessed the means and were able to 
pass the literacy test emigrated to Florida.”54 It appeared “most of the labouring 
class . . . able to read and write” went “regularly to Florida,” while the rest stayed 
behind.55

 Other U.S. immigration policies squeezed Miami’s regular flow of migrants 
from the Bahamas. In 1921, U.S. Congress introduced a quota system based on 
perceived assimilability. It limited the “number of aliens of any nationality who 
may be admitted” to 3 percent of the number of foreign-born people from that 
country, as listed in the 1910 census. Exceptions were generally made for those in 
the Western Hemisphere. As such, those from the British Caribbean were exempt 
from the new restrictions and instead subject to the “remote control” system, or a 
case-by-case evaluation conducted by U.S. consuls.56 Working on the foundation 
of the 1921 Emergency Quota Act, U.S. Congress passed the Johnson-Reed Act 
in 1924. It included the National Origins Act, which further restricted immigra-
tion from Asia and southern and eastern Europe. While the Western Hemisphere 
was generally exempt again, migrants under British colonial rule were included 
in a 2 percent “cap” based on the percentage of immigrants living in the United 
States—now determined by the 1890 census—from the metropole. As a depen-
dent colony, the Bahamas was neither given a separate quota nor exempt; rather, 
it was included in the numerical restrictions afforded to Great Britain. Despite 
that, this “nominally race-neutral” policy all but sealed the fate for Bahamians 
and other West Indians under colonial rule who then faced de facto exclusion 
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in a system that privileged white immigrants from the metropole.57 Altogether, 
these policies effectively doomed the legal flow of Bahamians to Miami.
 For many of the Bahamian women who successfully passed the “fabled Cer-
berus” at the border, interethnic marriages and the sharing of intimate spaces 
with others represented another way they became transgressive in the eyes of 
Miami’s residents and law enforcement. Some Bahamian women became lodg-
ers in others’ homes. Unaccompanied women and those who traveled with their 
children without an adult man often leased boarding spaces with other families, 
many of whom were U.S. African American. In these intimate spaces, Bahamian 
women often met other lodgers, women and men alike. While tensions existed 
between Bahamians and U.S. African Americans, as they often competed for 
work and were pitted against each other by white nativists in Miami, they often 
intermarried and united in the face of tightening racial codes that targeted them 
collectively as Blacks. As Melanie Shell-Weiss has shown, Bahamian women were 
much more likely to marry U.S. African American men than Bahamian men were 
to find U.S. African American wives.58 One possible explanation may be that 
Bahamian women found comfort in their new and perhaps liberating circum-
stances in Miami—especially those who had access to greater income than what 
was available in the economically depressed islands. Other Bahamian women 
never married at all, of course, and just like many had done back in the islands, 
they lived independent of a man’s control in southern Florida. Altogether, these 
realities informed a state gaze on their bodies once in the United States. Police 
and other state actors targeted Black Bahamian women for a variety of offenses, 
including vagrancy, disorderly conduct, and fornication.
 Indeed, while deportations occurred and many Bahamian women were ex-
cluded at Miami’s borders, the white urban authority also surveilled, sequestered, 
and incarcerated them as “undesirable” Black immigrant women upon entering 
the city; thus, the state’s earlier suspicion that these women would become a 
public charge proved to be a self-fulfilling prophecy. By 1935, the chairman of the 
Dade County Commission wrote the Florida governor about the area’s “situation” 
concerning “insane persons,” which proved “very expensive.” The Commission 
asked the Florida State Hospital, located in Chattahoochee in northern Florida, 
to “relieve” the city of “insane persons as rapidly as they are thrown upon us.” In 
some instances, these “insane persons” were held “in private institutions” at the 
county’s expense. Much more frequently, lack of funds and resources led to the 
inmates being kept “in the County Jail.”59

 Commitment and medical records reveal that several of these “insane persons” 
were deemed such because of their transience, unemployment, drunkenness, and 
racial, gender, and sexual difference. By the turn of the century, the Florida State 
Hospital had earned a reputation “as a dumping ground for unwanted people 
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regardless of their actual mental state.”60 In fact, while the Florida State Hospital 
largely served as a mental institute and the Florida Farm Colony operated as a 
facility for epileptic and feeble-minded youths, their services were often blurred. 
Feeble-minded Black patients, in particular, often found themselves in the Florida 
State Hospital since the Florida Farm Colony followed strict Jim Crow laws pro-
hibiting the admission of “colored patients.”61 Also, by 1931, state law eased the 
commitment process and patient transfers from the Florida Farm Colony, the 
state’s only public institution for the “feeble-minded” during this period.62

 While many patients at the Florida State Hospital were quite ill—both mentally 
and physically—records reveal how some patients were committed for senility, 
alcoholism, anemia, epilepsy, homosexuality, and gender-transgressive behavior. 
In Miami, one of the more common paths to commitment was being arrested and 
having police vouch before a county judge that the subject in question was indigent, 
incapable of self-support, and likely to become a public charge or burden of the 
state.63 The parallels to the policing and exclusion of Black Bahamian women at the 
Caribbean-U.S. border are indeed striking. With broad local laws on the books that 
criminalized so-called vagrants, particularly in the midst of economic depression, 
the Florida State Hospital became a vicious and violent form of state welfare.
 As several historians have observed, this institutionalization was part of a 
larger project to regulate populations and curb the reproduction of the “unfit,” 
defined as such through racial, ethnic, class, and sexual lines. In 1913, a promi-
nent Florida white women’s organization pleaded, “In order to decrease the 
number of feeble-minded, insane and blind, defectives of these classes must be 
prevented from reproducing their kind.”64 These eugenicist policies particularly 
targeted the state’s “unfit” women. As feeble-mindedness and degeneracy was 
linked to “moral delinquency,” Florida officials expressed the desire to enforce 
sterilization on such women. This reflected a larger eugenics movement that took 
off during the Progressive period throughout the country wherein “the grow-
ing use of state power” was put into effect “to intercede in previously private 
affairs for an assumed public benefit.”65 So-called delinquent young women and 
girls in Florida, defined as such largely through their race, ethnicity, and class, 
were recommended for sterilization because they were known “habitual sex 
delinquent[s]” or thought to live lives of “immorality and prostitution.”66 Unlike 
other states, however, Florida failed to pass a sterilization law, so institutional 
administrators settled on these women’s segregated status and containment in 
the name of advancing civilization.67

 This high inmate representation of Blacks, both native- and foreign-born, sug-
gests the heightened policing of these communities in places like Miami as well as 
the violent substitute for social welfare in the form of racially segregated contain-
ment that parallels border containment and exclusion in the service of a straight, 



54 . julio capó jr.

white state. In Miami, committed patients were often single or unattached, or their 
families were similarly destitute and incapable of assisting them. Much like Miami’s 
arrest records for sodomy and crime against nature charges, it seems Black Bahami-
ans were disproportionately committed. A 20-year-old Bahamian maid named Vi-
enna Joseph spent several months at the Florida State Hospital in 1929, even though 
she was “not acutely ill.” Officials discharged her once she received antisyphilitic 
treatment.68 Once committed, medical examinations of Black women appear to 
have been particularly invasive and reports reveal physicians operated under ra-
cialized assumptions about the patients’ sexual proclivities. Some doctors believed 
female genitals “offered clues for detecting a woman’s proclivity toward lesbianism, 
masturbation, frigidity, and promiscuity.”69 Florida physicians observed how one 
Miami Black woman’s vagina “readily admit[ted] two extending fingers.” While such 
pelvic exams were customary, the ad hoc description—which insinuated she was a 
“loose” woman—stood in stark contrast to the commentary traditionally made of 
committed married white women: “marital.”70 Many Black women resisted these 
invasive examinations and the findings they purported to yield. Tislane Russell, a 
Bahamian woman living in Miami who also proved “uncooperative” in permitting 
the exam, told examiners she had “never been seen by any man but her husband.”71 
While much of the exam may have been procedure—including recording the size 
of the cervix and whether there was any tenderness—this supplemental commen-
tary suggests physicians were informed by preconceived notions about Black and 
immigrant women, particularly that they were hypersexual, nonmonogamous, and 
sexually suspect.

* * *
 In the early decades of the twentieth century, the state created or strengthened 
systems and instruments of power to surveil, regulate, and exclude those whose 
gender and sexual nonconformity positioned them outside an increasingly cho-
ate construct of the heterosexual and whose ethno-racial categorizations helped 
fuel nativist mythologies that, in turn, cemented beliefs of their undesirability, 
criminality, and likelihood to burden the state. As Canaday has argued, U.S. immi-
gration law in the early twentieth century “lumped together aliens who exhibited 
gender inversion, had anatomical defects, or engaged in sodomy as degenerates.” 
The latter, in particular, “was a racial and economic construct that explained ‘the 
immorality of the poor.’” After all, “perversion” was associated “with ‘primitive’ 
races and lower classes, and poor immigrants and nonwhites were believed to 
be especially inclined.”72

 The straight, white state was built through a matrix of racialized, sexualized, 
gendered, and economic imperatives that must be understood in concert with one 
another. Ironically, in promoting the desirability of admitting seasonal, Bahamian 
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male laborers in Miami while excluding many Bahamian women, U.S. immigra-
tion policy helped facilitate erotic same-sex and other transgressive expressions 
and desires in the nascent city and, at the very least, challenged traditional gender 
norms on parts of the archipelago. Immigration policy was but one manifestation 
of this. For Black immigrant women who managed to pass the “Cerberus” waiting 
for them at the border, the state exercised its power to police, confine, and purge 
undesirable bodies when it ultimately saw to it that Bahamian women became 
public charges once in the United States. In this way, the state appeared justified 
in maintaining its imperative of crafting perceived racialized and sexualized hi-
erarchies of desirability for citizenship—based solely on its ability to surveil and 
exert power over these Black women’s bodies.
 The state strengthened and created new instruments of powers to render illegal, 
detain, and deport bodies it deemed undesirable and perverse during this period 
that remain legible to us today. Residual and new machinations of those powers 
are manifest in modern-day immigration policies that have redoubled efforts to 
fortify borders and enable a punitive and carceral system to detract the mobility 
of people deemed undesirable, albeit under new vocabularies and logics.73 They 
have found new life amid the neoliberal backdrop that promotes open borders for 
trade and business but, alas, not for the people left to suffer from liberal markets, 
or the many other forms of state-led violence that have prompted them to flee in 
the first place.
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From Potlucks to Protests

Reflections from Organizing Queer  
and Trans API Communities

sasha wijeyeratne

When I first came on staff at the National Queer Asian Pacific Islander Alliance 
(NQAPIA), I had been organizing in Queer and Trans Asian Pacific Islander 
(QTAPI) communities for five years. I had been part of organizations built around 
developing shared community and support, organizing around LGBTQ immi-
grants’ rights and reform, creating our own mental health services, and more. I 
was drawn to the potential to organize our communities around the issues that 
impact our lives, to stake our place in the movement through our bodies and our 
work, and not just to create alternatives but also to change the systems that hurt us.
 I joined NQAPIA soon after Mike Brown’s murder catapulted the Black Lives 
Matter movement into international prominence. All around the country, API 
(Asian Pacific Islander) or Asians for Black Lives collectives were forming, do-
ing the critical work of organizing Asian and API people to put our bodies on 
the line for Black liberation. Asian and API people offered to follow and support 
Black leadership in a multitude of ways, from fundraising to forming hard and 
soft blockades with their bodies.
 I was involved in these spaces in multiple cities, across the East and West Coasts 
and the Midwest. I found political home in these spaces, and yet—as a queer, 
gender nonconforming, South Asian person, there was often something that felt 
missing from the dominant analyses and praxis. These spaces often replicated a 
“white allyship” model of organizing, where white people are urged to use their 
privilege without actually engaging their own lives, self-interest, or needs. Calls 
for allyship from white communities often ask people to become “race traitors,” 
to prioritize broad values of social justice and liberation over their day-to-day 
material privilege.
 As queer and trans Asian and API organizers, our communities experience 
more racial privilege than Black, Indigenous, and Latinx communities; yet we 
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still experience oppression and material costs from racism and queerphobia. How 
would our strategies shift and our power grow if we engaged people through both 
the material conditions of their lives and a desire for solidarity?1 When we say 
“when Black people get free, everybody gets free,”2 what did that mean for API 
people? This analysis isn’t new—grassroots Asian organizations like Freedom 
Inc.,3 PrYSM,4 DRUM,5 CAAAV,6 and more have been putting forth this analysis 
for years.
 We grounded our queer and trans API organizing in this analysis. How could 
we organize the margins of our communities—trans people and femmes, gen-
der nonconforming people, Muslim queers, darker-skinned APIs, working-class 
queers, and more—around our own material needs, as a way to organize more 
deeply in solidarity with the Movement for Black Lives?7 How would this trans-
form our existing QTAPI community organizing, which is often centered around 
potlucks and community building? Within the context of the movement moment 
we were in and using tools that we suspected would resonate with our base, we 
embarked on a series of experiments to build QTAPI political power.
 We began by making visible the costs of racism and queerphobia within our 
own communities. We created a media piece called “#QAPIsforBlackLives”8 with 
organizers who were South Asian, Southeast Asian, trans and trans femme, work-
ing-class, and organizing in solidarity with the Movement for Black Lives. They 
shared stories about their experiences with police violence—watching family 
members violated by police in their own homes, experiencing harassment for 
being gender nonconforming, being blamed for a friend’s murder by the police, 
feeling guttural fear in the blare of sirens. These organizers described how their 
experiences of police violence and power crafted their understandings and prac-
tices of organizing. Instead of understanding themselves as “Asian race traitors,” 
they organized from a place of shared investment and a deep personal and com-
munity commitment to undoing the systems that hurt Black people the most and 
that have ripple effects across our queer and trans API communities.
 We wanted to create even more space in NQAPIA for those at the margins of 
our communities to share their stories. Our next experiment was a deeper dive 
into political education with our base. We held a week of action called “Rede-
fine Security,” based on questioning ideas of “safety” that leave our communities 
feeling profiled and unsafe. Seven QTAPI people shared their own stories of be-
ing shamed and harassed by Transportation Security Authority (TSA), targeted 
through police informants, pulled over while driving, and targeted while doing 
sex work.9 These stories, along with the #QAPIsforBlackLives video, opened 
up unexpected space for people across our communities to share their stories. 
Suddenly, stories were emerging from people I had known for years, breaking 
the silence that tells us that these experiences are normal, that this profiling is 
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for our own safety. Through tears, rage, and fear, QTAPI people shared stories 
of getting targeted and assaulted by TSA, harassed by police in the street and in 
their homes, and carrying the constant anxiety that “safety” would actually mean 
violence.
 As we listened to these stories, a few themes emerged. From our Muslim and 
trans base, we heard endless stories about profiling at the airport. For trans folks, 
the new full body scanners led to physical violation by TSA agents unable to read 
our bodies in the binary of their machines and protocols. For Muslim folks, and 
those perceived to be Muslim, being pulled aside for “random questioning” and 
invasive searches hadn’t felt random for years. And of course, for those living at 
the intersections of these identities, the harassment and violations intensified. 
This mirrored the surveillance of Black travelers, and especially the marking of 
Black women’s hair as inherently dangerous.10 When TSA agents couldn’t “read” 
our bodies with their eyes and machines, they resorted to touch, making invasive 
body checks, hair checks, and more our new normal.11 Though there are privi-
leges—especially around class, documentation, and ability—in accessing airports, 
we decided to organize against TSA as a starting point. This issue was deeply and 
widely felt across the margins of our communities and brought us into the fight 
against profiling, policing, and surveillance.
 These stories, unearthed through political education, made it clear that com-
munity building and potlucks weren’t enough. We needed power and strategy. Up 
to this point, most of the organizations in NQAPIA primarily organized through 
shared social and community space. This work is deeply political—in a world 
where our communities throw us out, abuse us, and even kill us, surviving and 
creating our own beloved spaces is a political act. And yet, it’s not enough. As we 
build community through potlucks, social gatherings, and community space, we 
also need to build political power to challenge the forces we’re up against.
 Our next experiment was to build enough political power to shift the practices 
of policing and surveillance that target our communities. A few of our queer and 
trans Muslim and South Asian members suggested using 9/11 as a launching and 
mobilizing event in 2016. Islamophobia didn’t start on 9/11, but the aftermath of 
the Twin Towers falling marked an increase in Islamophobia, similar to what we 
are living through under Trump’s Muslim bans. On 9/11 the collective remember-
ing of the United States vilifies a “Muslim enemy,” and racist, violent patriotism 
runs rampant. For many of our community members, this is a day when people 
choose not to leave their homes if they can, where we make phone calls to our 
loved ones to make sure that everyone made it home in the evening.
 Responding to our base’s experiences of Islamophobia, transphobia, and racism, 
we developed a campaign targeted at one of the root causes of this profiling, polic-
ing, and surveillance: the Department of Homeland Security (DHS). DHS houses 
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the TSA and was formed as a national security response after 9/11. Specifically, our 
target was DHS Secretary Jeh Johnson. We were excited for the possibility to change 
a system that seemed invincible yet was only thirteen years old, and to build cam-
paign alliances with other Black, people of color, and queer trans people of color 
movements and organizations from a place of solidarity and shared struggle.
 After building through storytelling and political education and deciding to 
embark on an experiment to build political power, we took it to the streets. We 
organized a guerilla street theater action called #15YearsLater, on the 15th anni-
versary of 9/11. We went to gentrifying areas of D.C. and erected pop-up “check-
points,” replicating the violation, fear, and indignity of “random” profiling in our 
communities for white people in these historically Black and Latinx neighbor-
hoods. As people stepped through our checkpoint, we asked them the questions 
that we were used to being asked, such as: “Where are you from? Oh, I’ve heard 
that D.C. has become a hotbed of terrorist activity lately”; “Who are you going 
to meet? Where? Why?”; “That name sounds Christian. Are you Christian? Well 
then, we’ll need to hold you for investigation.” White participants had varying 
reactions, from disbelief to understanding, from rage to curiosity.
 There were multiple goals for this action. We created controversy around our 
DHS target, getting Johnson’s name into D.C. and national media.12 We collected 
postcards aimed at Johnson and DHS, with the goal of pressuring them into abo-
litionist reforms.13 Perhaps most importantly, we continued building the capacities 
of our base to have these conversations. We spent four hours the day before train-
ing people across our communities—trans and queer Muslims, QTAPI people, 
cis straight Asian folks, non-API people of color—to break down complicated 
policies into everyday language, centering the impact that these policies have on 
our people. We built political power by leaning into the strengths of our queer 
and trans community’s ways of organizing and creating a sense of family and 
safety on a day when most of us would rather hide.
 The pressure worked. We got noticed by DHS through pressuring them from 
the outside and used that leverage to build avenues on the inside. We were invited 
to submit a model policy that could shift their practices of profiling by taking 
away some of DHS’s power. We had a long road ahead to really make those shifts, 
but we opened a door that we never imagined possible and were ready to keep 
building power.
 The 2016 election marked the end of our campaign. We made a strategic de-
cision not to fight even for abolitionist reforms under Trump and the shifting 
terrain of DHS leadership. Any victories we sought were too likely to be turned 
against us and used to recriminalize our communities. Despite the abrupt end-
ing, we claimed this work and campaign as a victory—for NQAPIA and QTAPI 
organizing.
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 There were certainly limitations and failures in our work—that’s why these 
were experiments! To name a few: tackling the entire Department of Homeland 
Security led to powerful base building on our end but was a national target too 
large for our current capacity, base, and power. As we worked to organize from 
the margins of our communities, we were still working on building base, par-
ticularly within working-class communities. Though there are certainly working-
class members of our base, the majority of the people we organized were middle 
to upper-middle class. We continued to struggle with how to fight for the issues 
impacting our people and show up through a solidarity lens, without falling back 
on “white allyship” models.
 And even with those limitations, there are a few lessons that I am proud to 
draw from our work and that I hope can be useful for other QTAPI organizers. 
Again, to name a few: we deepened our solidarity work in a queer and trans API 
context to work from a place of shared material needs and targets, not just a 
place of using our privilege. We brought the margins of our communities to the 
center of our work through base-building, leadership development, and shared 
power, which had ripple effects across NQAPIA and QTAPI communities. We 
harnessed the strengths of our community’s ways of building, through potlucks 
and storytelling, and used these tools to build toward political power.
 I am proud of the ways that NQAPIA and QTAPI people and organizations 
across the country have organized and built people power from potlucks to pro-
tests. I am excited for our people to harness the brilliance from our lessons, cel-
ebrate and learn from our failures, and continue to transform our organizational 
and political homes, our movements, and our worlds.
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Central American Migrants

LGBTI Asylum Cases Seeking Justice  
and Making History

suyapa g. portillo villeda

After the 2009 coup d’état in Honduras, violence increased exponentially in the 
country. By 2011, the United Nations named Honduras one of the worst places in 
the world for violence and impunity. That year, which recorded the most deaths 
since the 2009 coup, marked the beginning of a new exodus of migrant youth 
from Honduras, Guatemala, and El Salvador, escaping violence and state neglect 
for “a better life.” Transgender, gay, and lesbian youth were among the people who 
fled, along with entire families, women, and children. Since 2014, and the arrival 
of over 64,000 unaccompanied minors at the U.S.-Mexico border—24 percent 
from Honduras—the need has grown for scholars to provide declarations and 
testimony in U.S. immigration courtrooms about country conditions and threats 
to migrants in order to help prevent deportations of people who would face cer-
tain death if returned. This work is especially needed for vulnerable populations, 
among them transgender women.
 Since 2006, I have served as an expert on Honduras, El Salvador, and Guatemala 
in dozens of immigration court cases seeking to prevent deportation of migrants 
claiming asylum and other forms of relief. Most of these cases have been suc-
cessful, and often my expert testimonies on country conditions were significant 
factors in these rulings. As an academic dedicated to researching and teaching 
the history of the Central American region and its migrants, I find it gratifying, 
as well as a duty, to share my knowledge of Central America and migration in 
these immigration cases. As a result of frequent research trips to the region for 
oral history gathering and archival research, as well as my personal lived experi-
ence as an out queer fem, I can speak to conditions in these countries. In line with 
my scholarly work, in these immigration cases I provide historical context for 
the cases, including the political history of the country and information gleaned 
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from reports produced by local organizations, which often are more detailed and 
accurate than international reports.
 My work in this area has elucidated two major factors that stand out as culprits 
for the suffering of many Central American migrants in the Western Hemisphere. 
First, U.S. foreign policy, along with its linked immigration policy, has been an 
irresponsible and destabilizing force in the region, thereby rendering people’s 
livelihoods in Central American countries nearly impossible. Second, lesbian, 
gay, bisexual, transgender, and queer migrants, whose narratives are often invis-
ible, face exceptionally life-threatening hardships, both in their home countries 
and in their migration trajectories, and require urgent and appropriately tailored 
protection.

The Violence and Migration Caused by U.S. Foreign Policy

Since the 1980s Civil and Revolutionary wars in Central America, Guatemala, El 
Salvador, and Nicaragua have been hit with strife leading to a nearly unparalleled 
exodus of migrants to the United States, Spain, and Canada. While exact figures 
for the exodus of Central Americans in the 1970s and ’80s are dodgy, given the 
U.S. covert wars and U.S. complicity in human rights violations, it is estimated 
that 400,000 Salvadorans, or by some accounts 25 percent of the population, fled 
the country, while 80,000 people were murdered. In Guatemala, since the coup 
d’état in 1954, there were 200,000 murders, over 90 percent of them Mayans. In 
the 1970s and ’80s, as many as 1.5 million people fled Guatemala seeking refuge 
in Mexico and the United States. No clear figures exist for Hondurans until after 
Hurricane Mitch in 1998, which left 1.5 million people homeless in the region. 
As Peace Accords were signed in 1992 in El Salvador and 1996 in Guatemala, the 
entire region was pushed into a neoliberal economic model of modernity; “fast 
track” ushered in maquiladora jobs as “development” alongside privatization of 
the public sector.
 Workers in Central America face flexibilized economies, characterized by in-
formal labor with scant worker protections, antiunion blacklists, and few ways to 
climb the ladder toward prosperity. Domestic education and health care suffered 
greatly as these countries attempted to compete in a global market by privatiz-
ing public services. This move toward neoliberal development was undertaken 
without accounting for the past, overlooking U.S. complicity in the murders, bru-
tality, and injustices of the 1980s. Although Honduras did not experience a civil 
war like the other countries, it served as the U.S. backyard, hosting over seven 
U.S. military air bases and providing the training ground for contrarevoluciona-
rios, paid for by then–President Ronald Reagan. While El Salvador, Guatemala, 
and Nicaragua grapple with slow and fragmented postwar truth commissions 
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and processes of reconciliation, Honduras’s history of this period and its legacy 
have been opaque domestically and internationally. Also, Honduras saw no de-
mocratization in tandem with neoliberalization of its economy—resulting in a 
multitiered economic system that exploited the very poor, made the rich richer, 
eroded labor protections, and fostered growing corruption.
 This context normalized the neglect of marginalized communities, and we 
can see a continuity of U.S. complicity. Years of U.S. military intervention and 
occupation in Honduras and the region, coupled with dominance by Honduras’s 
own military rulers, stalled the development of gender and LGBTI rights. U.S. 
military presence exacerbated exposure to sexually transmitted infections, includ-
ing HIV-AIDS. In the 1990s, supported by international funding, organizations 
emerged to prevent HIV-AIDS through services and education among LGBTI 
populations. In these spaces, LGBTI leadership began to form; previously, they 
lived in the shadows, though some participated in leftist organizations mobilizing 
for democracy and justice in the nation.1 For the most part, however, the infra-
structure for advocacy and human rights claims remained weak, subordinated 
to a U.S.-propelled neoliberalism.
 Fast forward to 2009: an elite group of technocrats destabilized Honduras, 
with support of then–U.S. President Barack Obama and then–Secretary of State 
Clinton, by ousting Manuel Zelaya Rosales in the first coup d’état of the 21st 
century. The repression against the resistance movement fighting the coup cost 
lives. Many emigrated, fearing for their lives or because the destabilization of the 
country led to joblessness and hunger. In 2017, government-sponsored election 
fraud further stifled opposition. The newly created Libertad y Refundación party, 
which united with various other parties as the Alliance against the Dictatorship, 
won the most votes in the national elections, but their candidate was not declared 
the winner. The ruling party’s electoral college withheld election results for over 
five days and ultimately declared victory for the neoliberal candidate, after nu-
merous voting and vote-counting irregularities. Hondurans widely believe the 
ruling Nationalist Party “stole” the presidency with the hearty endorsement of 
the U.S. State Department under Donald Trump.
 Central American nations are characterized as economically and politically 
“weak,” virtually dependent on the U.S. economy and aid and now on immigrant 
remittances for survival. It is impossible to ignore the reality that U.S. invasion 
throughout the 20th century, and particularly since the 1980s, has not only gen-
erated economic and political dependency, but has also thwarted possibilities for 
nations like Honduras to be sovereign and democratic and to offer democratic 
processes and policies for LGBTI individuals and other disenfranchised com-
munities. The United States has historically utilized immigration policies to suit 
its foreign policy agenda to control and dominate a region, often obfuscating 
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conditions in migrants’ home countries while exploiting racialized tropes and 
anti-immigrant sentiments domestically. This contradiction truncates the possi-
bility of a productive and progressive comprehensive immigration policy reform.

LGBTI Migrant Challenges: The Need for a “Queer” Narrative

Migrating LGBTI people face particular challenges, because the community has 
long lived at the margins of the official historical record of the United States and 
their home countries. The lives of undocumented immigrants, many of whom are 
also LGBTI, often fall out of that record into oblivion—they are not recognizable, 
even to immigration reform movements in the United States or progressive social 
movements in their own countries. This absence is a matter of critical importance 
for scholars, who seek to build and contribute to a Central American historical 
record that is accurate and inclusive, as well as for immigrants, who are reliant 
on recognition of their hardships to obtain safety and just relief in immigration 
proceedings. The work of amplifying and illustrating the queer narratives of 
LGBTI migrants is both an important scholarly project and a procedural and 
practical necessity in immigration cases and advocacy.
 For LGBTI immigrants’ cases, such as those of transgender women seeking 
asylum, experts can provide insights about the experiences of queer bodies and 
explain the gendered dynamics in each country. Trans bodies often go through 
repeated disciplining. They are commonly misunderstood and misgendered in 
official documents and proceedings. In jails, prisons, and detention centers in the 
United States and abroad, trans and gender nonconforming people are treated and 
categorized according to their gender assigned at birth or their legal documenta-
tion, as opposed to their gender identity, resulting in harassment and mistreat-
ment. Even attorneys representing trans migrants may misgender their clients. 
Intake declarations at the border, or psychological evaluations, often also obscure 
an individual’s identity when they and their responses—indeed, their very lives 
and existences—do not fit easily into perfunctory and legalistic forms. Further-
more, the burden of proof falls on the migrant to generate information about 
their own victimhood—often at the hands of a state apparatus that recognizes 
neither their lives nor their abuse.
 In gathering information and preparing affidavits for Central American LGBTI 
cases, I have seen the challenges for LGBTI people in detention and court systems. 
For instance, Josie is a butch-looking lesbian who was detained and deported 
twice as she attempted to enter the country without documents. The first time 
she did not reveal to border patrol agents that she was fleeing gender violence in 
Honduras. She had been raped multiple times by the police there. In one instance, 
her girlfriend was gang-raped by multiple policemen and Josie was forced to 
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watch. She lived essentially as a prisoner in her barrio, in her house, policed by 
gang members and national police officers for being a lesbian and having a fem 
girlfriend. Yet, due to fear, she did not come out to Immigration and Customs 
Enforcement (ICE) officials; the police in her home country were her torturers, 
so she reasonably believed that authority figures could hurt her and could not 
be trusted. She was deported. The second time ICE arrested her, she did come 
out. Despite having a strong case, she was perceived to be lying when she sought 
asylum, in part because during her previous deportation she had not said any-
thing. This egregious case lost in court, despite my written and oral testimony. 
Perhaps the judge felt that she was lying because she had not shared her full story 
the first time she was arrested, or perhaps the case was not compelling enough 
for other reasons. She was again deported.
 The case of Clementina, who transitioned into a transgender man in the United 
States, proved more compelling because in Honduras, Clementina had been a 
public figure and contestant in beauty pageants. Clementina’s records were part 
of public newspaper accounts, and her gender identity transition would have 
made Clementina very vulnerable in her small town in northern Honduras. The 
challenge in writing affidavits for cases like Josie’s and Clementina’s is to share 
an unknown history and context in a way that is recognizable to the audience of 
immigration judges and government attorneys who often do not have compre-
hensive and detailed knowledge of home countries’ histories and conditions or 
migrants’ experiences. These accounts become part of the official records of the 
U.S. immigration court, which comprises history in the making, especially for 
LGBTI immigrants whose stories are documented for the first and only time. 
LGBTI testimonies, required in legal filings, are redolent with the deep pain of 
horrific experiences. They trigger raw responses of human emotion and expose 
the cruelty of the human condition. Often, I know the individuals only through 
legal documents and on occasion speak directly to them at the attorneys’ discre-
tion. But their stories, told through legal declaration and interpreted by an at-
torney or office staff, leave silences to explore. As a researcher and oral historian, 
I wish I could know more, engage more, or follow the story longer.

Reflection on the Challenges of Being  
an “Expert” and an Academic

Most of my affidavits for Central Americans include a brief history of the civil 
wars, the coup d’état in Honduras in 2009 for Honduran cases, the history of U.S. 
foreign policy in the country, which ultimately led to the over-militarization of 
the region, as well as migration trajectories. Often citing U.S. State Department 
reports or United Nations documents, one can make the case for a human rights 
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disaster in the region. At the same time, I incorporate underutilized sources: 
oral histories; participant observations; and reports produced by human rights 
groups, feminist groups, and LGBTI organizations of the home country. A tri-
angulation of reports from the State Department and international and local 
organizations provides a balanced view of the situation and reorients a narrative 
about the community and the reasons why people flee. At the same time, this 
approach helps marginalized communities tell their story, a contribution that 
almost always feels rewarding.
 I have also come to appreciate a few important challenges inherent in this 
work: (1) the uneasy balance of providing comprehensive history and context 
with practicing strategic essentialism2 concerning an individual or a country; 
(2) the weighted prioritization or creation of the official record; and (3) the need 
to queer the system at multiple levels.
 Drafting affidavits and declarations can be a minefield of contradictions for 
scholars, attorneys, and migrants alike. On the one hand, the duty of the expert 
to the court and to the asylum seeker is to provide a true account of the dangers 
the migrant would face if returned to the country of origin. I utilize data from 
my own primary research in addition to published reports that detail violence or 
threats to substantiate my testimony to the court. It is an important story to tell; 
yet in that process I also recognize the impact of submitting a document to the 
court, and therefore the historical record, that constructs a particular narrative 
about the country in question and the communities involved. Often it is not our 
intention to cement a particular narrative or a monolithic essentialized view, but 
inevitably, when focusing on one particular issue, this can happen. It is never my 
intention to comment on Honduran (or any country’s) culture or suggest that 
gender violence is part of an unchangeable culture, but an attorney may present 
it in that way, or the state’s and the judge’s questions may take the narrative in 
this direction. The affidavit can become a one-dimensional document that points 
to one “truth” according to the situation of that person in relation to the home 
country. Nonetheless, I have come to appreciate this work as an opportunity to 
document a country’s problems for a historical record, to share the stories of 
LGBTI community members that may otherwise be omitted from the histori-
cal record of either country, and to raise alarm about human rights violations. 
Sometimes I can accept that I am producing a document that aches of strategic 
essentialism but was necessary to save a life.
 Historians often rely on legal archives for their specificity and detail, and their 
ability to reveal gender dynamics and marginal social actors that official record 
obfuscates. Legal archives, however, are tricky and are often accepted by the courts 
as the only objective truth, yet, like all sources they can be read in multiple ways. 
Time and format are significant challenges to this work. Once a case is done, it 
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is done. The legal format does not allow for time and space for the migrants to 
share a full context or a more extensive history of their lives. We really only learn 
about only one period in time and one context. In an LGBTI case it may be neces-
sary to emphasize strategically one aspect of individuals’ identities: their LGBTI 
identity as the primary source of all their victimization living under homophobic 
and transphobic conditions that threaten their life. This approach undermines 
any attempt at providing an intersectional understanding of their identity or the 
violence they experienced.
 This process can also alter our notions of justice, as well as our archives of 
history itself. The legacy of U.S. foreign policy in Central America has generated 
multigenerational violence—sometimes burying the potential for true human 
rights redemption. Asylum may be achieved one individual at a time, but the 
history, scars, and suffering of U.S. foreign policy are not fully addressed through 
these cases. The record entered through experts and their attorneys illuminates 
just a little bit of the systemic and structural violence and may equally elide some 
of these enduring legacies. But this often-imperfect process can change the life 
of an LGBTI migrant. For many immigrants, achieving asylum is a new and life-
saving start.

Notes

I wrote this piece while a Fulbright Scholar in Honduras (2018).

 1. Suyapa Portillo Villeda, “Honduras LGBTI: Landscape Analysis of Political, Economic 
and Social Conditions,” Astraea Lesbian Foundation for Justice, 2015.
 2. The notion of strategic essentialism simultaneously recognizes the impossibility of 
any essentialism and the necessity of essentialism for the sake of strategic action. Gayatri 
Chakravorty Spivak, “Can the Subaltern Speak?” in Marxism and the Interpretation of 
Culture, ed. Cary Nelson and Lawrence Grossberg (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 
1988), 271–313.



5
Resettlement as Securitization

War, Humanitarianism, and the Production  
of Syrian LGBT Refugees

fadi saleh

On November 8, 2016, Jaafar and Hasan,1 two gay2 Syrian asylum seekers resid-
ing in Istanbul, both received emails from the International Catholic Migration 
Commission (ICMC) in Turkey with letters from the United States Citizenship 
and Immigration Services (USCIS) informing them of their ineligibility for refu-
gee resettlement in the United States. These emails arrived a day before Donald 
Trump was announced the winner of the presidential elections and a day after 
they received word from the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 
(UNHCR) in Ankara, Turkey, that their files had been withdrawn from the United 
States and that Norway was to be their new country of resettlement. The news of 
their inadmissibility into the United States did not come as a major surprise—
the two had been waiting to be resettled for almost three years and had almost 
lost hope. What was shocking about the rejection letter/email, however, was the 
grounds on which they were deemed unresettleable: “a matter of discretion for 
security-related reasons.”3

 In 2014, both Jaafar and Hasan applied at UNHCR in Ankara for asylum based 
on sexual orientation and were some of the first Syrians to do so. Moreover, they 
did not apply alone, but as a trio with a third friend, Wissam, from their home-
town of Latakia. Although the three friends applied as a part of the same flight 
experience and story, only Wissam tasted the exceptionalism and fast-tracking 
promised to refugees seeking asylum based on gender identity and sexual orienta-
tion, a discourse that was heavily embraced by, circulated, and perpetuated among 
Syrian LGBT refugees in Turkey. He was resettled to Nashville, Tennessee, in a 
little over a year. Especially in 2015, with a few precedents of Syrian gay refugees 
who were resettled in phenomenally short periods, including Wissam, most of 
the gay Syrian refugees I met and spoke with during my field visits to Istanbul 
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would constantly cite the discourse of a homogenous group called “Syrian LGBT 
refugees” who were exceptional objects of UNHCR’s humanitarian programs and 
whose asylum procedures, including registration, refugee status determination 
(RSD) interviews, health and security checks, and interviews with delegations, 
were supposed to run smoothly and without major hindrances. That said, specula-
tion loomed large as to what could have led to Wissam’s quick resettlement while 
Jaafar and Hasan were stuck in Turkey.
 Sometimes the three friends wondered whether it was Wissam’s Christianity 
that expedited his resettlement process, whereas Jaafar’s being an Alawite and 
Hasan’s being a Sunni, both predominant Muslim sects in Syria, had negatively 
affected their cases. At other times, they recalled various encounters with UN-
HCR’s implementing partners, the different interviews, the many questions they 
were asked, and even the gestures, facial expressions, or affective atmosphere 
surrounding the settings of and their interactions with the humanitarian-asylum 
institutions they dealt with throughout the application process. It is important 
to mention that all of this speculation occurred long before the USCIS ineligi-
bility notice arrived in Jaafar and Hasan’s inboxes. Although the email cleared 
up some of the confusion surrounding their cases’ three-year processing time, it 
could not fully explain why they were rejected. How could two gay refugees be 
considered a “threat” or “potential terrorists”? they often cynically commented. 
It was clear that being an LGBT refugee was not reason enough for them to be 
granted expedited asylum. Given these disappointing encounters with UNHCR 
and the larger humanitarian-asylum complex, how did Syrian queer populations 
come to imagine themselves as belonging to a homogenous constituency of Syr-
ian LGBT refugees, and what were the conditions that enabled this imagined 
constituency? Why were Jaafar and Hasan surprised that a Syrian gay refugee 
could be rejected due to “security-related reasons,” and what logic governs the 
interrelations between UNHCR’s third-country resettlement paradigm, the se-
curity apparatuses of resettlement countries, and Syrian LGBT refugees?
 To answer these questions, this chapter provides a partial, critical ethnographic 
account of the relatively recent emergence of the narrative that Syrian LGBT 
refugees are a homogenous, exceptional group. To achieve this, I focus on what 
I consider to be the most central and constitutive moment in the construction 
of this narrative: the encounter between Syrian LGBT refugees and the refugee 
resettlement program at UNHCR in the context of Turkey. The focus on this en-
counter proceeds from two observations: first, prior to 2011, Syrian queer persons 
were at best an obscure and irrelevant population on the global LGBT political 
scene. Knowledge of their histories, subjectivities, and Syrian queer cultures was, 
and to a large extent remains, virtually nonexistent. Second, since 2011, due to 
extensive media representation and circulation concerning the so-called Syrian 
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refugee crisis,4 the very mention of Syrian LGBT refugees invokes an array of often 
repetitive histories, narratives, and experiences of exceptional suffering, victim-
hood, and vulnerability that have become inevitably linked to and constitutive of 
this homogenized group-identity. With these two contrasting, yet complemen-
tary, observations in mind, this chapter contends that the recent emergence of a 
normative Syrian gay subject is strongly interlinked with the parallel ascendancy 
of UNHCR’s refugee resettlement program as the humanitarian paradigm par 
excellence for Syrian queer refugees fleeing to Turkey.
 Far from being a neutral humanitarian scheme, resettlement is a complicit, 
active arbiter in the discursive production of gay subjects that are co-terminus 
with specific narratives of sexual injury and persecution. Resettlement is a vital 
component of a global security assemblage invested in “the policing of populations 
and borders,”5 as well as “rendering governable and ‘managing’ populations in 
Turkey.”6 However, in centralizing my examination of resettlement through UN-
HCR, I do not intend to focus on the well-documented and already-established 
critique and exposure of the tacit (re)enforcement and imposition of Western 
narratives of what counts as intelligible sexual and gender identities, persecu-
tion, or injury.7 Rather, I propose that the resettlement paradigm is complicit and 
actively invests in the production, disciplining, and modulation of Syrian queer 
refugees not only as normative LGBT subjects, but, more importantly, as secure 
(read: nonterrorist), future citizens of the country of resettlement.8 In other words, 
this chapter argues that the birth of the Syrian gay subject is (partially) contingent 
upon the applicant’s capacity to produce her/himself not only as a subject that 
corresponds to dominant, mainstream notions of sexual injury and identity, but 
as a secure, nonthreatening gay subject. Further, this chapter demonstrates how 
the emergence of the Syrian gay subject is enabled by the intensification of what 
Jasbir Puar aptly calls “queer exceptionalism,”9 whereby Syrian LGBT refugees, 
by virtue of being LGBT, are posited as exceptionally secure, nonterrorist sub-
jects in contradistinction to an imagined population of non-LGBT/heterosexual 
counterparts. Only by disavowing their national belonging, ethnic and religious 
backgrounds, potentially problematic political stances, and any other identities 
or components that might be perceived as security threats—to the United States, 
in this instance—can the Syrian refugees’ gayness emerge as that which renders 
them exceptionally worthy of protection and being folded into life in their re-
settlement country.
 Karam, Jaafar, Hasan, Wissam, and Hussam, all gay men in their twenties (at 
the time of my fieldwork) from Syria’s coastal city of Latakia, are at the center 
of this article. While I followed Karam’s story through intensive online contact 
during his time as an asylum seeker in 2013, my engagement with the stories of 
the other four was through both online communication and continuous field 
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visits to Istanbul between 2014 and 2015. There, I spent extensive amounts of time 
and lived with them, conducted open-ended and semi-structured interviews, 
and followed their everyday lives and interactions with UNHCR and the larger 
humanitarian-asylum complex. My choice to follow these specific participants 
was neither arbitrary nor fully intentional, but was primarily a result of: first, 
having been close friends and a part of the same queer circles in Syria before 
I arrived in Germany in 2010 (with the exception of Hasan, whom I first met 
in 2015); and, second, due to my increasing engagements with different LGBT 
organizations and movements both in the diaspora and within the Middle East 
and North Africa region.
 While the first part of this chapter focuses on Karam’s story and the dynamics 
of his successful resettlement case, the second part shifts its emphasis to instances 
where the applicants curiously, and in different ways, inhabit the seemingly para-
doxical positions of queerness and potential security threat—an intersection 
deemed impossible by the dominant discourses surrounding Syrian LGBT refu-
gees and the resettlement paradigm.

A Well-Founded Fear of Which Persecution?  
The Production of Narratives of Sexual Injury

Directly after the uprisings in 2011, Syrians started to flee to Turkey to escape the 
intensifying conflicts and seek protection. This prompted the Turkish govern-
ment to immediately establish what it called a “temporary protection regime” 
to regulate the influx of Syrian refugees.10 Until October 2014, when it became 
a fully-fledged legal regulation governing the status of Syrian refugees,11 this re-
gime was “based entirely on political and administrative discretion, which led to 
spontaneous, ad hoc measures and changing practices.”12 Under the temporary 
protection regime, Syrians occupy a particular position that sets them apart from 
other nationalities/groups. Although a signatory to the 1951 Geneva Refugee 
Convention and its 1967 Protocol, Turkey still applies a “geographical limita-
tion” to the Convention.13 This limitation stipulates that only Europeans can seek 
asylum and be considered refugees in Turkey, whereas non-Europeans are only 
allowed to reside in Turkey temporarily while seeking international protection 
through UNHCR’s resettlement program.14 Syrian nationals or stateless persons 
originating from Syria are neither of these two categories.15 With the temporary 
protection status, they were granted “a right of legal stay as well as some level 
of access to basic rights and services,” which restricted their right to apply for 
asylum at UNHCR.16 Notwithstanding this restriction, there was a select number 
of people whom UNHCR deemed to be highly vulnerable groups among Syr-
ians.17 Although not explicitly named, Syrian LGBT refugees gradually emerged 
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as a de facto vulnerable group under UNHCR’s mandate, and they could apply 
for asylum if they could prove a “well-founded fear of persecution” due to their 
sexual orientation and/or gender identity.18 It was at the early stages of the crys-
tallization of these conditions that Karam decided to come to Turkey in 2013 to 
apply for asylum at UNHCR.
 In April 2013, Karam made up his mind to leave Latakia and embark on a long 
bus journey to the Turkish city of Balikesir. Shortly after his arrival, Karam went 
to the UNHCR office in Ankara to register; but, to his surprise, he was informed 
that Syrian nationals were not allowed to apply for international protection at 
UNHCR, a piece of information that Karam was unaware of at the time. Upon 
being denied entry to the UNHCR office, Karam was advised to go to UNHCR’s 
implementing partner, the Association for Solidarity with Asylum Seekers and 
Migrants (ASAM), but also to no avail: the staff at ASAM also told him that they 
could not help him because they do not register Syrians, regardless of the reasons 
of flight. After all, it was 2013, and a general sense of confusion regarding the 
humanitarian governance of Syrian nationals still prevailed. An Iranian friend of 
Karam’s, who had already been resettled to the United States through the UNHCR 
and was therefore more experienced in matters of third-country resettlement, 
chided him for failing to emphasize that he was not applying as just a Syrian, 
but as a gay man—that he was fleeing persecution due to homophobia, not war. 
Upon being denied entry to the UNHCR office in Turkey, Karam contacted their 
offices in Geneva and New York, explaining his situation, requesting assistance 
and permission to enter and seek asylum based on sexual orientation. This im-
promptu advocacy strategy worked, and UNHCR indeed contacted Karam with 
an interview date. According to Karam, his interviews, with UNHCR and later 
with the Swedish delegation revolved around two overarching factors: proving 
that he was actually gay and that he had a well-founded fear of persecution due to 
his sexual orientation. During the many talks I had with Karam, he never recalled 
or mentioned that any questions about incidents that did not directly connect 
to his sexuality were asked. For example, he was not asked about the uprisings, 
the ongoing conflict in Syria, or any other “identities” he inhabits, all of which 
might have played a role in his decision to flee the country. Therefore, he stuck 
to stories of homophobia in the family, at the workplace, in law and society, and 
in his everyday life in Latakia—a piece of advice that he forwarded to the next 
group of queer friends planning to flee to Turkey.
 Karam was initially denied entry into the UNHCR office for failing to present 
his claim for asylum as a result of a sexual injury, and not as an effect of war; a 
condition that, I argue, inadvertently becomes quintessential to the production of 
a Syrian gay subject untainted by the affective force of war and conflict. With this 
condition, “war” becomes problematically equated with being Syrian, an equation 
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that requires the active detachment of Karam’s sexual subjectivity from this Syr-
ianness-as-war identity. Second, through this performative bifurcation, another 
identity is arbitrarily produced, one that associates Syrianness-as-war with hetero-
sexuality.19 Third, this becomes more complicated when considering the fact that 
perceiving oneself as a refugee who bears a “right” to seek international protection 
became an option, also for queer persons, as a result of, and not regardless of, war. 
In other words, Karam’s successful resettlement did not depend solely on his abil-
ity to provide a convincing narrative of sexual injury that both derives from his 
gayness and corresponds to the decision-makers’ ideas of what constitutes such 
an injury. Rather, I contend, his emergence as an intelligible gay subject worthy of 
resettlement was achieved through the performative splitting of his sexual identity 
from its being a (partial) effect of war. This process does not demand the deliber-
ate construction of an intelligible gay identity; rather, it requires the successful 
narration of an injury that comes to function as that identity’s origin.20 Wendy 
Brown’s thinking on subject formation and its relation to suffering and injury is 
quite informative on this point. She offers a viable critique of minorities’ preoc-
cupation with and overinvestment in seeking “legal redress for injuries related 
to social subordination,”21 whereby these injuries are rendered “foundational to 
identity,” “suffering [becomes] lived as identity”;22 and the gay refugee’s sexuality 
as a “politicized identity . . . becomes attached to its own exclusion . . . because it is 
premised on this exclusion for its very existence as identity.”23 It is this attachment 
and investment in sustaining, rather than expunging, the injury as the source of 
one’s identity that Brown aptly names “wounded attachments.”24

 While Brown’s partial account of identity’s self-preservation through attach-
ment to injury is very helpful, her analytical framework needs to be expanded if 
we are to account for the experiences of Syrian gay refugee resettlement. Return-
ing to Karam’s case and his initial encounter with the homophobia-versus-war 
binary, one could argue that his emergence as a gay subject not only depends on 
his attachment to or repetition of sexual injuries and persecution,25 but also on 
what one could perhaps mundanely call a “wounded detachment,” whereby it is 
incumbent on the gay applicant himself to construct his sexual injury through 
actively and repetitively detaching all of those elements that might challenge, 
complicate, or completely discombobulate the hegemonic narratives or under-
standings of what counts as constitutive of one’s sexual subjectivity. In Brown’s 
critique, injury is, understandably, something perpetrated by “others”; in my 
reading, I contend that it becomes the subject’s responsibility to curate specific 
narratives of injury, which then come to stand for the injury itself, by detaching 
oneself from the “home” country understood as “war.” Consequently, this de-
tachment becomes the condition of possibility for an intelligible gay subject to 
emerge as proper, exceptional, and, thus, eligible for resettlement.
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 The news of Karam’s speedy resettlement to Sweden (he left Turkey in early 
January 2014) and the slow but steady dissemination of the knowledge that queers 
could seek international protection through the UNHCR offices in Turkey has 
produced a certain sense of queerness as potentially exceptional within the asy-
lum complex and has simultaneously intensified exceptionalism as a property of 
being queer—two discourses that feed into and constitute one another. Karam’s 
story has thus prompted other queer persons to flee. But unlike Karam, the con-
ditions under which the next queer asylum seekers came to Turkey and applied 
for asylum at UNHCR radically changed, and not in a good way. The terrorist 
group Daesh came to power.26

 By November 2014, the first reports of the brutal execution of allegedly gay 
men in Daesh-controlled areas had started to emerge and spread.27 It was at this 
historical juncture that Syrian LGBT refugees started to gain considerable vis-
ibility and discursive weight, most prominently as an exceptionally vulnerable 
population whose protection required deliberate humanitarian intervention by 
UNHCR. Narratives of the vulnerability and exceptionalism of Syrian LGBT refu-
gees started to circulate at high velocities. Increasingly, UNHCR’s third-country 
resettlement schema emerged as the humanitarian paradigm par excellence for 
Syrian LGBT refugees in Turkey, a relationship that was powerfully produced 
and maintained in journalistic accounts, NGO reports, press releases, and the 
increasing attention of Western governments to the plight of Syrian LGBT refu-
gees. Between 2014 and 2016, statements proliferated in which characterizations of 
Syrian LGBT refugees as some of the “most vulnerable groups” were discursively 
tied to their being a “target of resettlement policies.”28 Even the Obama White 
House voiced its concerns for the situation of Syrian LGBT refugees and translated 
these concerns into the need to prioritize Syrian LGBT refugees within the U.S. 
resettlement program.29 Articulations of resettlement as “the most appropriate 
solution”30 and “the only durable solution to guarantee the safety of LGBTI peo-
ple” proliferated, and a consequent need to develop better measures to “identify” 
or “quantify” those vulnerable LGBT populations from Syria emerged.31 These 
discourses steadily intensified, reaching the status of mainstream narratives and 
foundational truths, and even constituting definitive histories of Syrian LGBT 
refugees. With every new visit to Istanbul from 2014 onward, I noticed a rising 
tendency among Syrian LGBT refugees, who had applied or intend to apply for 
asylum through UNHCR, to employ, reproduce, and circulate these discourses as 
evidence of their exceptionalism in comparison to their non-LGBT counterparts.
 This discourse of exceptionalism reached an unprecedented apogee when, near 
the end of 2015, the Canadian government announced that it was not going to 
resettle single straight men, but only single gay men.32 This added a new layer of 
international legitimation to the homophobia-versus-war dichotomy, whereby 
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queerness is co-opted and deployed as the optic through which “a very specific 
production of terrorist bodies against properly” LGBT subjects takes place,33 on 
the one hand; and a binary of “migrants are always heterosexual (or on their way 
to becoming so) and [LGBTs] are citizens (even though second-class ones)” is 
produced, on the other.34 These two observations, though not automatically con-
nected, feed into each other in ways that help explain the Canadian resettlement 
policy and how it actively constructs certain subjects as worthy of being folded 
into Canadian life, understood as resettlement. Although resettled Syrian refu-
gees, whether LGBT or non-LGBT, are not citizens of Canada, the United States, 
or other Western resettlement countries, citizenship is the highly affective promise 
at the heart of resettlement: a promise that Syrian LGBT refugees are expected 
to tend to and invest in. In the case of Syrian LGBT refugees, their LGBTness 
signifies the potential for them to “become citizens.” However, this potential can 
be activated only if properly detached from their Syrianness-as-war identity. This 
“undesirable” property becomes automatically attributed to migrants/refugees 
who seek asylum through resettlement for reasons other than sexual orientation 
or gender identity, who are then produced as simultaneously inhabiting a terror-
ist, “perverse heterosexuality.”35 While I do not wish to question the real, negative 
effects of this logic on migrants and refugees who are perceived as heterosexual, 
I argue that the exceptionalism accorded to Syrian LGBT refugees, discursively 
and politically, begs for some problematization and further probing. In the next 
section, I focus on ethnographic accounts wherein certain Syrian queer subjects 
are perceived to have failed to properly detach themselves from Syrianness-as-
war, and are thus produced as inhabiting the seemingly paradoxical positions of 
gay refugees and security threats.

Being Both a Gay Refugee and a Potential  
Terrorist Is No Anomaly

Hussam arrived in Istanbul in the winter of 2014 and applied for asylum in early 
2015. After registering with ASAM, it took quite a few months before UNHCR 
called to give him an interview date sometime in the winter of 2015. Shortly after 
his first interview with UNHCR in Ankara, Hussam learned that the United States 
was to be his resettlement country. Soon enough, Hussam had his most decisive 
interview to date: that with the delegation of the U.S. Department of Homeland 
Security (DHS) at the ICMC offices in Istanbul.
 On the eve of October 29, 2015, Jaafar, Hasan, and I eagerly waited for Hus-
sam at their shared apartment to hear how his interview had gone. Jaafar and 
Hasan were also from Latakia and were in fact some of the first people to ap-
ply for asylum at UNHCR in May 2014. In fact, all three even lived together for 
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some time in Balikesir before moving to Istanbul by the end of 2014. Given that 
the United States was also their country of resettlement, they underwent almost 
the same procedures as Hussam. Not wasting a second after his arrival, Hussam 
told us that what was most striking about his interview was the limited focus on 
familiar narratives of persecution due to his sexuality, and a hyper-focus on the 
stories that involved his military service and his unfortunate encounter with one 
of Syria’s warring factions in 2012.
 Engaging with Hussam’s reflection on the overall interview, Jaafar and Hasan 
also vividly recalled the DHS delegation’s intensive preoccupation with questions 
that seemed primarily concerned with establishing whether or not these queer 
refugees were a security threat. On another occasion, Jaafar told me, reflecting 
on the types of questions he was asked, that “around two or three questions 
were related to my story, but the rest were about the oppression of gays in Syria, 
and the case and stories of Daesh. . . . [I was asked] what do you think of the 
regime, of its politics. . . . They focused a lot on the issue of military service, but 
luckily neither of us [Jaafar and Hasan] did it . . . they focused on Daesh and on 
whether demonstrations took place in our region.” Hasan added, “They asked 
me whether I think that the regime was protecting me from Daesh; I told them 
both are two sides of the same coin,” implying that both are differently oppres-
sive of LGBT people.36 This answer worried him for months to come. Whereas 
Jaafar and Hasan exerted an effort to manage a poised attitude and (eventually 
unsuccessfully) tried to sieve out narratives of Syria and the war, Hussam’s fram-
ing of his sexual injury and its relation to his sexual identity proved fatal for his 
resettlement. The most central story in Hussam’s narrative was, in fact, neither 
exceptional in a warzone nor strictly gender- or sexuality-related:37 he had been 
kidnapped and beaten by what turned out to be a faction of the Free Syrian Army 
on the outskirts of Damascus. Nonetheless, this quotidian warzone happening 
was related as a part of his asylum claim based on sexual orientation during his 
DHS interview on that day.
 Hussam had carried out his military service in Damascus, and during that pe-
riod, he met his boyfriend, who was from Aleppo. After both were exempted from 
service, Hussam and his now–ex-boyfriend lost contact. In August 2012, Hussam 
received a phone call from the mother of an acquaintance who was still serving at 
the same military base where Hussam served. She told Hussam that she had not 
heard from her son for days and was wondering whether Hussam knew anything. 
Hussam, whose concern for this acquaintance coincided with his desire to know 
how his ex-boyfriend was doing, decided to pay a visit to his old military base in 
order to retrieve his ex-boyfriend’s contact information. Ignorant of the security 
situation, Hussam took a bus to al-Ghouta on the outskirts of Damascus, where he 
was subjected to different checkpoints. The first checkpoint was managed by the 
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Syrian regime forces, and since he is from Latakia, a city associated with the Syr-
ian regime, he had no problem moving forward. The second checkpoint, however, 
belonged to the Free Syrian Army. Like many others, Hussam was asked to get 
into a car. After a ten-minute drive, he was led into the basement of a villa, where 
he found many other people. Hussam knew that, unlike the first check-point, his 
being from Latakia had become a disadvantage. His affiliation with Latakia raises 
the suspicion that he might be an Alawite or a Shiite (minority Muslim sects as-
sociated with the regime), which is why Hussam’s kidnappers persistently inquired 
about his background. Hussam immediately informed them that he was a Sunni 
Muslim and gave them the name of the village where his parents originally come 
from, hoping that they would believe that he was a Sunni.38 It was Ramadan, the 
fasting month, and luckily Hussam was fasting, which elicited some sympathy. 
After eight full days of capture, coupled with beatings, “mild” torture, and inten-
sive investigations into Hussam’s background, they eventually believed his claim 
that he was not a regime spy, and he was released.
 Commenting on the interviewers’ reactions to his story, Hussam vividly recalls, 
“They were not convinced about how these factions were killing people, but [I] 
was taken in by them, and although I am gay, they did not find out ‘you were 
gay,’ and I was not killed. . . . I told them that the main reason [why they let me 
go] was really my religious denomination.”39 Hussam, in his recounting of the 
horrific story, confirmed that he was asked only once by one of the kidnappers 
about why “he was soft like that,” an incident that Hussam deemed negligible, thus 
completely dismissing the theory that his kidnapping had anything to do with his 
“queer” appearance, an ascription ironically assumed more by the interviewers 
than the kidnappers themselves. Later that evening, when Hussam and I went 
out alone to Kafeka Café, our queer hangout in the touristic Istiklal Street, he 
further added, “I felt that the essence of the DHS delegation’s questions was not 
to find out whether I was LGBT, but whether I was with or against terrorism.”40

 In this encounter, Hussam did not recognize the thick line between war-suf-
fering and suffering due to a well-founded fear of persecution that is strictly 
anchored in one’s sexual identity. In Hussam’s narrative, his sexual identity is 
strongly tied to its becoming a subject after 2011—that is, because of the war, and 
not before it. Hussam clearly did not see a contradiction between his narrative at 
the interviews and his self-identification as gay, wherein many injuries that were 
constitutive of his sexual subjectivity were perceived by the interviewers as both a 
performative failure and a subject of excessive interrogation. The walls separating 
war and sexuality collapse in Hussam’s account, rendering his self-articulation 
unintelligibly queer—but not legibly gay—for the decision-makers.
 Lastly, it is important to note that religious denomination (and not simply 
religion) is one of the most structuring axes of identity in the Syrian context, 
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and it invariably affects and produces our senses of our sexual and gendered 
identifications, relations, and self-understanding. However, in Jaafar and Hasan’s 
interviews, their religious backgrounds became a site of intensive investigation 
and probing not as constituents of their sexual subjectivities but as antithetical 
to the decision-makers’ notions of what counts as a proper gay refugee subject 
and hence as sites of potential threat. Thus, both were still the target of affec-
tive disciplinary measures, whereby the decision-makers continued to look for 
nonlinguistic cues in their religious backgrounds or the way they answered the 
questions to decide on whether they were secure enough and thus worthy of 
resettlement. In Hussam’s surprise at the interviewers’ suspicion that he was re-
leased from captivity despite “being gay,” and in Jaafar and Hasan’s continuous 
avoidance of including other vectors of identification into the narration of their 
sexual identities and, still failing, intersectionality becomes literally inaccessible 
to Syrian gay subjects, who must produce themselves in the single-identity same-
ness of an imaginary, global LGBT subject, while detaching Syrianness-as-war 
as an unnecessary, potentially-threatening appendix.

Conclusion

Despite their efforts and rehearsals, their affective attunement to the dynamics of 
interviews, and continuous dissociation of the war as a significant part of their 
queer refugeeness, Jaafar and Hasan were also denied resettlement. This should 
not be seen as a contradiction to Hussam’s case, but rather as another manifesta-
tion of the affective “technologies of security”41 that characterize third-country 
resettlement and its mandate of producing disciplined and secure humanitarian 
subjects. Whereas Hussam more clearly failed to articulate a discursive separa-
tion of sexuality from war through his utterances/testimonies, Jaafar and Hasan 
speculated that their emphasis on providing neutral, apolitical and unsuspicious 
answers to questions surrounding military service, the uprisings, and the regime 
versus Daesh failed to produce them as subjects who are detached from Syri-
anness-as-war. While Jaafar and Hasan’s speculations about having failed to be 
legible as “secure” gay subjects were concretized through receiving the notice of 
ineligibility, Hussam has not received such a notice; he learned later in 2016 that 
his case was indefinitely suspended. Growing impatient with having his flights 
to the United States inexplicably canceled for the second time, Jaafar risked his 
life and attempted to cross to Europe by sea, and failed; his boat was captured 
by the Turkish Coast Guards, he was mistreated and jailed temporarily, and his 
status in Turkey was thus threatened. Hussam, out of despair, crossed to Greece 
in 2016 and continued to suffer the—sometimes life-threatening—consequences 
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of the suspension of his case until receiving reassuring news from his lawyer in 
2019 that he might finally be recognized as a refugee in Germany.
 In their different dynamics and complexities, all cases reiterate and are differ-
ent manifestations of the arbitrariness that inheres in UNHCR’s third-country 
resettlement paradigm, especially when the resettlement country is the United 
States. The ultimate manifestation of the U.S. security mandate when it comes 
to Syrians, among other nationalities, can be seen in Trump’s executive order of 
January 2017, also known as the “Muslim ban,” which indiscriminately lumped 
the populations of seven Muslim-majority countries together, including refugees 
already admitted to the United States.42 This ban, although heavily contested and 
challenged, was an unapologetic, material manifestation of the “Syrianness-as-
war” logic governing resettlement as an essential part of the U.S. foreign politics 
and its offshore war on terror. Whereas third-country resettlement seemingly 
foregrounded Syrian LGBT refugees as exceptional through emphasizing/enforc-
ing certain narratives of sexual injury as their only hope of arriving in the United 
States and attaining its citizenship, the ban shifts this hierarchy, unapologetically 
reinstating an understanding of Syrianness-as-war at the heart of its resettlement 
and asylum politics and thus exposing the instrumentalization of, rather than 
genuine care for, Syrian LGBT refugees over the years. As I demonstrate in this 
chapter, resettlement policies and processes that fail to acknowledge the inter-
secting identities shaping the LGBT applicants’ sexual subjectivities and their 
narratives of persecution and flight run the risk of endangering the lives of the 
very populations they claim to protect. Therefore, further critical, theoretical, and 
ethnographic interventions into resettlement need to maintain an intersectional 
analytical lens that allows for different migration/flight narratives to emerge, other 
queer histories to be heard, and resettlement policies to achieve what they were 
meant for: protection, not exclusion.

Notes

 1. Throughout the chapter, and following the wishes of the participants in this study, I 
use their real first names.
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INGOs, and humanitarian institutions. But much like this chapter demonstrates, LGBT 
as a homogenizing identity marker is mostly used to refer to gay male refugees and their 
experiences. I use “queer” to emphasize those elements of Syrian queer refugees’ self-
understanding that are prior to their encounter with the humanitarian-asylum complex 
and that are not seen as fitting UNHCR’s or resettlement country’s LGBT framework. I use 
“gay” to describe the asylum applicants in order to emphasize the asylum aspect and that 
this is how they present themselves at UNHCR. However, their actual identifications are 
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Unsafe Present, Uncertain Future

LGBTI Asylum in Turkey

elif sari

Due to the discrimination and the abuse they experience in Iran, each year many 
lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and intersex (LGBTI)1 people leave their home 
country and arrive in Turkey. They thus join the multitude of displaced refugees 
who are trying to make their way West. Although Turkey is party to the 1951 
Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees, it does not provide long-term 
integration or settlement for refugees coming from outside Europe. Rather, non-
European refugees temporarily reside in Turkey until the United Nations High 
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) resettles them into a third country that 
would be willing to accept them.2

 Until recently, the UNHCR and the third countries, such as the United States 
and Canada, had prioritized LGBTI asylum applications by expediting their as-
sessment and reserving prioritized resettlement quotas for the victims of sexual- 
and gender-based violence. For instance, unlike many other refugee groups who 
were assigned their first refugee status determination interviews with the UNHCR 
after an average of ten months or much longer, LGBTI refugees were provided 
a date for the first interview in forty-five days. Similarly, the third countries had 
conducted resettlement interviews and visa processes of LGBTI refugees much 
faster and with lower rejection rates than of other, non-LGBTI, refugee groups. 
Thus, their particular “vulnerability” had rendered LGBTI refugees the “golden 
cases of the refugee pool in Turkey.”3

 This picture in which LGBTI refugees receive prioritized status and expedited 
mobility, however, has been drastically changing with the recent asylum policies 
of the UNHCR and the third countries. Since 2015, the average processing time of 
the UNHCR for LGBTI asylum applications has increased from eighteen months 
to forty months.4 Moreover, since late 2015, Canada has begun to implement new 
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resettlement programs for refugees from Syria, and simultaneously, the resettle-
ment of other refugee groups, among them Iranian LGBTI refugees waiting in 
Turkey, has slowed down, if not completely stopped. On the other hand, U.S. 
President Donald Trump’s executive orders, the first of which was issued in early 
2017, have left Iranian refugees in a limbo situation in Turkey, suspending their 
resettlement processes indefinitely.
 This chapter explores how these recent developments have affected the lives 
and experiences of Iranian LGBTI refugees in Turkey. As the United States and 
Canada have cut their refugee quotas and tightened their asylum policies, the 
prospects for LGBTI refugee resettlement have grown increasingly dim. Even 
applicants who have completed necessary asylum procedures and have been for-
mally eligible for resettlement for years are still stranded in Turkey with insecure 
legal status. As they face an uncertain future, LGBTI refugees also have to live 
difficult lives in Turkey. Like other refugee groups, they dwell in small Turkish 
towns located mostly in the interior of the country, where they have restricted 
mobility: they have to “sign-in” regularly at the local immigration offices, and 
even a small trip to a nearby town puts them under the risk of deportation unless 
they secure a “travel permit” from the local immigration authorities. While living 
and waiting in small Turkish towns, they face multiple forms of violence and dis-
crimination: the incessant verbal and sexual harassment from local townspeople 
and other refugees, the difficulty of finding housing and employment because of 
discrimination, and the perpetual vulnerability to labor exploitation and sexual 
harassment in the “informal” economy. Furthermore, the recent sociopolitical 
circumstances in Turkey—the deadly bombings and gun attacks since 2015, the 
military coup attempt in July 2016, and the following state of emergency—have 
turned Turkey into an increasingly unstable place for refugees.
 The findings of this chapter draw on six months of preliminary research (2015–
2017) and two years of ethnographic fieldwork (2017–2019) with Iranian LGBTI 
refugees who lodged their asylum claims in Turkey, waiting for resettlement to 
the United States or Canada. Fluent in Turkish and Farsi, I immersed myself in 
my interlocutors’ everyday lives; worked with them at a textile factory; joined 
their community meetings and political demonstrations; accompanied them to 
various public offices where they sought legal, medical, and financial aid; and 
helped them draft emails and submit petitions to numerous embassies, interna-
tional humanitarian organizations, and Turkish and North American NGOs. I 
also interviewed refugees, asylum adjudicators, lawyers, police officers, medical 
authorities, and aid providers in three Turkish towns (Denizli, Kayseri, Eskişehir) 
where the Turkish state has relocated most LGBTI refugees.
 In the next section, I examine the legal processes of asylum in Turkey, ex-
amining how unpredictabilities embedded in refugee status determination and 
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resettlement processes leave LGBTI refugees in a constant state of uncertainty. 
I also explore how the restrictive resettlement policies of the United States and 
Canada have exacerbated these uncertainties as well as how refugees have re-
sponded to these restrictions. The following section explores everyday life in 
Turkey, examining how the lack of established rights and effective protection 
generates multiple forms of violence in LGBTI refugees’ lives. Finally, I offer an 
analysis of how the contemporary sociopolitical environment in Turkey has ex-
panded the securitization of asylum and put refugees at greater risk of detention 
and deportation.

No Guaranteed Refuge: Refugee Status Determination  
and Resettlement

Refugees in Turkey need to follow a parallel asylum system, in which they must 
lodge two asylum applications—one with the UNHCR and one with the Turkish 
Directorate General of Migration Management (DGMM).5 Both agencies con-
duct their own refugee status determination (RSD) interviews, investigating the 
reasons of asylum and assessing the “credibility” of refugees’ claims.6 The RSD 
interviews often last for years, and cases are not followed up on a regular basis. 
I have observed many times that the UNHCR and the DGMM notified refugees 
only a few days before their RSD interviews. “I check my phone every 5 minutes 
to make sure it has power and it’s not on silent mode. I don’t know when UNHCR 
would call me to give me a date for my interview,” Farzad, a gay refugee, told me. 
When I met him in 2017, he had lodged his asylum application ten months ago 
and was still waiting for an interview date. In this context of long and unpre-
dictable waiting times, it is important not to miss these calls because, as Farzad 
contended, “God knows how many more months I would have to wait if I miss 
the phone call. I even take my phone to the restroom with me.”
 During their RSD interviews with the UNHCR and the DGMM, LGBTI refu-
gees need to prove their gender identity or sexual orientation in order to establish 
their “membership of a particular group” and to demonstrate that they cannot 
return to their countries of origin because of a “well-founded fear of persecu-
tion.”7 The UNHCR’s special Guidelines advises against the use of stereotypical 
images of sexual minorities in determining refugee status, stating that self-iden-
tification as LGBTI should be sufficient to indicate one’s sexual orientation and 
gender identity.8 Furthermore, after the publication of Guidelines in 2008, some 
training workshops are said to have taken place for increasing sensitivity among 
UNHCR and DGMM officers in Turkey. However, many refugees described the 
interview questions as invasive and extremely prurient, as they were interrogated 
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explicitly about their sexual lives, partners, and even their preferred sexual posi-
tions. Zahra left Iran in 2010 after being severely beaten up by her ex-husband, 
father, and brother for dating a woman. Five months after her arrival, she brought 
her ten-year-old son to Turkey with human smugglers. Zahra’s RSD interview 
lasted five hours, because, as she said, the UNHCR found that it was unlikely for 
her to be lesbian because she had been married to a cisgender man in Iran and 
has a son. “I am very much offended by one of their questions. They asked me 
‘Do you have sex with your girlfriend in front of your son?’ It pissed me off. I said 
to her [the officer] ‘You have a kid, too. Do you have sex with your husband in 
front of your kid?’ I did not care if she was angry with me or not. Her question 
broke my heart. Who do they think we are?”
 Once the RSD process is completed successfully, the UNHCR refers refugees’ 
files to the third countries’ embassies and resettlement agencies. Thus, asylum 
applicants who are finally granted “recognized refugee” status enter yet another 
lengthy and ambiguous period of waiting, this time for their resettlement to a third 
country. Since the third countries are not legally obliged to accept refugees for 
resettlement, and are free to apply their own criteria for selection, refugees have 
to undergo additional interviews, medical examinations, and security screenings 
conducted by embassies and resettlement agencies in order to become eligible for 
resettlement. Like RSD, the resettlement process also lasts for years, during which 
time refugees do not know how long they have to wait, when their next interview 
would be, and when and where exactly they would be resettled. It is important 
to note that even after completing the third countries’ cumbersome vetting pro-
cesses, refugees might still not be eligible for resettlement, as the third countries 
often emphasize that “resettlement is not a right.” The most worrisome example 
of this is the recent resettlement policies of the United States and Canada, which 
have stranded Iranian LGBTI refugees in Turkey for an undetermined period of 
time.
 When I met Ehsan in the summer of 2016, he was waiting to be scheduled 
for his resettlement interview: he had lived in Turkey for twenty-five months, 
completed the parallel RSD procedures, and the UNHCR referred his file to the 
Canadian embassy. Ehsan already had two suitcases packed, which he stuffed with 
wool sweaters, down jackets, and gifts for his boyfriend who was a former refugee 
in Turkey and resettled to Canada in 2015. When I left Turkey for my studies in 
the United States at the end of the summer, we thought—hoped—that our next 
meeting would be in Canada. However, in late 2016, Ehsan and other LGBTI 
refugees waiting for resettlement in Canada began to receive phone calls from the 
UNHCR; they were advised to consider changing their resettlement country to 
the United States. While the exact reasons were not explained, the UNHCR told 
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them that Canada would suspend the resettlement of Iranian LGBTI refugees 
until the end of 2017 and, thus, they would have to wait for one more year if they 
do not alter their resettlement country to the United States.
 Ehsan had no choice but continue waiting for Canada in order to reunite with 
his boyfriend. Ali, a trans man in Denizli, received a similar phone call: “It has 
been thirteen months since I gained refugee status. Now I’m told that Canada is 
not open anymore, that its resettlement quotas are full. The UNHCR officer said, 
‘If you are in a hurry, we can send your file to America. If you want Canada, you 
will wait.’ I said I can’t go to America, because getting hormones is so difficult 
there.” As with Ali, most of the trans refugees decided to continue waiting for 
Canada, since they thought Canada’s refugee health care system would cover 
their expenses for hormone therapy and sex reassignment surgery.
 In addition to their concerns about health care, many people also thought that 
Canada has better education and employment opportunities for refugees and 
greater tolerance for sexual and gender nonnormative people. Rosha, a lesbian 
refugee in her mid-thirties, explained to the UNHCR officer that she is afraid 
of xenophobia and homophobia in the United States, especially after the Pulse 
nightclub shooting in Orlando. “I told her, ‘I was discriminated in Iran, and I 
am discriminated in Turkey. I suspect the situation would not be so different in 
America. I have been waiting for Canada for twenty-three months, and I don’t 
mind waiting for a little bit longer. Because I don’t want to live in fear in the next 
chapter of my life.’”
 Some others, however, took the advice and changed their third country to the 
United States. Only a few weeks later, U.S. President Donald Trump issued an 
executive order titled, “Protecting the Nation from Foreign Terrorist Entry into 
the United States,” which suspended entry into the United States of nationals 
from seven predominantly Muslim countries, among them Iran, where the vast 
majority of LGBTI refugees in Turkey are from.9 The executive order immediately 
affected LGBTI refugees’ resettlement: in the blink of an eye, the International 
Catholic Migration Commission (ICMC), a nongovernmental organization that 
conducts the vetting and resettlement of refugees to the United States, postponed 
all prescheduled interviews and canceled the airline tickets of those who were 
already authorized to be resettled. With the revised order, issued in March 2017, 
the cases of the latter group—those who were previously scheduled to be resettled 
to the United States—were suspended for 120 days, while those who were waiting 
for interview appointments had to continue waiting for an indefinite period of 
time.10

 When I met a group of LGBTI refugees in Istanbul during the 2017 LGBTI Pride 
Week, the 120-day freeze on refugee settlement was coming to an end. Moein, a 
gay refugee and activist, was explaining to me that “the last year was the worst 
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year for the LGBTI refugee community” and that “they all became suicidal after 
their cases were cancelled.” Sarah, a lesbian refugee, interjected: “Suspended, not 
cancelled.” Sarah thought that once the 120-day order is over, Moein would leave 
Turkey and she would continue her resettlement interviews with the ICMC. When 
I talked to Sarah three months later, in September, she was much less optimistic 
about her case: “It was easier to wait for those 120 days. Now it ended, but noth-
ing has changed. ICMC called me to schedule an appointment for August, and 
I thought ‘Here we go! Resettlement is starting again.’ But two days later, they 
cancelled it without any explanation.”
 Executive orders have left Iranian LGBTI refugees in a legal limbo: although 
they had completed the cumbersome RSD and resettlement procedures and en-
dured years of waiting, now they are suddenly denied entry to the United States. 
Remaining in a state of fear and uncertainty, with no assurances of how recent 
events would affect their resettlement, LGBTI refugees have also responded to 
the ban in various and creative ways. They have organized political protests, sit-
ins, and press releases. Some of them have begun to establish connections with 
church groups in their satellite cities, so that as LGBTI and Christian refugees, 
they would be less affected by the Muslim ban. Those who have family members 
in the United States have requested a reassessment of their cases after the U.S. 
Supreme Court ruled that individuals who have “any bona fide relationship with 
a person or entity in the United States” can be exempted from the ban.11 How-
ever, the Trump administration’s heteronormative interpretation of a “bona fide 
relationship” has prevented unmarried queer refugees, whose partners reside in 
the United States, from requesting an exemption.12

 Some refugees have also attempted to change their resettlement country to 
Canada, especially after Prime Minister Justin Trudeau announced that Canada 
“welcomes” those refugees who are not allowed to the United States.13 This, how-
ever, has proved futile for two reasons: First, in order to benefit from this recent 
move of the Trudeau administration, refugees actually need to be rejected by the 
United States. However, none of the refugees waiting in Turkey have received an 
official rejection. Quite the contrary, most of them were already approved by the 
UNHCR and were due to be resettled in the United States.
 Second, and more importantly, before Trump’s executive orders came to force, 
the United States was swiftly becoming the only viable resettlement option for 
Iranian LGBTI refugees, since, as I mentioned before, Canada had begun to halt 
their resettlement. Ironically, after Trudeau’s “#WelcomeToCanada” message, 
Canada’s resettlement policies for Iranian LGBTI refugees have become even more 
restrictive. Those who had expressed their will to continue waiting for Canada, 
when the UNHCR advised them to change their resettlement country to the 
United States, received a second phone call in the summer of 2017, approximately 
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ten months after the first phone call. Rosha recorded this conversation and gra-
ciously shared it with me:

“We asked you to choose the United States for resettlement, and you refused to 
accept it, correct?” asked the UNHCR officer.
 “Yes, correct,” said Rosha.
 “It has been ten months since then, and you are still waiting for Canada. Do you 
want to continue waiting like this?”
 “No, of course I don’t want to wait any longer. Which country is open right now?”
 “Unfortunately, none of the countries are open now. But the US may open in 
two months [referring to the end of 120-day order]. If it opens, we can refer your 
file there.”
 “I see,” said Rosha after a slight pause, “If all countries are closed now, I’d prefer 
to continue waiting for Canada, since I have already waited for ten months.”
 “Very well!” said the UNHCR officer, impatiently, almost threateningly, “If this is 
the case, please don’t call us anymore to ask about your resettlement. If you don’t 
choose the US now, we will also alter the resettlement status on your UNHCR 
page. Once it changes, you won’t have the right to lodge a complaint, and your 
case will lose its priority.”

 Toward the end of the UNHCR officer’s response, Rosha became visibly ir-
ritated and turned off the recording without waiting for the rest of the conversa-
tion. Then she opened her online UNHCR page, where her resettlement status 
read “not willing to be resettled.” Next to “country for resettlement,” there was 
only a dash, followed by the date of the call with the officer. Indeed, all LGBTI 
refugees, who refused to change their resettlement country to the United States, 
mentioned that their resettlement status and country information changed less 
than half an hour after the UNHCR’s second phone call. Those who are marked 
as “not willing to be resettled” frequently send emails, write petitions, and make 
phone calls to the UNHCR. However, each time they are reminded that they have 
to wait indefinitely, since “they refused to choose a country when they were given 
the opportunity.”
 This is, of course, a deliberate misinterpretation and manipulation of the situa-
tion. First of all, as opposed to the discourse of “giving the opportunity of choosing 
a country,” the UNHCR indeed forced refugees to choose the United States at a 
time when it halted Iranian refugees’ resettlement and when it was not clear when 
its so-called travel ban would be over. Second, although refugees refused to be 
resettled to the United States, they did not reject the possibility of resettlement to 
another country. Quite the contrary, most of them expressed their willingness to 
go to any country that would accept them. For instance, Kiana, a lesbian refugee 
and mother of a 13-year-old daughter, had explained to the UNHCR officer that 
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she cannot go to the United States because she is afraid that her ex-husband’s 
family members, who live there, might try to take her daughter away from her. 
Kiana emphasized that she would accept any country other than the United States. 
However, similar to the conversation between Rosha and the UNHCR officer I 
quoted earlier, the UNHCR told her that none of the third countries were “open.”
 On a Thursday afternoon in March 2018, we were sitting in a café in Denizli, 
chatting, drinking tea, and smoking, while also listening to the UNHCR’s on-
hold piano music from Kiana’s cell phone, which she put on the table in speaker 
mode. Kiana had waited on hold for hours, listening to the hold music’s insipid 
piano track looping over and over again. Finally, she reached a UNHCR officer on 
the line, only to be advised to “stop sending emails” since, after all, “the UNHCR 
does not even open the emails of those who refused to choose a country, because 
their cases lost their priority.” The all too familiar feelings of anger, frustration, 
and disappointment were vented into sarcastic jokes and dark humor. “Excuse 
me ma’am, which country are you waiting for?” asked Arman, a gay refugee, 
in a mockingly high-pitched voice. “I’m waiting for dash country. What about 
you?” said Kiana. “Me too. I’ve heard dash country is beautiful.” I jumped into 
the conversation, “I’ve heard you guys don’t want to be resettled. You must have 
liked Turkey so much.” “Yeah, it’s all good here. We love waiting in this café. The 
desserts are delicious, and the piano music is relaxing,” said Rosha.
 Experiences of those whose country for resettlement is reduced to a dash call 
into question Canada’s supposedly progressive asylum laws and policies. As I am 
revising this chapter for publication three years after Trudeau’s “#WelcomeTo-
Canada” message, Ehsan, Ali, Rosha, Kiana, and Arman, among many others, 
are still waiting for a resettlement appointment from the Canadian embassy. 
Indeed, having realized that Canada has “unspokenly” retrenched the prospect 
for government-sponsored resettlement, Iranian LGBTI refugees have begun to 
increasingly reach out to Canadian queer NGOs and individuals, seeking “private 
sponsorship” as the only other available resettlement path. In this vein, I argue 
that Canada’s recent “open-door” policy, at least in the context of Iranian LGBTI 
refugees, seems to be nothing more than lip service to recognizing Canada’s com-
mitments to the protection of refugees, international human rights, and sexual 
rights and freedoms. Practically speaking, Canada’s doors are open only to a 
small minority consisting of rich, highly-educated, English-speaking, and well-
connected refugees who could find “private sponsors” who would be willing to 
pay thousands of dollars for facilitating their resettlement to the country.
 International asylum law is not a consistent and legally binding system of law. 
Rather, similar to Sally Engle Merry’s description of international human rights 
law, it is a fragmentary mechanism that is “embodied in international conventions, 
but these take effect only when ratified by states.”14 The predicament of LGBTI 
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refugees stranded in Turkey is exemplary of this fragmentary and inconsistent 
nature of the asylum system, which operates through constant negotiations with 
nation-states’ immigration laws and geopolitical agendas. Since Turkey denies full 
refugee status to non-Europeans, Iranian LGBTI refugees have to navigate mul-
tiple asylum authorities, their sophisticated vetting procedures, and their shifting 
asylum policies and heightening border regulations. Furthermore, because the 
United States and Canada are increasingly reducing, or entirely cutting, the pos-
sibilities for their resettlement, refugees are stuck in Turkey for an undetermined 
time. Of critical importance here is that these lengthy and unpredictable asylum 
procedures leave LGBTI refugees vulnerable to multiple forms of violence. While 
waiting for an uncertain future, refugees also have to live difficult lives in small 
Turkish towns, where they do not have access to basic rights and protections.

Waiting/Living in Satellite Cities

Upon their registration, the Turkish state assigns refugees to one of the small 
Turkish towns, known as “satellite cities,” located mostly in the interior of the 
country. Refugees have restricted mobility in satellite cities: they have to “sign-in” 
regularly at the local DGMM offices via iris recognition and fingerprint scanning, 
and any departure from their satellite city without travel permits issues by the 
DGMM puts them at the risk of deportation. Although Turkey does not confine 
refugees in camps or detention centers,15 compulsory sign-ins, biometric iden-
tification technologies, and travel permits serve to police and control refugees’ 
bodies and mobilities, blurring the boundary between the camp and the city.16

 Although refugees have the right to work in Turkey, obtaining the necessary 
work permits is a costly and burdensome process, because they need an official 
job offer from an employer who would also be willing to pay for their health in-
surance. Thus, the vast majority of refugees work as day laborers in construction, 
manufacturing, and textile industries without work permits. Similar to the lack 
of basic rights and protections for unauthorized immigrant workers elsewhere, 
they are often exploited by their employers, work under inhumane conditions 
without any health insurance, and receive lower wages than citizens.17 In addi-
tion to financial exploitation and physical insecurity, LGBTI refugees are doubly 
marginalized in the workplace due to their gender identity and sexual orientation. 
They are subjected to sexual harassment by their employers and coworkers and 
fired from their jobs when their LGBTI status becomes known. In both cases, 
they are left with no legal ground to file complaints because of the “informal” 
terms of employment. Ziba, a young lesbian woman, worked in a hotel in Kay-
seri for three months, where she was consistently harassed by her supervisor. In 
her second job in a furniture factory, she introduced herself as male in order to 
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avoid sexual abuse. “Imagine you wear men’s clothes, and they treat you as a man. 
But I am not as physically strong as a man. I carried heavy stuff, like 60–70 kilos 
[roughly 130–150 pounds]. It was very difficult. I got sick afterwards.” When Ziba 
suffered a severe genital hemorrhage that prohibited her from working anymore, 
her employer refused to provide any compensation or medical care and instead, 
withheld her last monthly salary.
 Because they do not have work permits or stable jobs in Turkey, and because 
most of them do not receive any help from their families, finding and maintain-
ing housing constitutes a significant problem for LGBTI refugees. Neither the 
UNHCR nor the Turkish state provides any support for housing; refugees are 
expected to find a place on their own. In satellite cities, landlords often refuse 
to rent out their properties to “foreigners” or they take advantage of refugees’ 
circumstances and demand nearly twice as much as the normal amount of rent. 
Furthermore, refugees often have to hide their gender identity or sexual orienta-
tion since they are denied housing or evicted from their apartments when their 
LGBTI identity is disclosed. Needless to say, these circumstances disproportion-
ately affect trans refugees and refugees from working-class backgrounds. Sahar, 
a trans woman who is now resettled in Canada, told me that when she was first 
assigned to her satellite city, Kayseri, she could not afford to rent a room and had 
to sleep in a park for three weeks. “There were a lot of refugees sleeping in the 
park. I was afraid that they might rape me if they understand I am trans. I always 
slept with one eye open.” She recalled those three weeks as “the most frightening 
and humiliating time of [her] life,” and mentioned that each time she has to pass 
through that park she feels sick.
 Finding housing and employment is relatively easier in bigger cities, such 
as Istanbul, Ankara, and Izmir, especially with the help of queer community 
networks and refugee rights and advocacy groups. Settling LGBTI refugees in 
remote satellite cities cuts them off from such support mechanisms and social 
networks. Indeed, instead of providing financial support, housing, employment, 
and access to adequate health care, the asylum system in Turkey forces refugees 
to fall back on informal means to solve “their own problems.” In the almost entire 
absence of the Turkish state except as a policing force and the UNHCR except 
as a bureaucratic body that drags out the waiting process, LGBTI refugees often 
develop alternative support and solidarity networks to create more livable lives 
for themselves. Most of them stay with other LGBTI refugees, establish alterna-
tive families through queer rearticulations of heteronormative kinship ties, and 
form their own financial and emotional support mechanisms. Those who have 
been waiting for a significant period of time help the newcomers find housing 
and employment, inform them about complex asylum procedures, and prepare 
them for RSD interviews. These communal forms of sociality and solidarity, queer 
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kinship ties, and everyday relations of love, care, and support seem to prove the 
truth of a Turkish immigration officer’s bitter remark: “At the end of the day, a 
refugee’s problems are solved by other refugees.”
 The predicament of LGBTI refugees caused by precarious housing and employ-
ment is often coupled with xenophobic, homophobic, and transphobic violence 
that they face in their everyday lives. In my long-term engagement with LGBTI 
refugees living in different Turkish towns, I have heard of numerous cases of 
verbal and physical harassment, sexual abuse, and even rape both by local towns-
people and other refugees. Most of the time, refugees were afraid to approach 
the police for protection. When they reported sexual assault to the police, they 
rarely received an adequate response. Rather, the police turned a blind eye to 
their complaints, refused to investigate the reported crimes, or mocked and hu-
miliated the refugees. In 2016, a trans woman was raped in Denizli. When her 
friends tried to report the rape, they were turned away by the police, because, as 
they contended, “she was both trans and refugee.”
 Although being LGBTI is not illegal or criminalized in Turkey, there is an in-
stitutionalized pattern of legal impunity and leniency for violence against women, 
queer and trans people, and sex workers.18 Perpetrators who are charged with a 
violent act often benefit from the “unjust provocation” clause in Turkish Penal 
Code, which states that punishment will be reduced if a person commits an of-
fense “with an affect of anger or asperity caused by the unjust act.”19 While the 
interpretation of what counts as “unjust provocation” is arbitrary at best, there 
are numerous cases in which judges considered proposing or initiating same-sex 
intercourse and sex work as unjust acts and, thus, reduced the sentences of those 
who killed gay men, transgender women, and sex workers.20 Muhammed Wisam 
Sankari,21 a Syrian gay refugee living in Istanbul, was kidnapped, raped, and vio-
lently murdered in July 2016. The court decided that the murderer committed 
the crime under “unjust provocation,” since Wisam had sex with him without 
disclosing his positive HIV status.22 In addition, because of the murderer’s “good 
conduct” in the courtroom, the judge applied an extra “discretionary mitigation,” 
reducing his penalty from life imprisonment to eighteen years.23

 These acts of violence, coupled with institutionalized legal impunity and leni-
ency, raise important questions: Who is worthy of protection by states, interna-
tional human rights organizations, and the transnational asylum system? Which 
bodies are rendered vulnerable to violence? Whose lives and safety matter, and 
whose lives are cast as disposable and undeserving of protection? LGBTI refu-
gees in Turkey occupy a precarious place that exists not only at the margins of 
citizenship, but also at the margins of a binary gender system and compulsory 
heterosexuality. While waiting, many of them continue to be subjected to the 
same violence and discrimination from which they fled. Their noncitizen status 
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often exacerbates and justifies such violence and discrimination, whereas neither 
the UNHCR nor the states—Turkey, the United States, and Canada alike—offer 
effective rights and protections.

Being LGBTI and Noncitizen under the State of Emergency

The night the military coup attempt broke out in Turkey, Afsaneh, a trans woman 
who had gone to Istanbul for her resettlement interview, was stuck there amidst 
deadly armed conflicts. She was panicked, as she did not speak Turkish and had 
nowhere to go since all buses and flights from Istanbul were canceled. After her 
numerous attempts to reach out to the police for shelter and protection proved 
futile, she spent the night and the following day in the bus terminal until the buses 
started working again. The long and frightening hours Afsaneh had to spend in 
Istanbul is exemplary of how the recent political turmoil has rendered Turkey 
an unstable and insecure place for refugees, on the one hand, and how LGBTI 
refugees in Turkey are consistently denied effective protection, on the other.
 As city centers of Ankara, Izmir, and Istanbul have endured a wave of bomb 
explosions and gun attacks since 2015, and military tanks rolled across streets 
during the coup attempt in July 2016, many refugees in Turkey, not unlike Turkish 
citizens, have been experiencing an unprecedented fear and sense of insecurity. 
“I am afraid of leaving my apartment. The idea of taking public transportation 
sends shivers up and down my spine,” said Mehdi, a gay refugee who commutes 
from his satellite city to Istanbul for work. “It is not a safe place for you either 
[referring to me], but, at least, it is your home. Why are we here? Why does the 
UNHCR still keep refugees in Turkey?” Mehdi’s question is indeed increasingly 
being shared by others: as Turkey has been failing to qualify as a “safe country,” 
refugees have expressed frustration at the UNHCR and the third countries for 
stranding them in a country where their lives are at risk.
 As Jasbir Puar rightly argues, the boundary that distinguishes those who are 
worthy of protection from those who are not becomes more legible at the times 
of crisis when nation states need to consolidate their borders by marking certain 
bodies as outsiders and excluding them from the nation and citizenship.24 While 
LGBTI refugees in Turkey have always been at the margins of protection and 
recognition by the state, their lives have become more precarious in the wake of 
the 2016 coup attempt and the following state of emergency regime that lasted 
until 2018.25 Most of them cautiously keep a low profile in satellite cities, worry-
ing that the rising anti-immigrant hatred in Turkey would make them targets of 
xenophobic and homophobic attacks. They are also deeply concerned that the 
sharpening political divisions in Turkey’s domestic and international politics 
would put them at risk of deportation.



102 . elif sari

 Not an unreasonable worry at all. Although Turkey’s asylum law recognizes 
the principle of non-refoulement, and thus guarantees the protection of refugees 
from being expelled to places where their lives are in danger, it also retains legally 
ambiguous definitions of the conditions for deportation. For instance, Article 54 
states that those who “pose a threat to public order or public security or public 
health” will be subject to deportation, while leaving what counts as such threat 
open to the interpretation of administrative and law enforcement units.26 With 
an emergency decree law established after the military coup attempt, the govern-
ment has further expanded the scope for detention and deportation of refugees.27

 In April 2017, Mitra, a trans woman who was working in a massage parlor in 
Denizli, was arrested by the police on the grounds of working without permis-
sion and “disrupting public order and safety.” In response to the police charges, 
the Turkish DGMM ordered her to be deported to Iran.28 After being held at the 
police station for three days, the DGMM sent Mitra to the Silivri deportation 
center in Istanbul, while rejecting her lawyers’ request to obtain information 
on her case and whereabouts. After days of pressure from lawyers, national and 
diasporic queer organizations, and refugee rights and advocacy groups, the Con-
stitutional Court ultimately suspended the deportation order. Since her release, 
however, Mitra’s life has become a nightmare of bureaucracy, regulation, and 
surveillance. For two months, she had to make the 10-hour journey to Istanbul 
every two weeks in order to sign in at the police station. During this time, ob-
taining the necessary travel permits from the local DGMM office in her satellite 
city proved particularly difficult. And further, Mitra had trouble paying the bus 
fare for those biweekly commutes, especially given that she was no longer able 
to work.
 Eventually, her lawyers managed to change Mitra’s sign-in location from Is-
tanbul to her satellite city, Denizli. But once they did this, the local DGMM 
increased her sign-in requirement to twice per day—a demand that did not al-
low Mitra the time to do anything aside from the commutes between her home 
and the DGMM office. Only after her lawyers’ repeated requests, the DGMM 
reduced Mitra’s compulsory sign-ins to once per day, indefinitely. I am writing 
this chapter almost a year after the Constitutional Court suspended Mitra’s de-
portation order. In the meantime, she has had to move to a cheaper apartment 
at the outskirts of the city in order to afford rent without an income. Still, every 
day, she cycles for forty minutes from her new home to the local DGMM office, 
spends a few seconds before the iris scanner, and turns around to cycle the forty 
minutes back home.
 Mitra’s story points us to numerous inconsistencies embedded in the trans-
national asylum system. Refugees are stranded in Turkey for a long and indeter-
minate period of time, during which they do not have access to basic rights and 
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services. They are expected to pay for their accommodation, food, health care, 
and travel expenses, but illegalized and criminalized for working. They need to 
travel to other cities for official paperwork, security checks, or resettlement in-
terviews, but they cannot easily obtain necessary travel permits from the local 
authorities in their satellite cities.
 Mitra’s story also reveals the Turkish authorities’ discretionary power in de-
taining and deporting refugees and the lack of effective judicial supervision over 
these decision-making processes. Indeed, the use of the “public order,” “public 
safety,” and “public health” discourses under the emergency rule has increased the 
discretionary power the administrative units hold and exacerbated their unlawful 
and arbitrary practices of detention and deportation. Although the government 
ended the state of emergency in 2018, many laws passed during the emergency 
rule have remained intact and effectively institutionalized the criminalization of 
LGBTI refugees. For instance, lesbian, bisexual, and trans women who work in 
nightclubs are being increasingly arrested for allegedly engaging in sex work and 
ordered to be deported for “disrupting public order and public health.” Further-
more, social workers with whom I conducted follow-up interviews in 2020 re-
marked that police have begun to detain refugees living with HIV on the grounds 
of “threatening public health and public safety” and force them to sign “voluntary 
return” documents.
 Indeed, experiences of LGBTI refugees waiting in Turkey call into crisis the 
liberatory promises of the international asylum system. The humanitarian or-
ganizations and North American countries depict LGBTI asylum as a continu-
ous journey from home country to host country, past to future, and oppression 
to freedom. However, against the backdrop of the heightened securitization of 
borders of the Global North and the externalization of asylum that aims to keep 
asylum seekers offshore, even those LGBTI asylum applicants, who are granted 
recognized refugee status, wait in long-term limbo in so-called “transition coun-
tries” in the Global South.29 Furthermore, while waiting, they face multiple forms 
of economic, sexual, and physical violence and live under the shadow of crimi-
nalization, detention, and deportation.
 As the discriminatory policies of the United States and Canada have retrenched 
the prospect for resettlement, and as Turkey has been failing to qualify as a “safe 
country,” Iranian LGBTI refugees are overwhelmed by the unsafe conditions 
of their present and uncertainty of their future. Yet, as I demonstrated in this 
chapter, they have also responded to these forms of violence and uncertainty in 
various ways, through humor and sarcasm, political and communal organizing, 
and alternative support and care networks. In this vein, while waiting serves to 
govern, demoralize, and demobilize refugees, LGBTI refugees have also turned 
it into an active time-space of emerging queer socialities and solidarities.
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Welcome to Cuban Miami

Linking Place, Race, and  
Undocuqueer Youth Activism

rafael ramirez solórzano

On Friday, January 1, 2010, Gaby Pacheco, Felipe Matos, Juan Rodriguez, and 
Carlos Roa laced up their new pairs of walking shoes at the foot of the Freedom 
Tower, a landmark building in downtown Miami. They were ready to embark 
on the Trail of Dreams. These four Miami Dade College students had spent their 
college years challenging the U.S. deportation machine and advocating for im-
migration reform. Except for Juan who had attained legal residency in 2008 after 
being undocumented for thirteen years, all were undocumented.1 Gaby, Felipe, 
Juan, and Carlos walked for 120 consecutive days (four months), 16 to 24 miles 
per day, across several highways, and through more than 100 cities. They stopped 
at churches, family homes, and community centers. The walkers’ hosts and sup-
porters varied, depending on the space and place (i.e., rural, suburban, urban). 
Some days, they were joined by high school and college students, families, and 
immigrant and queer rights organizations; other days it was farmworkers, Maya 
day laborers, and Black Christian leaders. In Florida, many of the walkers on the 
Trail of Dreams were part of the statewide Florida Immigrant Coalition (FLIC). 
With only two months of planning and a dilapidated truck for storing food, water, 
first aid, clothes, and shelter, the walkers built a multiracial support network across 
the southeastern United States that would help them reach Washington, D.C.
 South Florida is home to nearly half a million undocumented migrants. It is 
not surprising, then, that there has been a rise in undocumented youth resis-
tance.2 Using the Trail of Dreams as a starting point to explore the movement 
building of undocumented migrants in the South, this chapter demonstrates 
how the precise nature and content of their resistance is shaped by the history of 
their region. Undocumented/undocuqueer migrants, coalition partners, and al-
lies risked their lives to walk across the U.S. South, protesting President Obama’s 
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lack of action on legislation granting legal status to undocumented migrants.3 
The walkers challenged the Obama administration’s renewed commitment to the 
expansion of immigration enforcement, proliferation of immigrant detention 
sites, increased deportation and criminalization of migrants and communities 
of color, and repeated failures to pass the DREAM Act.4

 What motivated Gaby, Carlos, Felipe, and Juan to walk across the southeast-
ern United States into hostile anti-immigrant territory? In the summer of 2015, 
I interviewed migrant rights activists who participated in the Trail of Dreams 
and who were doing migrant rights activism at that time. By sharing their “story 
of the self ” as they made their way north one city at a time, the walkers not only 
dispelled myths and stereotypes of migrants living in the United States, but they 
also revealed how racism structures and is structured by various landscapes and 
places.5 Migrant rights advocates illustrate how Cuban Americans in Miami en-
act a Cuban immigrant power structure that upholds a regional racial hierarchy. 
As longtime migrant rights advocate, Maria, describes, this patriarchal Cuban 
immigrant power structure subordinates and racializes other people of color, 
particularly African Americans, undocumented/undocuqueer migrants, and 
Afro-Caribbean migrants, like Haitians and Afro-Cuban Americans. Drawing 
on a larger four-year multisited study of the Trail, which included 42 face-to-
face interviews with undocumented/undocuqueer activists in the South, I dem-
onstrate how place-based race dynamics inform activists’ political protests and 
selves. Moreover, I show how the geography of the South has shaped the lived 
experiences of undocumented youth activists in Miami. As a social movement 
scholar, I argue that these dynamics have to be analyzed at a local scale. I begin 
this case study by illustrating the importance of racial legacies of Jim Crow, the 
Civil Rights Movement, Cuban incorporation, and migrant resistance in South 
Florida.

Regional Racial Formations and Intersectionality:  
My Analytic Modes

Few scholarly discussions of undocumented youth have examined how race, 
gender, sexuality, il/legality, and global histories of colonialism exacerbate ex-
periences of racialization in the South. My approach is centered on a theoreti-
cal understanding of “race as socially constructed in relational ways, that is, in 
correspondence to other groups.”6 Here I turn to historian Natalia Molina, who 
describes a relational approach to the study of race as attending to how, when, 
and to what extent groups interact. She describes this method as a zooming-out 
process. Molina asks, “who else is (or was) present in or near the communi-
ties we study?”7 Molina argues that examining Latinas/os/xs in relation to other 
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racialized groups helps us develop a fuller understanding of how racial categories 
form and operate. I extend Molina’s analysis to explore how we understand the 
cumulative experiences of the diverse present-day residents of Miami; how do 
their experiences and perspectives constitute a place-specific state of mind—a 
regional worldview that is grounded in a spatialized racial history of an area?8 
To answer this question, I draw on Wendy Cheng’s regional racial formation 
framework, which pays attention to everyday actions and movements, as well as 
to localized knowledges within a specific place.
 A place-specific racialization process requires a focus on gender and sexual 
difference. In Race, Space, and the Law, Sherene Razack shows not only how 
racial geographies are built but also how racial logics produce heterosexist and 
patriarchal spatial arrangements. Within critical race theory, Kimberlé Crenshaw 
articulates this analytic as intersectionality, the recognition of systems of domina-
tion (capitalism, white supremacy, patriarchy, heterosexism) as interlocking and 
mutually constitutive. By adopting an intersectional framework, I, too, “engage 
in a complex historical mapping of spaces and bodies in relation,” identifying 
the interrelatedness of multiple systems of domination.9 In the next section, I 
consider how Black migration and the demographic, political, economic, and 
social changes at the turn of the 20th century affected communities of color and 
provided the backdrop for a shifting color line in Miami.

Toward a Black/Non-Black Color Line in South Florida

Florida’s colonial past, specifically the expanding U.S. economy, helped shape 
regional concepts of race. Florida’s Indian country experienced numerous co-
lonial transfers of power, including Spain, who claimed power over the region 
between 1513 to 1821.10 By the time of the American Revolution (1776), the region 
had accumulated a population of multiethnic Creeks, known as Seminoles, who 
migrated to Florida to escape U.S. policies of removal and extermination.11 Af-
rican slaves fleeing enslavement soon joined them and coalesced into Seminole 
culture.12 Moreover, South Florida has been linked to the Caribbean for centuries, 
and historian Julio Capó describes this relationship as evolving and changing 
throughout time, but never ceasing.
 At the turn of the twentieth century, Miami was populated by a significant num-
ber of African American and Afro-Caribbean migrants; hence, it has never seen 
itself as a typical southern city.13 Between 1910 and 1920, the extension of a railroad 
system from Miami to the Florida Keys dramatically increased the number of Black 
Bahamians, who came to work in the burgeoning construction industry and service 
jobs in the emerging tourist city.14 By 1920, Afro-Caribbean migrants constituted 
52 percent of the city’s Black population, which was 30 percent of Miami’s total 
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population (29,000).15 Black migrants paved the way for future hotel and resort 
projects, laboring as skilled workers, maids, carpenters, laundresses, cooks, plas-
terers, hotel porters, tailors, and hack men at the railroad station.16
 After the completion of the railroads and hotels and the arrival of tourists 
in the early twentieth century, racial disputes over spaces and places became a 
source of social unrest.17 As Miami boosters praised Miami’s beaches, attractions, 
weather, and progressivism, they simultaneously adopted a New South creed that 
promoted a new order “for whites only.”18 In Black Miami in the Twentieth Cen-
tury, Marvin Dunn vividly describes the rise of white extremism that engulfed 
much of the South in the 1920s and 1930s.19 The Klan led parades in full regalia 
through downtown Miami in 1926; Dunn notes that white extremists launched a 
campaign to discourage Black people from participating in an election in 1939.20 
Afterward, city officials chose to harden the racial boundaries between Black and 
white communities to lessen the city’s hostile racial climate.21 As a result, Black 
Miamians were crowded into a fifty-block area in the older historic neighbor-
hoods outside the original city, which later became known as “Colored Town.”22 
A look at the New Deal era of the 1930s where Blacks and whites worked together 
reveals how Colored Town became a geographical place and paradox that was 
part of the city’s power equation that defined Blacks through labor inclusion, 
residential regulation, and racial exclusion. Moreover, the Black quarter was af-
flicted by poor sanitation facilities that later caused epidemics of influenza, yellow 
fever, and small pox.23

 In spite of violence generated toward those who fought against racial segregation 
and anti-Black participation in the political process, racial coalitions still material-
ized. During the post–World War II period, an emerging new Black middle class, 
Black associations, and Black-Jewish coalitions indirectly confronted Jim Crow 
segregation by demanding equal access to the city’s public leisure sites.24 On No-
vember 25, 1959, a group of National Association for the Advancement of Colored 
People (NAACP) and Congress of Racial Equality (CORE) leaders led a wade-in 
at Crandon Beach—Miami’s largest and most popular public park on the north-
ern half of Key Biscayne.25 Encircled by spectators, local media, and fifty police 
officers, a multiracial coalition of activists entered the water, swam, sunbathed, 
and peacefully integrated Crandon Beach through direct action. As Chanelle Rose 
argues, Miami’s traditional Black leadership, during the Civil Rights Movement, 
strategically employed a “booster rhetoric of good race relations among the city’s 
image-conscious white civic elite” to win racial concessions.26 In tracing Miami’s 
Black migration, burgeoning tourist industry, and Jim Crow segregation, not only 
do I reveal the city’s official role in both hardening and loosening racial geographic 
boundaries, but I also show that historical context must be taken into account to 
understand the city’s move toward a Black/non-Black color line.
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Latinization and the Birth of the Pan-American Idea in Miami

To understand how Cuban Americans “made it in Miami” more quickly than 
any other Latino migrant community, one must understand Miami’s early Pan-
American vision of the city before the arrival of Cuban exiles. In exploring the 
long fight for civil rights and the evolution of race relations in one of the country’s 
most popular tourist destinations, Rose reveals how the white establishment made 
changes to the established racial order to accommodate foreign tourists and trade 
with Latin America.27 Since the early 1920s, white civic and business leaders had 
begun envisioning the City of Miami as a Pan-American metropolis. To better 
facilitate the transition from serving white, northern, and middle-class tourist 
clientele to Spanish-speaking visitors, white civic elites created multicultural 
programs and advertising that attracted new tourists. As early as 1926, the Uni-
versity of Miami, the largest private institution in the southeastern United States, 
promoted itself as the “Pan-American University” at its official opening on April 
1st. The university created scholarships for Latin American students and offered 
English-language classes. Moreover, in 1930, the Pan American League (PAL) 
advocated locally and nationally for the City of Miami to improve international 
relations with Latin America. And, the chamber of commerce began promoting 
Miami as the “gateway to the Americas.”
 At this time, it became a financial liability for city leaders to maintain Jim 
Crow practices or arrest and jail civil rights leaders in a burgeoning southern 
metropolis that promoted itself as an exemplary city of cultural tolerance. These 
challenges influenced various white business leaders to modify Jim Crow practices 
for Spanish-speaking vacationers, which paved an alternative path in race rela-
tions, one that posited Spanish-speaking migrants as desirable unless they were 
Afro-Latina/o/x. Consequently, the state and civil society promoted a triracial 
order; one where Cuban exiles benefited from the city’s Pan-American vision, 
economic opportunities, and the start of the civil rights movement, while Af-
rican Americans continued to fight against racial discrimination. Thus, Cuban 
migration moved Miami into a new racial order.28 Sociologist Eduardo Bonilla-
Silva describes this order as a loosely organized racial stratum that is made up 
of white, honorary white, and the collective Black, or what some scholars would 
call a Latin American–like racial order.29 For instance, in their highly nuanced 
account of how migrants have remade Miami, Alex Stepick, Guillermo Grenier, 
Max Castro and Marvin Dunn document that the city emerged as a de facto capi-
tal of Latin America; Miami became a city where light-skinned, immigrant, and 
Spanish-speaking residents dominate.30 Beginning with the city’s increasing num-
ber of Spanish-speakers after the Second World War, particularly tourists from 
the Caribbean and Latin America and continuing with the arrival of upper- and 
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middle-class Cuban exiles in 1959, los Marielitos in 1980, and los Balseros from 
1990 to 1994, Miami’s racial landscape evidenced a triracial stratum.31

 The expanding U.S. economy that recruited Miami’s Black migrants remained, 
but the Latinization of Miami’s post–Cuban Revolution of 1959 tells another story 
of incorporation and racialization of people of color. After Fidel Castro assumed 
power in Cuba in 1959, the U.S. government took a keen interest in providing 
financial assistance to early Cuban exiles, who tended to be white, well-educated, 
and from upper- and middle-class families. As an attempt to bolster its fight 
against communism, the U.S. government authorized the establishment of the 
Cuban Refugee Program (CRP) that included training for professionals, scholar-
ships, and business loans for refugees.32 In Miami’s Forgotten Cubans, Alan Aja 
argues that Cuban engagement in direct acts of policy making would not only 
serve “as historical determinant in American racial formation and racialization,” 
but also would support the structural scaffolding of Cuban lateral mobility, thus 
protecting the Cuban exiles from the type of racialization that other Latinas/os/
xs historically endured.33 Unlike Mexican Americans and Puerto Ricans, who 
were subject to segregation and exclusion, the Cuban community benefited from 
direct government assistance and the start of the civil rights movement.34 Stepick 
et al. note how, through the CRP, first-generation Cuban families in Miami “took 
advantage of it all,” and would eventually exercise political control of the city of 
Miami.35

 The increasing postwar Latinization of the city would have a profound im-
pact on the evolution of Miami’s race relations. Rose writes that the honorary 
white status accorded to some Spanish-speakers and Latina/o/x migrants, specifi-
cally light-skinned Cubans, would not change the racial oppression of African 
Americans, English-speaking Black Caribbeans, los Marielitos, and, later Haitian 
migrants. In fact, early Cuban exiles not only diminished the spotlight on local 
civil rights activities and attained various citizenship rights that were denied to 
Black Miamians but also fast-tracked the Latinization of the city. Cheng names 
this upward mobility as a racialized privilege—the ability to enjoy greater op-
portunity and expectations than Black Miamians as a racialized group.36 In her 
revealing work on Cuban American gay culture in Miami, Susana Peña illustrates 
how dark skinned, queer migrant presence was silenced within the Latinization 
of the city.37 The presence of gay men who came during the 1980 Mariel exo-
dus from Cuba was delegitimized and met with much hostility from prominent 
Cuban Americans. Peña maintains that “the 1980 Mariel migration challenged 
the image of Cuban success and Cuban whiteness,” and most likely challenged 
a homogeneous Cuban American heterosexist privilege.38 Plotting out how Mi-
ami’s racial relations and spatial arrangements have formed, mutated, and been 
maintained serves as an historical background that contextualizes the present 
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racialization of undocumented Latinas/os/xs, Afro-Latina/o/x migrants (Afro-
Cubans, Dominicans, Puerto Ricans), African Americans, and Afro-Caribbean 
migrants (Haitians, Bahamians).
 In this cultural, social, and physical space, I encountered many youth and 
adults who were geographically far from their country of birth (Brazil, Colom-
bia, Ecuador, Guatemala, Honduras, Mexico, Venezuela, to name a few). Their 
families migrated to the United States seeking physical, economic, and social 
security. They are part of Miami’s high proportion of foreign-born residents, 
as is common in many major metropolitan areas in the United States.39 Over 
70 percent of the city’s population are either first- or second-generation immi-
grants. In their book, Making a Life in Multiethnic Miami, Elizabeth M. Aranda, 
Sallie Hughes, and Elena Sabogal note that “Haitians [were] seeking political 
stability and economic security; and Mexicans and Central Americans fleeing 
both physical violence and economic insecurity. Venezuelans, some of whom 
describe themselves as political exiles, flee all the above.”40 For instance, in the 
1980s, Nicaraguans, first fleeing the Sandinista regime and then the Contra War 
against the Sandinistas made Miami the largest Nicaraguan settlement in the 
United States. In the 1990s, Venezuelans sought refuge from political uncertainty 
and Colombians fled to Miami due to the drug war. Historically, Miami also has 
a significant influx of Caribbeans, primarily Black migrants.41 Florida’s Haitian 
population is the largest in the United States, surpassing the number of Haitians 
in the New York Metropolitan area.42 All of the growth in the Black population 
in Miami-Dade County between 1980 and 2000 came from Black migration. As 
noted in a History of Miami Museum epigraph, titled “Miami: Gateway of the 
Americas,” Miami is constantly reinventing itself through its racially diverse ar-
rivers, and this “city of the future” would therefore provide us with an alternative 
racial relations paradigm that nurtures the ideology, materiality, and dreams of all 
its inhabitants and migrants.43 In the next section, we shall see to what extent this 
major gateway to the United States incorporates undocumented/undocuqueer 
activists, known to many as DREAMers.

The Racialization of Undocuqueer Migrants in Miami  
in the 21st Century

In the summer of 2015, I interviewed FLIC partners and allies in order to un-
derstand how undocumented/undocuqueer activist resistance to detention and 
deportation in 2010 was connected to place-based racial dynamics. Sitting at 
dining room and conference room tables, and over Skype video calls, I listened 
to testimonios of how difficult it was growing up undocumented, queer, poor, 
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and vulnerable to detention and deportation while organizing for migrant rights 
in Miami-Dade County. Over the course of five years, I have learned about the 
multiple ways undocumented Latinas/os/xs were experiencing and organizing 
for migrant rights and how deeply geography would figure into these accounts. 
Migrant rights organizers were affected by those with whom they shared space. 
In their interviews, they reflected on these moments and shared how it was dif-
ficult to advocate for all migrants, especially those who were undocumented, 
queer, poor, and Black.
 That summer, I had the opportunity to interview Felipe Sousa-Rodriguez and 
Isabel Rodriguez, both migrant rights activists, who were queer and the only cou-
ple on the Trail of Dreams. Felipe was born in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, and arrived 
in the United States at the age of two; Isabel was born in Bogota, Colombia, and 
came in 1996 when ze was six. In 2009, both Felipe and Isabel were living in Little 
Havana and attending Miami Dade College.44 During the interview Isabel recalls 
their elementary school years and learning how to speak English: “It was not a 
difficult transition for me or my family because Miami has a majority Hispanic 
population. We were surrounded by Peruvian, Venezuelan, Mexican, Colombian 
and other immigrant communities.” Isabel, a light-skinned migrant, was able to 
smoothly transition into school and learn English because ze was able to benefit 
from the Latinization of Miami and its bilingual culture. Similarly, Felipe shares 
how he assimilated into Miami, which he describes as a unique place:

So, I just integrated myself in an interesting way. Spanish is not my first language. 
I speak Portuguese as my first language. I learned Spanish really quickly to be like 
everyone else. It’s sort of a weird experience compared to most people, because 
most people go to a place that is English dominated. I went to a place that Span-
ish is a dominant language.

Both Isabel and Felipe describe Miami’s bilingual culture as a positive experience. 
They also note that the dominance of Spanish over English in Miami produces 
racial dynamics distinct from other urban cities in the United States. Isabel and 
Felipe did not experience linguistic stigmatization that most Latinos confront in 
the United States.45 In fact, for Felipe, it was a priority to learn Spanish quickly 
over English in order to fit in to Little Havana. Having made an investment to 
learn Spanish also speaks to Felipe’s various survival strategies:

You know something that happens that is a very Miami thing. I’ve been doing 
immigrant rights for a long time, and I’ve noticed, what people try to do is to as-
similate. Assimilation is a process of survival, you assimilate so you can survive so 
you can go under the radar so you don’t get caught as an undocumented person. 
In Miami people try to be Cuban or try to look Cuban. Because if you’re Cuban 
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you have papers. . . . For many years, people would just call me Cuban, and I would 
be like, “yeah, that’s totally, who I am,” that’s how was able to, you know, not be 
get caught by the police.

Complicating theories of immigrant incorporation and assimilation that involve 
a “default to whiteness,” the adoption of customs and ways of white American 
culture in order to pass as a U.S. American citizen, Felipe’s strategy reveals the ad-
vantages of accessing the honorary white racial privilege accorded to light-skinned 
Cubans. In Miami, light-skinned Cubans “have papers,” legal status and are fully 
recognized within society as white.46 Aware of Cuban legal status in Miami-Dade 
County, Felipe admits to identifying himself as Cuban as a survival tactic when 
coming into contact with police. Additionally, during his interview, he shares 
how he learned to emphasize his last name, Matos, because it was a common 
Cuban surname. Although Isabel and Felipe can circumnavigate Miami’s triracial 
stratum through surname, language, and light-skin privilege, there are limits. In 
the following conversation, Felipe shares how his “Latinidad was embraced, but 
my undocumented status and my queerness was not:”

If you ever go to Miami, it is basically all Latinos right, because it’s run by Cubans. 
The city has had several Cuban leaders, even the mayor is Cuban, it’s always like 
that right. Being an immigrant was not a big deal, being an undocumented im-
migrant was a big deal but no one knew that I was undocumented because I look 
like most people. Being queer was different, it felt different to me. I had a real hard 
time coming out as a queer person, because Miami is a conservative city, people 
talk about LGBTQ people in Miami all the time but really that’s a misconcep-
tion. I think people could be free to be queer in South Beach, but most of them 
are tourists. I was living and breathing in the real world, living in a low-income 
neighborhood, whatever.

The security of being Latino in Miami has its physical boundaries, especially for 
those advocating for undocumented/undocuqueer youth within Miami’s power 
structure. As someone who has “been doing immigrant rights long time,” Felipe 
quickly learned the strategies undocuqueer youth needed to adopt to “pass” and 
organize within Miami’s conservative political landscape. Additionally, he reveals 
Miami’s fabricated myth of an international tourist hub that embraces gender 
and sexual difference. For Felipe, the freedom to be queer is highly spatialized—
it exists in South Beach and is only accorded to tourists. As he states, for those 
“living and breathing in the real world, living in a low-income neighborhood 
[Little Havana],” coming out as undocumented and queer was not acceptable. 
For undocumented/undocuqueer activists, the dynamics of illegality are not tied 
to race and legal status only, but also to spatial and living arrangements. Felipe’s 
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feelings of difference and adversity living in Little Havana is telling of the complex 
mapping of spaces and bodies in relation to one another. It reflects how Miami, 
specifically Little Havana, was also a contested migrant enclave at the intersec-
tion of the city’s investment in whiteness, heterosexism, and patriarchal spatial 
arrangements.

The Undocumented Youth Movement  
and the Cuban Immigrant Power Structure

When undocumented/undocuqueer activists reflect on their successes within the 
fight for migrant rights in South Florida, they disclose how growing up in a hostile 
environment—confronting a place-specific U.S. racial structure—became the im-
petus to fight against the deportations and detention of undocumented migrants. 
The U.S. South has a long history of abusive federal immigration enforcement 
that has produced a hostile political climate in which many Latino immigrants 
live and work.47 In fact, next to California, Florida is home to some of the most 
militant nativist activists (Neo-Nazi, White nationalist, Neo-confederate, Ku Klux 
Klan, anti-LGBT, -Muslim and -immigrant groups) in the country and even has 
its own anti-immigrant political party.48 Undocumented youth activists in Miami 
face similar distresses caused by their undocumented status as their counterparts 
across the United States; their lives are also increasingly marked by a “juridical 
status and a sociopolitical condition that carries exclusionary and stigmatizing 
consequences.”49 Yet, as I have demonstrated, undocumented/undocuqueer youth 
face specific histories of incorporation that have shaped their otherness and, thus, 
their deportability in relation to other racialized groups. Those whom I met in 
Miami—coalition leaders, youth, and political activists who were undocumented/
undocuqueer—did not passively give into Miami’s patriarchal Cuban immigrant 
political structure. On the contrary, most of them did what they could to navigate 
and push back against interior immigration enforcement and racial and hetero-
normative logics that restricted their mobility and kept them apart.
 Latina/o/x resistance in Miami is neither unusual nor unexpected but for un-
documented/undocuqueer Latina/o/x youth to walk 1,500 miles across the South, 
afraid of detention and deportation but doing it anyway was especially historic 
locally, regionally, and nationally. I met with Maria, executive director of FLIC, 
at her office, which overlooks Biscayne Bay. Maria has been FLIC’s executive 
director for over twelve years and has facilitated a statewide coalition of more 
than sixty-five–member organizations and over one hundred allies who envision 
a new Florida based on inclusion and equality, without racism and exclusion, 
where immigrants can live and love without fear.50 It was at Students Working 
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for Equal Rights (SWER), FLIC’s youth organizing arm, where Carlos, Felipe, 
Gaby, and Isabel met. During my visit, Maria shared her experience of what it 
means to fight for migrant rights in Miami:

We can talk about Miami, it’s a different story. Doing immigrant rights in Mi-
ami is very challenging because there is an immigrant power structure, a Cuban 
immigrant power structure. . . . Either white or Black people feel displaced by 
immigrants so it’s a very different dynamic, it’s not Black or white, like it might 
be on other parts of the South, [where] it’s a white power structure and a Black 
resistance. . . . Miami is very different. But, Miami is very different from the rest, 
every county has its own context, it varies a great deal.

Maria’s description of Miami’s political power structure echoes Felipe’s experience—
a city run by privileged, largely light-skinned Cuban Americans. Cuban Ameri-
cans have gained political power; hold federal, state, county, and citywide elected 
offices; and have largely embraced the city’s conservative heterosexist political 
landscape. As Capó notes, Miami Cubans joined forces with other conservatives 
advocating for “prayer in schools and against busing, abortion, gun control, and 
what we now associate with lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender rights,” and 
have played a key role in the emerging “New Right.”51 Therefore, for Maria, who 
has been organizing in Miami since the 1990s, Cuban political enfranchisement 
has built a dynamic, which she also calls a “Cuban immigrant power structure.” 
Maria maps power relations, explaining who is on top, below, and in-between, 
and how they are related. As a result of this structure, she describes Miami as 
very distinct from the rest of the Deep South, which has been studied as hav-
ing a Black and white racial binary. So, how do undocumented/undocuqueer 
youth organize within Miami’s Cuban immigrant power structure? How are 
they successful in challenging and reconfiguring what Aja calls “the state’s en-
couragement of the reproduction of whiteness and anti-Blackness in the Miami 
Cuban community”?52

 During our interview, Maria discloses the underside of bipartisan political 
organizing within the migrant rights movement in Miami. When discussing im-
migrant youth issues, Maria admits that activists in Miami have created “a lot of 
political space” by adopting a narrative that posits “immigrant youth [as] deserv-
ing immigrants.” Migrant rights leaders in Miami are not alone: several migrant 
rights organizations across the United States have adopted campaign frames that 
describe immigrant youth as DREAMers. This local DREAMer narrative, which 
lauded undocumented youth as ideal protocitizens—good, hardworking, compet-
itive, self-sufficient, entrepreneurial, and deserving—allowed them to reach across 
the political aisle and access Miami’s political “conservative mindset.”53 Indeed, 
for undocumented/undocuqueer Latina/o/x migrants to achieve personhood in 
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Miami, they had to perform a racial model-minority identity along neoliberal, 
racial, and gendered lines. Although these tactics may be opening political space, 
political scientist Amalia Pallares argues that these racial model-minority nar-
ratives, as political frames, are troubling because they privilege human capital 
and ignore the state’s role in promoting the integration of some migrants over 
others.54 Similarly, Maylei Blackwell and Edward J. McCaughan illustrate how 
within the migrant rights movement, “we see moves with the limited acceptance 
of undocumented youth as DREAMers, while the US government rejects their 
parents or other members of the undocumented migrant communities.”55

 In addition, when I interviewed Isabel, ze revealed a Cuban immigrant power 
structure that supported a merit-based system of immigration and punishment, 
“such as anyone that has committed a crime needs to be punished and they don’t 
deserve to be Americans.” Isabel further describes the sociopolitical condition 
that undocuqueer youth activists have to confront in Miami:

You have to negotiate a space with conservative Latinos [Cubans], because they 
believe in immigrant rights but they believe in legal migration and so they want 
to create legal processes for people to follow and they also believe in a lot of puni-
tive stuff. Such as anyone that has committed a crime needs to be punished and 
they don’t deserve to be Americans. So a lot of those conservative mindsets, you 
kind of wrestle with it; I think the DREAMer movement was successful in Miami 
because across party lines a lot of people love supporting the bright overachiev-
ers in the family.

For Isabel, the values and immigration policy stances of Miami’s leaders suggest 
a punitive model. For instance, those who entered the United States without be-
ing inspected and/or admitted are not fit or deserving enough to be U.S. citizens 
because they committed a criminal act. Consequently, ze narrates how undocu-
mented/undocuqueer activists in Miami had to uplift “the bright over-achievers 
in the family,” aligning with mainstream strategies being implemented at the 
national level. Isabel’s narration of inclusion for undocumented/undocuqueer 
activists in Miami marks a regional difference that intersects with its triracial 
landscape while others navigated a biracial order. Unlike their West Coast coun-
terparts in California, who drew support from Latina/o politicians, Cuban Re-
publican politicians shifted their stance on immigration to win consensus within 
the Republican party in Washington D.C. In addition, Isabel describes a move 
toward an “in-between” status as honorary whites that subordinates a collec-
tive Black community (African Americans, and Afro-Caribbeans). In fact, this 
dominant narrative within the migrant rights movement rendered the Black 
and non-Latina/o/x migrant experience invisible.56 To counter their invisibility, 
however, a multigenerational network of undocumented Black people, called 
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the UndocuBlack Network, held a first-of-its kind convening of undocumented 
Black people in Miami, Florida, in 2016.57

 Additionally, within the context of my interviews, Isabel and Felipe shared how 
these narratives also led to the silencing of queer bodies at different moments 
within organizing campaigns, such as the Trail of Dreams. On this occasion, 
they discussed and were encouraged to keep their relationship discreet because it 
would be distracting to the overall strategy and draw more violence toward them. 
As I have noted, the freedom to be a queer Latina/o/x was a highly spatialized 
experience, not only residentially but politically in Miami. For undocumented/ 
undocuqueer activists living and organizing in Little Havana, the convergence 
of migrant rights and queer rights was not acceptable. Isabel’s reflection on the 
DREAMer narrative must be situated within Miami’s legacy of white suprem-
acy, which not only privileges new and emerging whites (Cubans, light-skinned, 
privileged Latinxs) but also perpetuates historical racial segregation of places and 
spaces by supporting discriminatory policies and practices that advantage only 
whites. Research by Aranda et al. documents that “Cuban discrimination” or 
intra-ethnic animosity might be linked to patterns of residential and occupational 
segregation within the city.58 Since Cubans benefit from an honorary whiteness, 
their immigrant power structure is upheld through its alignment with the state’s 
reproduction of whiteness, legality, heteronormativity, and anti-Blackness in 
Miami.

Scholars and Activists Must Place an Importance  
on Space and Place

Despite activists’ criticism of the DREAMer narrative and Miami’s Cuban immi-
grant power structure, the fight for migrant rights has exhibited contradictions 
when organizing community and bipartisan support. As Isabel and Maria have 
demonstrated, organizations and leaders have made campaign errors and have 
had to backpedal. This being said, there also exist key moments where political 
campaign moves and coalition-building aim not to exacerbate racialized expe-
riences between communities of color but rather to undermine place-specific 
systems of domination-subordination. For instance, FLIC’s youth organizing cam-
paigns and statewide coalition are grounded in inclusion and equality. Moreover, 
we see it within migrant rights activists’ adoption of a political frame to build local 
bipartisan support for undocumented youth, and undocumented/undocuqueer 
youth participation in the Trail of Dreams. Indeed, we even see this in the first 
convening of the UndocuBlack Network that centered an intersectional approach 
within the fight for migrant rights that centers Blackness, and queerness.
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 When I began my research, I was interested in how undocumented/un-
docuqueer youth were redefining the migrant rights movement in the 21st century. 
I discovered that these testimonios illuminated lived experiences and political 
activisms that spoke to a place-specific racialization and heteronormative project 
that nurtured the incorporation of some Latina/o/x migrants over others. For 
example, I understand now that Miami’s Cuban immigrant power structure can-
not be understood along a Black and white color line. As I have demonstrated, 
Miami’s triracial order—also known as Latin American–like racial order—com-
plicates how race, gender, sexuality, and legal status work in the United States. In 
the cases of Maria, Felipe, and Isabel, their experiences of negotiation with the 
political climate of Miami must then be understood in relation to the city’s legacy 
of upholding white supremacy by offering light skinned, upper- and middle-class 
Cuban Americans and DREAMers honorary white status, while simultaneously 
rendering migrants from the African diaspora and African Americans invisible. 
Moreover, we must keep in mind that the processes through which people became 
white, Black, undocumented, and Latina/o/x in the United States is intricately 
tied to the ongoing dispossession of Indigenous peoples.59

 Second, not only do I agree with ethnic studies scholars and cultural geogra-
phers whose research is devoted to writing a thorough account of the history of 
people of color, but I would make the case that we must continue to write histories 
of resistance that privilege a relational and regional approach to studying racial-
ization.60 Doing so allows us to understand how the fight against deportation and 
detention is shaped by local history and localized knowledge. Unquestionably, 
recognizing who migrant rights activists meet and encounter is critical to grasping 
their political consciousness and activism. Based on the experiences and perspec-
tives of activists in Miami, this chapter argued the need to recognize everyday 
landscapes as crucial terrains through which racial hierarchies are challenged. 
In future work, scholars must study how Latina/o/x resistance—like the Trail of 
Dreams—emerges from, reflects, and challenges racial formation dynamics.
 Finally, I not only encourage alternative approaches that study social move-
ments and undocumented/undocuqueer racialization as deeply spatial, but I 
also show the need for building movements and political tactics and strategies 
that are cross-sector, multi-issue, and place-based. This not only means the need 
to direct migrant rights activism to local and state contexts, which was the case 
after the inability to pass the DREAM Act in 2010, but also a commitment to 
develop local campaigns that address the spatialized racial history of an area. 
Indeed, this means incorporating local knowledges within a specific place-based 
activism. Put another way, I wish to underscore how we need to avoid exacerbat-
ing racialized experiences of erasure of Indigenous communities and Blackness 
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within migrant rights activism. Addressing the multiplicity of histories as a key 
aspect within developing political campaigns pushes social movement scholars 
and activists to center ways of knowing that offer alternative worldviews to resist 
white supremacy.
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HIV Not Welcome Here

ryan conrad

I’m sitting in the examination room of a medical clinic in suburban Ottawa, 
awkwardly fumbling with a laminated sheet of paper. I’m anxious. I never go to 
the doctor, a likely result of not having health insurance most of my adult life 
before coming to Canada to study at nearly 30 years old. I’m convinced the patch 
of psoriasis on my elbow or the unmistakable vitiligo on my face will give away 
that I have immune system problems. And then there’s the ten-inch scar on my 
stomach—how do I prove I was the live donor in a liver transplant operation when 
I was 21 and not the sick patient who needed the life-saving operation because of 
an undetected genetic disorder? I’m about to receive a medical examination by 
a doctor approved by the federal government to determine my admissibility for 
permanent residence in Canada. Would all of these visible markers of illness mark 
me unfit to become a full-time resident in the country where I’ve already been 
living the last six years as a graduate student? Or perhaps there’s something in my 
blood not visible to the unaided eye? The document in my hands is a wordy flow 
chart mired in ’90s aesthetics, and worse, ’80s language. The document is titled 
Blood test for AIDS and declaims: “For people over 15 years of age, AIDS testing is 
a mandatory part of the Canadian immigration examination” (emphasis original).
 I knew before I arrived at the clinic that I would be undergoing a manda-
tory and explicitly not anonymous HIV test—there’s no such thing as an AIDS 
test—and that it would be grounds for barring me from immigrating as “medi-
cally inadmissible” if I tested positive. Would-be HIV-positive immigrants to 
Canada are considered too great a financial burden based on a macabre admin-
istrative formula that deems anyone requiring annual care (medication, doctor’s 
appointments, blood work, hospitalization, social services, etc.) in an excess of 
$6,655 to be inadmissible. Being a vocal queer activist and scholar, the ban on 
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HIV-positive immigrants as medically inadmissible was one of the first things 
I learned about the immigration process from an acquaintance that worked at 
Immigration Québec. When he learned I was exploring the process of becoming 
a Permanent Resident (the Canadian equivalent of a U.S. Green Card), my se-
rostatus was his first question. He was aware of my activism advocating for queer 
youth, rural queers, sex workers, prisoners, and people living with HIV/AIDS in 
Maine, and he knew that I taught HIV/AIDS-themed courses in my university’s 
burgeoning Sexuality Studies program in Montréal. It was a fair question to ask 
given his context for me as a loud and proud sexual liberationist, and it would 
have saved me a lot of time wasted had I been HIV-positive. Up to that point, 
I had never tested positive, so I sit in the doctor’s office, prepared but anxious, 
mentally reviewing my sexual encounters over the previous six months and how 
“safe” each encounter had been.
 The doctor is kind and friendly. She ignores my skin conditions, remarks how 
unusual it is to meet a live organ donor, and then explains the blood tests and 
X-rays I need to take to prove my good health. She asks if I have any high-risk 
factors for HIV and I hesitate. She then asks if I use injection drugs or if I am 
a homosexual. I chuckle a little at the medical language and roll my eyes at the 
conflation between sexual identity and risk-taking behaviors. I tell her I’m gay, 
although for the most part I self-identify as a fag. I’m just trying to manage the 
situation as amiably as possible as my future is in her hands. We share more 
friendly banter before she sends me off to do my blood tests and to pay the $200 
fee for the ten-minute physical exam. While the provincially administered health 
care system in Canada is public and universally covers its citizens and permanent 
residents, temporary foreign workers like me pay for everything.
 The United States, on the other hand, has no public health care system to speak 
of, thanks to the handiwork of plutocrats, spineless politicians, and a unique 
brand of hyper-individualism I am glad to have left behind years ago. Strangely 
enough, because of the moralistic approach to health care in the United States 
where everything is maximally privatized and contingent on employment status, 
the change President Obama made in 2010 lifting the more than two decades 
long ban of HIV-positive immigrants had no fiscal implications for a nonexistent 
public health care system.1 Simply because the United States does not hold the 
health of its citizens as a common public good, the serostatus of immigrants is 
no longer of any immediate consequence. Once you arrive, you can either pay for 
your prohibitively expensive medical care yourself or go die somewhere, prefer-
ably out of sight. The wonders of individual choice in the United States.
 Canada too, has gone through variations of its current HIV immigration ban 
since it began “common-sense” testing of all applicants in 2002.2 The most recent 
change was brought about in 2018 when the Liberal government made a proce-
dural adjustment to temporarily increase the medical inadmissibility cap from 
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$6,655 to $19,965 annually. This allows some immigration applications to proceed 
but only at the discretion of the immigration officer reviewing the file because 
many medications alone still cost upward of $15,000/year in Canada.3 This was 
preceded by HIV/AIDS activists in 2005 who challenged the federal government 
to change its policies requiring the disclosure of HIV status when applying for 
an entry visa, even if only entering the country for short-term temporary visits. 
The catalyst for this change was the upcoming XVI International AIDS Confer-
ence that was to be held the following year in Toronto and the need to ensure 
no participants would be barred from attending.4 The banning of HIV-positive 
people from entry prior to the 2010 change under the Obama administration 
was the reason that the International AIDS Conference, which began in Atlanta, 
Georgia, in 1985, had not been hosted in the United States for more than two 
decades. Despite these changes over the last two decades, the only way to ensure 
that HIV-positive immigrants are not discriminated against at the border is to 
end mandatory testing as part of the immigration process.
 Beyond the barring of HIV-positive immigrants in Canada, there are other 
historical and present-day laws regulating the movement of HIV-positive peo-
ple—namely HIV quarantine laws debated by state and provincial governments 
and the criminalization of HIV nondisclosure, exposure, and transmission. Bill 
34, a piece of quarantine legislation that sought to intern people living with HIV/
AIDS on an island off the coast of Vancouver, of the then-Social Credit Govern-
ment of British Columbia spurred numerous demonstrations by the People with 
AIDS Society and the Coalition for Responsible Health Legislation in the late 
’80s Vancouver, which set the stage for the emergence of ACT UP/Vancouver 
shortly thereafter. The province of Ontario’s Chief Medical Officer of Health 
(1987–1997), Richard Schabas, also became a frequent target of Toronto’s AIDS 
ACTION NOW! and the Prostitutes’ Safe Sex Project in the early ’90s after rec-
ommending the reclassification of HIV as a virulent disease in order to more 
easily quarantine sexually active HIV-positive people through Section 22 of the 
Ontario Health Promotion and Protection Act.5 The criminalization of HIV non-
disclosure, where an HIV-positive person does not share their serostatus with 
sexual partners regardless of actual risk of transmission, has been ongoing in 
Canada since the early ’80s. Unlike the United States where there are HIV-specific 
laws that specifically criminalize nondisclosure, exposure, and transmission in 
more than half of U.S. states, Canada uses sexual assault law to prosecute most 
cases.6 Today, Canada is a global leader in prosecutions and convictions for HIV 
nondisclosure that have disproportionately affected racialized people and recent 
immigrants.7 Furthermore, criminal convictions in both the United States and 
Canada, whether serostatus-related or not, are grounds for labeling immigrants 
as “criminally inadmissible” and deporting them.8 While quarantine and non-
disclosure laws targeting citizens are not the same as laws targeted at would-be 
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immigrants, they represent the lengths to which the state has gone and continues 
to go in order to regulate the movement of HIV-positive people within and at its 
borders.
 In Canada, the matter at the heart of the present-day ban on HIV-positive 
immigrants is the “excessive demand” they would supposedly place on the pub-
licly funded health care system. Yet the policy is incoherent as it applies only to 
certain classes of immigrants in Canada’s increasingly privatized immigration 
system.9 Accepted refugees and spouses of citizens or permanent residents can be 
HIV-positive and immigrate to Canada without being considered an “excessive 
demand” on the health care system. But economic immigrants coming through 
Canada’s much-admired Express Entry program—the vast majority of immigrants 
to Canada today, including myself—are still subject to the “excessive demand” 
provision of the Immigration and Refugee Protection Act.
 While I support the wholesale abandonment of the ablest and discriminatory 
“excessive demand” provision that frames people with illnesses and/or disabilities 
solely as non-contributing leeches, we are at a unique juncture where the specific 
demand to drop HIV from the list of diseases that bars one from immigrating 
to Canada seems plausible. HIV medications, the life-saving and prohibitively 
expensive protease inhibitors that have been on the market for twenty years, are 
finally losing their patent protections and cheaper generics are beginning to enter 
the market. While I’m not callous enough to claim pills are the only health care 
needs of people living with HIV, it is one of the most expensive components of 
care and often cited as the “excessive burden” on the health care system. Fur-
thermore, nearly all provinces where almost 90 percent of Canadians reside, 
are offering low to no-cost Pre-Exposure Prophylaxis (PrEP) to their residents 
as part of their provincially administered public health care.10 It is hard to argue 
that HIV-positive people constitute an “excessive demand” on the health care 
system when the very same drugs prescribed to keep HIV at undetectable levels 
in the blood of HIV-positive people are now being prescribed to HIV-negative 
people through a growing number of the publicly funded provincial health care 
systems as a prevention strategy. In fact, the Canadian Medical Association Journal 
published guidelines for PrEP nationwide in November 2017, encouraging its use 
across the country as an additional biomedical tool for reducing seroconversion 
among those at high risk.11 How can we continue to justify barring HIV-positive 
would-be immigrants because they’re too expensive to treat, while encouraging 
the widespread use of the very same treatments for HIV through the publicly 
funded health care system on HIV-negative Canadians? It’s not only incoherent, 
but discriminatory and unethical.
 While the Canadian HIV/AIDS Legal Network and other groups like the HIV/
AIDS Legal Clinic Ontario have done the impressive work of doing research, 
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creating reports, lobbying government, and holding press events to challenge the 
neoliberal logic of the “excessive demand” provision in Canadian immigration law, 
I still yearn for the direct action tactics that these groups do not engage. When do 
we occupy the offices of the Minster of Health and the Minister of Immigration, 
Refugees and Citizenship? When do we dog the Prime Minister at every public 
event for upholding stigmatizing serophobic immigration laws while accepting 
international recognition for being immigrant- and refugee-friendly? When do 
we confront HIV/AIDS service organizations about prioritizing PrEP for HIV-
negative Canadians while remaining silent on the exclusion of HIV-positive im-
migrants? When do we ransack the offices of AIDS profiteers over the extension of 
intellectual property rights regarding life-saving medications in trade deals like the 
Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP) and the Canada-European Union Trade Agreement 
(CETA)? And is there a place for HIV/AIDS justice work in the thinly stretched mi-
grant justice movement already under attack by newly emboldened anti-immigrant 
white supremacists like the Cultural Action Party of Canada, Canadian Coalition 
of Concerned Citizens, Storm Alliance, The Northern Guard, and La Meute?
 I’m still trying to find my activist footing in a new city while I wait for my per-
manent residency application to wind its way through the six-to-nine-to-twelve 
months of bureaucratic hell it must clear. In the United States, my activism was 
bombastic and in your face, landing me in jail twice on minor charges—but in 
my precarious position as a temporary foreign worker in Canada (and even as 
a future-permanent resident who can still be stripped of legal status and de-
ported for criminal convictions), my activism is more cautious. This has made it 
challenging to find the kind of all-in activist community I was a part of back in 
Maine, let alone engage in the kind of collective direct action for which I yearn. 
Furthermore, the nation’s capital is notoriously professionalized, where activists 
and activist work are co-opted by the state and nongovernmental organizations 
at a record pace—or worse, before it even starts. The recent relaunching of the 
Ottawa chapter of No One Is Illegal gives me hope that I’ll still find my people 
here, but HIV/AIDS justice work appears nonexistent in a city where service 
provision rules the day. And queer organizing work in Ottawa? Let’s just say with 
an estimated 26,400 dead from HIV-related illness in Canada,12 dance parties are 
not enough.
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Bridging Immigration Justice  

and Prison Abolition

jamila hammami

I first got involved in this work because my father is a North African migrant 
from Tunisia, and I recognized that if I were to have been born in Tunisia and 
not the United States, as a nonbinary queer person, I would have been seeking 
asylum and likely would have been caught up in the migrant detention system. 
I also come from a family that has dealt with incarceration, and I have my own 
experiences with the justice system.
 The Queer Detainee Empowerment Project (QDEP), located in New York 
City, started out as an alternative-to-prison program, but with the co-optation 
of this language and approach by the state, QDEP shifted our model.1 Our mis-
sion is not only focused on post-release support, but also support while folks are 
locked in cages. Thus, QDEP is a prison center visitation, post-release support, 
direct service, and community organizing project that works with lesbian, gay, 
bisexual, two spirit, queer, intersex, asexual, gender nonconforming, transgender 
LGBTQIA* GNC TG), and HIV+ migrant prisoners and their families currently 
in immigrant prison nationally, those that have been recently released from im-
migration prison, those at the border that need to cross and seek asylum, and 
those at risk of entering immigrant prisons in the Tri-State Area (Connecticut, 
New Jersey, New York). QDEP assists folks coming out of immigrant prisons to 
secure health/wellness, educational, legal, and emotional support and services. 
QDEP works to organize around the structural barriers and state violence that 
LGBTQIA* GNC TG and HIV+ detainee/undocumented folks face related to 
their immigration status, race, sexuality, and gender expression/identity. QDEP 
is committed to assisting folks in building lives outside of immigration pris-
ons, to breaking down the barriers that prevent folks from building fulfilling 
and productive lives, and to keeping queer families intact by demanding an end 
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to deportations/immigration prisons/policing. QDEP works to create a world 
where LGBTQIA* GNC TG and HIV+ detainees/undocumented/migrant folks 
can pursue their own vision and dreams in their lives without fear of structural 
violence or violence due to their race, status, sexual orientation, and/or gender 
identity/gender expression. QDEP believes in creating a narrative of thriving, 
not just surviving.
 QDEP fights for the rights of queer and trans migrants inside and outside of 
immigration prisons through community organizing, advocacy, policy change, 
and direct services. QDEP organizes folks in the community through base build-
ing, political education, training, and more, in order for folks to fight for them-
selves. QDEP’s process is long and always in development but with the end goal 
of collective power to fight against the deportation machine.
 One major issue that motivates the work of QDEP is the fact that only 14 per-
cent of individuals in immigration prison have legal representation. This differs 
from the U.S. criminal justice system, in which folks have rights to legal repre-
sentation. In addition, migrants are subjected to prolonged, arbitrary “detention” 
(incarceration), masked as “mandatory detention laws” (prison). They are jailed 
in local and state jails and prisons as well as in federal and private prisons, in 
beds purchased by Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE), where there is 
minimal oversight. Folks are picked up at ports of entry, as well as on the streets, 
through home raids, and more. ICE’s collaboration with local police departments 
allows this process to flourish—even in cities that have adopted “sanctuary” status. 
“Sanctuary” cities are not real. End of story. As long as the federal government 
has reign over Constitutional-Free Zones (any place within 100 miles of the bor-
der, or the ocean, are zones that ICE has free ability to raid, arrest, and detain 
migrants), and local police departments are collaborators, the term sanctuary 
is not real and the theory is completely irrelevant. We must rely on community 
control—block watches, cop watches, hate-free zones, and more, in order to fight 
for the safety of migrant communities, especially the most marginalized—queer 
and trans migrant communities.
 Without bridging the immigration and prison abolition movement, while cen-
tering the folks that are the most disproportionately impacted by state violence, 
we will never win. Prison abolition is often thought of through a criminal justice 
system lens, but it should be expanded to address the incarceration of migrants—
for often indefinite lengths of time under atrocious conditions, which jeopardize 
their safety, health, and well-being.
 Trans and queer migrants fall between the cracks in the migrant prison sys-
tem, experiencing elevated levels of sexual violence, physical violence, psycho-
logical torture (at the hands of their peers and the guards alike), placement in 
solitary confinement for their own “protection,” denial of medical care, refusal of 
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hormone therapy and HIV care, and more. It’s absolutely critical to address these 
issues in tandem, rather than siloed, as it currently stands. The system of crimi-
nalizing queer and trans migrants, and then punishing them again through the 
migrant incarceration system while denying them adequate legal representation, 
and requiring unattainable bonds, combines to form “the deportation pipeline.” 
Movements to end prison abolition are often so isolated from movements to end 
migrant detention, that folks don’t know that these are the realities of the migrant 
community. That’s part of why QDEP came to exist: to unite these movements 
and create collective effort to fight for queer and trans migrants.
 In order for queer and trans migrant folks to be free, we have to stop ICE from 
expanding and we have to push for divestment from federal programs that col-
laborate with local law enforcement to harm queer and trans migrant commu-
nities. Furthermore, we need to call “immigration detention” what it is: migrant 
prison. It is important to understand the reality of extensive immigration prison 
and deportation systems within the prison industrial complex. Violating immi-
gration law is a civil violation, for which, migrants must go through a process, 
overseen by the Department of Homeland Security, to determine whether they 
can remain in the United States. But, as a community, we need to work harder 
not to create a good migrant/bad migrant narrative (the binary belief system that 
all migrants are “bad,” until they receive some sort of legal status in the United 
States), in the context of explaining the realities of what queer and trans migrants 
face in the migrant prison system.
 QDEP works not only to queer the migration narrative, but also shift hearts and 
minds around the migrant community. While migrant rights work often claims 
to be intersectional, it has become clear that this is not the case. The migrant 
movement has been very heterosexist, claiming strength in the heteronormative, 
monogamous, nuclear family, while erasing the identities of those that exist as 
LGBTQIA* GNC TG folks who experience family in tremendously different ways. 
QDEP works to ensure the inclusion of trans and queer migrant incarceration in 
the anti-carceral movement. Without bridging these two movements and center-
ing the folks that are the most disproportionately impacted by state violence and 
marginalization, we will never win.
 Living in a world where folks are truly free to live their truest selves and lives is 
something of a pipe dream to me in so many ways. The end of mass incarceration, 
racial profiling, Islamophobia, and state surveillance sounds like an incredible 
world. But it also has to come with critical pieces that feed into the thriving of 
our people: housing, mental health care, physical health care, substance use sup-
port/care, food access, trans health care, wrap-around social services to provide 
legitimate support to those that need it, and more are absolutely a part of this 
ideal world that I imagine.
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Notes

 1. Jamila Hammami served as the founding executive director of QDEP for five years 
and was in that position at the time they initially drafted this chapter. Since then, Ham-
mami has left that position and enrolled in a PhD program. Although the editors made 
the decision to keep this written in present tense, Jamila does not intend to speak for 
QDEP’s current work or leadership.
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Facing Crisis

Queer Representations against  
the Backdrop of Athens

myrto tsilimpounidi  
and anna carastathis

In July 2017, in Athens, we ran a photography workshop with a group called 
LGBTQI+ refugees, comprised of international and local activists, which we 
called “Facing Crisis.” The initial aim of the workshop was to engage people 
in collective acts of self-representation through portraiture. Participants in the 
workshop were people who have been rendered entirely invisible in hegemonic 
and social movement discourses of the “refugee crisis” in Greece, Europe, and 
globally, because their lives, desires, and embodiments do not fit the narrative 
of the “deserving refugee,” understood in terms of what Gayatri Chakravorty 
Spivak has called “reproductive heteronormativity.”1 In other words, they trouble 
the naturalized assumption that human lives and relationships gain value, signifi-
cance, and meaning through ostensibly universal, heteropatriarchal structures of 
kinship and reproduction. In that sense, they trouble a fundamental condition 
of citizenship—and refuge. As Eithne Luibhéid has argued, sexual normativity 
is crucial to nation-state projects of “biological and social reproduction of the 
citizenry, but also for the cultivation of particular kinds of social, economic, and 
affective relationships.”2 Yet, sexual normativity also structures affective and social 
relationships in counterhegemonic social movement discourses and endeavors, 
in which LGBTQI+ refugees also found themselves violently marginalized.
 Workshop participants were survivors of war and racialized gendered violence, 
in their intersecting manifestations, understood not as “exceptional crises,” but 
as the systemic underpinnings of global capitalism. Rather than simply offering a 
counter-narrative of inclusion to hegemonic and activist representations of “de-
serving refugees,” the workshop sought to intervene in the ways that inclusionary 
responses reproduce representational violence in rendering certain subject positions 
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unthinkable, untranslatable, and, ultimately, unlivable. Our motivation in offering 
the workshop was a desire to enact “queer coalitions,”3 that is, to find embodied 
ways of living and working together across and against axes of power and lines of 
belonging constituting our bordered reality, in which movements across space that 
contest the nation-state system are criminalized, and those that threaten its foun-
dational institutions, including the heteropatriarchal family, are violently punished.
 The continental project of securitization and the transnational politics of mi-
gration management that have produced Europe as a “Fortress” are, by now, well 
documented, as is the death toll of these necropolitical regimes, constituting the 
Mediterranean Sea passage the deadliest border in the world, while construct-
ing surveillance, detention, and slavery economies. Migration management is 
therefore a euphemism for the militarization of the borders of Europe, but also 
its interior, since the border is everywhere.4 For many refugees attempting to 
cross the eastern Mediterranean and Aegean seas, particularly given the condi-
tions of extreme austerity that have been imposed on its populace, Greece was 
viewed as a space of transit into “Europe.”5 Yet, with the institution of the hotspot 
mechanism6 and the closure of the northern borders (with Albania, Bulgaria, 
and Macedonia, entry points into the so-called “Balkan Route”) at the behest of 
central European powers, Greece has been transformed into a site of contain-
ment, trapping more than 60,000 refugees and asylum seekers on its islands and 
mainland, the majority of whom are made to live in segregated camps outside 
urban centers and in detention centers awaiting their relocation to “Europe” or 
their deportation to Turkey. Turkey is declared to be a safe third country,7 despite 
being an antidemocratic regime, waging wars, and persecuting dissidents, many 
of whom are now seeking asylum.
 At the same time, a housing occupation movement emerged, particularly in 
the urban centers of Athens and Thessaloniki, contesting the state policy of seg-
regating refugees and demanding, instead, their integration into the urban social 
fabric. Yet, conditions—not only in state camps and detention centers but also 
in housing squats—have proven hostile to LGBTQI+ people who are seeking 
refuge. The Greek police, military, but also religious NGOs, certain solidarians,8 
and some members of their “own” communities “replicate the persecution [LG-
BTQI+ refugees] fled in the first place.”9 Against this “backdrop” of intersecting 
crises—that is, multiple, overlapping, declared, and undeclared crises, the targets 
of which are pitted against each other—LGBTQI+ people of various origins and 
trajectories struggle for their survival in the urban space of Athens.
 Facing crisis, then, means turning our attention to what usually remains in 
the background, what is unsaid, or what remains unheard while our attention is 
focused on the spectacular and hegemonic representations of an urban environ-
ment in crisis, such as Athens. Facing crisis engages with different ways of seeing 
the soft, lived, every day, and banal manifestations of crisis on the social fabric/
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body. This essay reflects on the “Facing Crisis” photography workshop, on the 
politics of “representing refugees,” and on our own struggle of engaging with 
these representations. Conceived as a photografía—as the act of gráfo/writing 
with fos/light—it is a dialogue between the images and the text that accompanies 
them, between visual representations and social theories. In doing so, it attempts 
to treat them both as equal partners in the knowledge-producing process and as 
such to dissolve scientific over-reliance on text.10

Refugees Welcome

Our point of entry into this discussion is by now a globally familiar image that, 
in the summer and fall of 2015, became the trademark of the “Refugees Welcome” 
movement in Europe. The image was reproduced on banners and placards at 
demonstrations, stenciled on walls in many cities, worn on T-shirts, and displayed 
on stickers to mark spaces “friendly” toward refugees (Photo 10.1).
 In the image that has become iconic of the “Refugees Welcome” movement, 
we see a man leading a woman who holds a female child by the hand, all of them 
running (the child almost being dragged off her feet). The caption urges: “bring 
your families.”
 Despite its reappropriation by a movement that called (to lesser or greater de-
grees, given its heterogeneity) for open borders or no borders, it is important to 
acknowledge the origins of the image: it is the nation-state. And not just any nation-
state, but the United States of America, where at one of the most violently policed 

Photo 10.1. #RefugeesWel-
come, photograph by Hos-
sam el-Hamalawy, 2018 
(Used with permission, CC 
BY-SA 2.0)
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borders in the world, between the United States and Mexico, after hundreds of 
people were killed by cars from 1987 to 1990 while crossing along interstate 5, the 
U.S. transportation authorities commissioned John Hood to design a highway 
sign warning drivers of “border crossers.” Hood, a Navajo artist, has stated that he 
wanted to elicit U.S. citizens’ empathy with migrants crossing the borders, hence 
choosing to represent them, in his design of the Immigration Sign, as a fleeing fam-
ily in whose place any Americans could substitute their own.11 The sign was placed 
near the border fence that was, by the mid-90s, still under construction, and that 
now seals the U.S.-Mexico border. Despite/because of this fencing and current calls 
to “build a wall,” making it less porous and the crossing more hostile, this border 
remains, in the words of Gloria Anzaldúa, “una herida abierta [an open wound] 
where the Third World grates against the first and bleeds.”12 Used widely in the 
United States by pro-immigration movements, the image was popularized globally 
through a stencil by the street artist Banksy, which meant to subvert the negative 
connotations of the warning sign by emphasizing the hopefulness and agency of 
those undertaking migration trajectories.13 By 2015, the iconic image was lifted from 
the Immigration Sign and used as the trademark of the “Refugees Welcome” protest 
movement across Europe in the wake of the so-called “refugee crisis” (Photo 10.2).
 This image, its circulation, and its political underpinnings, illustrate the het-
eronormalization of the “refugee crisis.” The term heteronormalization means the 
construction of the figure of the refugee—whether as a victim or as a threat—as 
presumptively heterosexual and as reproductive. Refugees are constructed as 
displaced reproductive citizens deserving or undeserving of moral concern. We 
discern two dominant representations: one that promotes their induction or 

Photo 10.2. Kite-2. Photo-credit: 
Banksy, series outside: Los An-
geles. Permission: Banksy Cre-
ative commons
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“welcoming” into an affective economy as it articulates nationalized space; and, 
conversely, a construction by nationalist and fascist ideologies as a demographic 
threat. “Sympathetic” representations rely on the heterosexualization of refugees, 
which secures a transcultural legibility of their participation in family and kin-
ship structures, and on their gendering—as imperiled patriarchs, courageous but 
desperate fathers, or as inherently vulnerable women and innocent children. In 
“hostile” representations, refugees are made to embody what in another context 
Cathy Cohen has termed queer heterosexualities: that is, forms of reproductive 
agency that are seen as dangerous to the continuity and coherence of a racialized 
national subject, understood in biological terms.14

 By offering this provocation, we want to problematize the multiple forms of 
bordering in the countries of departure and arrival, while at the same time un-
pack the possibilities for queer responses to forced migrations. We suggest that, 
through the hetero-normalization of refugees, the survival trajectories of refugees 
are perceived through framings not only of their own reproductive histories and 
futures (figurations of “family,” “childhood,” “maternity,” and “paternity”) but 
also of their (in)capacity to reproduce institutions—family, religion, nation—as 
a precondition of their social belonging. Survival and fugitivity as such become 
framed as questions of reproductive justice or reproductive danger, conditioning 
empathy, hospitality, and social integration, on the one hand, and indifference, 
hostility, and social exclusion, on the other.
 In short, the survival of refugees is framed in reproductive terms—both in 
fascist discourses, which view them as a demographic threat, and in solidarity 
discourses urging their integration. The latter, while challenging the legitimacy of 
nation-state borders, nevertheless reproduce one of the most important institu-
tional logics that constitute nation-states. Recall our earlier discussion of Spivak’s 
term reproductive heteronormativity: the “assumption that producing children by 
male-female coupling gives meaning to any life” and is “the oldest, biggest sustain-
ing institution in the world, a tacit globaliser,” which reproduces itself through 
“war and rape.”15 The effects of normalizing heterosexuality as the natural bond 
that affectively connects all human beings or as a universal cultural trait inherent 
in societies in so-called “refugee-producing countries” are many. For one, this 
raises the question of who is the subject of solidarity within the antiauthoritarian 
movement, which reproduces (state and supranational) institutional categories 
of migration (the family, the unaccompanied minor, the single man, the preg-
nant woman, and so forth) that are all based on reproductive heteronormativity 
in order to construct hierarchies (on the representational and material levels) of 
respectability, deservingness, and belonging. If heteronormalization structures 
the state of emergency (the humanitarian crisis) to which social movements then 
seek to respond with socially reproductive and discursive interventions, then 
part of what such movements are reproducing is heterosexuality. To be clear, 
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heterosexuality in this sense is not a sexual preference, but an institution, and—
in most places in the world—a compulsory form of social life, which is violently 
enforced: in war-zones, on the route of escape, in detention centers and camps, 
on food lines run by Christian nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), and in 
housing squats occupied by solidarists. With respect to the latter, but also to refu-
gee activism more broadly, one cannot—without tragic contradiction—oppose 
nation-state borders and then erect or defend borders that constitute nation-states, 
that is, borders of a gendered order that heteronormativity naturalizes.
 If the highway sign became iconic of the Refugees Welcome movement in Eu-
rope, that movement arguably would not have emerged or grown to the extent 
that it did were it not for images of arrival taken on the shores of the Aegean 
islands, particularly Lesvos. The “refugee crisis” has been, perhaps, the “most 
photographed humanitarian crisis in history.”16 Ironically, the arrival becomes 
iconic of the crisis, because after all what has been called the “refugee crisis” in/of 
Europe begins with the arrival of people on the shores of what is—at least nomi-
nally—Europe. Lesvos is the most iconic and well-documented site of arrival by 
press photographers; for this reason, it was also chosen as the backdrop/horizon 
of crisis by international superstar artists such as Ai Weiwei. This mediatized 
construction of the “crisis” does not allow us to fix our gaze on the destruction 
of bodies, spaces, and cities by a war-machine that is mainly driven by a fixation 
on power, profit, and Western ideologies. On the contrary, this representation 
of the “refugee crisis” habituates us into perceiving as the starting point of the 
crisis the arrival of displaced bodies on the shores of Europe. Not a word for the 
unseen bodies who never made it through the journey and whose killings have 
transformed the Aegean Sea into an aqueous cemetery.
 We want to juxtapose these widely circulating images—of fathers, mothers, 
children, grandparents—with a narrative of the kind of incident no one was there 
to photograph. This is Souma’s story, a trans woman from Cairo, as she told it to 
a Greek journalist:

We arrived in Chios by boat having each paid 700 euro. All four of us LGBT people 
who had boarded the boat were for the entirety of the journey very discreet; in 
fact, I had covered myself almost completely in a niqab—it seems funny but I was 
afraid to meet the same fate as another trans refugee; once her travelling com-
panions realised she was trans, they threw her in the sea. Hours later the Turkish 
coastguard collected her, but this whole torment, I learned later, made her go mad.17

Who gets pushed overboard when survival becomes a question of reproduction?
 What we are trying to challenge in this paper are our ways of seeing in the 
milieu of crisis, the notion of perspective in an era characterized by the prolifera-
tion of images and the ways these affect our imagination, and thus, our reactions 
to the crisis. Representations of refugees are dangerous images, not only in the 
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sense that the risk of objectification inheres in them but also because the material 
conditions that give rise to them are necropolitical ones. That survival—framed 
as reproduction—is apparently the subject of these images only means that the 
backdrop remains out of focus: the sea, the fear, the war, everyone left behind, 
everything destroyed, everyone fallen or pushed overboard.
 Imagine you are standing on the shore of a sea staring across at a landmass op-
posite, which forms your horizon. You know, although they are not visible to you, 
that beneath the surface of this sea are the corpses of thousands of people who tried 
to cross it in order to arrive where you are now standing. Your horizon, then, is a 
border. This sea has long been viewed as a threshold, and yours is not the first epoch 
during which it has been crossed by masses of people in a rising tide of despera-
tion, propelled by unspeakable violence. But crossing it has, in your epoch, become 
a crime. It is the liquid border between what is called “Greece” and what is called 
“Turkey”; and the solid ground on which you are standing is the “entrance gate to 
Europe.” That you are standing here at all depends on prior crossings of people who, 
many years later, contributed to this threshold nation the semblance of solidity, even 
as they kept gazing across to a place they never ceased to remember as “home.” Re-
cently, this border has been multiplied; metaphorically and discursively, it travels; 
it exists in the imagination as far away as that “island nation” eager to “Brexit” 
from the continental project of Europe; it’s being walled up and razor-wired shut, 
patrolled by border hunters chasing equally imaginary refugees. Your horizon has 
become a wall; a multilateral bargain; an aqueous cemetery. Staring at this horizon, 
things stop making sense. So you turn away. You stop imagining.18

Facing Crisis

Our initial aim in conducting the Facing Crisis workshop was to engage people 
who have been marginalized in this economy of representation, but also in the 
solidarity economy, in a collective process of self-representation.19 Confronted 
with a horizon against which things stop making sense, we selfishly wanted to 
find ways to keep imagining. Based on the premises of participatory photogra-
phy methodologies, the workshops were designed around a series of talks about 
issues of representation, intersectionality, identity, and belonging, and aimed to 
give participants technical knowledge of framing, composition, visual language, 
and visual stereotypes. We chose portraiture because it was the most obvious in-
road to self-representation, even though we wanted—and urged participants—to 
move from the stereotypical notion of the “face” (noun) to “facing” (verb): that 
is, through taking a stance, to claim the visual as a space of resistance.20 Against 
and behind hegemonic representations of “crisis,” we wanted to question who 
becomes the normative subject of crisis, and who gets pushed out of the frame. 
Portraiture was thus the medium for bridging the metaphorical “social body” 



144 . myrto tsilimpounidi and anna carastathis 

with the literal experiences and representations of embodiment of our partici-
pants, dwelling in the margins and contesting their marginalization against the 
backdrop of “crisis.” Our idea was to lead a series of practice sessions in various 
places in the city, giving each participant a disposable camera, and, at the end, to 
curate an exhibition of the works produced by the participants.
 In the end, the photographs were taken not with disposable cameras, but in 
a much more painstaking way using a professional digital camera, a collabora-
tion between the “students” and the “teachers.” This was because the workshop 
participants were keen to learn photographic skills that necessitate more so-
phisticated equipment. This took them out of the habit of taking snapshots and 
resulted in thoughtful framing, lighting, and other compositional choices. In 
the end, there was no exhibition (although we printed the photographs and the 
photographers shared them with each other). Indeed, in this article, we are not 
including any of the photographs that were taken during the workshop. In fact, 
as we reflect on the workshop, we want to problematize the ubiquity of projects 
that give cameras to “refugees” and exhibit photographs they take (of themselves, 
other “refugees,” and so forth). What anxieties do we mask in seeking to make 
the subaltern visible? Make the subaltern show its face? Asking the “subaltern to 
take a selfie” perhaps is an attempt to resolve on the level of representation the 
violent hierarchy that exists by virtue of the nation-state system. Do we have a 
romantic investment in a subject of struggle? We want representations that make 
us feel that this hierarchy can be eliminated in our personal relationships and in 
the perceptual and affective relationship of the viewer to an image, particularly 
an image of a suffering other.
 The primary way in which the suffering other becomes relatable in the image 
is through familiality: they become familiar by being familial. This is because our 
primary way of understanding relationships as such is through the institution of 
reproductive heterornormativity. This is a question of violence. But we realized 
that, while they refused this visual discourse of suffering, and the subject posi-
tions and affects assigned to “refugees”—gratitude, despondency, resilience—the 
photographs that were taken during the workshop engaged in a stereotypical 
counter-discourse, of camp gayness, replete with hegemonic standards of beauty. 
In that sense, they were all too relatable, familiar if not familial, homonorma-
tive if not heteronormative. But the point is not to replace one normativity with 
another: to create an ideal model of the LGBTQI+ refugee to counter the “bring 
your families” narrative.
 Facing Crisis, then, comes to mean something else as we consider the dynam-
ics of power that center a subject, constructing her/him as an exemplar or even 
seeking to capture their individuality. Portraiture has always oscillated between 
these seemingly contradictory aspects of the subject. The refugee is not a subject, 
it is a state category. And as such, it cannot show its face. In this light, what would 
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the face of the refugee look like? How is the refugee seen? Well, in this era and 
on our corner of the Aegean Sea, the sympathetic refugee is Syrian (preferably 
Christian) and comes in the size of a family.21 The “refugee” is not simply some-
one seeking refuge or fleeing violence; it is someone who qualifies for what is 
called “international protection,” someone recognized by a state as a legitimate 
supplicant. The obverse of the refugee is the “economic migrant,” and, indeed, 
what constitutes the “refugee crisis” for Europe is the logistical difficulty that os-
tensibly large numbers of people arriving present to the procedures designed to 
distinguish between the two. For example (at the time of writing), on the logic of 
“refugee producing nations,” people arriving from Afghanistan, Yemen, Somalia, 
and Nigeria are not considered refugees and as such not given the opportunity to 
claim asylum in Europe. Whose crisis is declared and visible and whose remains 
undeclared and invisible? The category of the “refugee” is a crystallization of nor-
mative ways of viewing crisis, which makes people’s experiences of fleeing violence 
legible only to the extent that they converge with state and supranational interests. 
Under this light, we cannot possibly produce or reproduce portraits of refugees.
 So, the second stage of the Facing Crisis workshop was to reproduce the re-
productions, returning to stage the same photographs that we had collectively 
decided were “the best ones” but with their subjects absent. The images were 
restaged against the same backdrop: Athens, an urban landscape itself a decade 
into the financial crisis in Greece. We could have photo-shopped the images in 
order to remove the subjects, but our aim was not to aestheticize; we could have 
laid a censor bar over the eyes or pixelated the faces of the subjects to anonymize 
them (as is commonly done in photographs of demonstrators or of children to 
protect their identity), but our aim was not to be grotesque, either. Taking the 
photographs again seemed important, not least of all because it required us to 
meticulously reproduce the photographer’s perspective—to set the same frame, 
to set the camera just as they had, to remember the reasons they gave for their 
choices, what they had sought to make visible. But, further, the choice to revisit 
the sites of these photographic situations and restage the images was motivated 
by our own desire to make visible the structures of substitutionality—the famil-
ial and the familiar—that condition empathy (or its lack thereof). We wanted 
to underscore that the subject is always absent in reproductions of “refugees.” 
Not only in the sense that viewers of a photograph will always project their own 
categories of perception on an image, framed by that label, but, also, in the sense 
that the category is dehumanizing, and desubjectifying, whether one is made to 
wear it or is denied its protection.
 Thus, in what follows we engage in the technique of photografía, writing with 
light, in order to provide an account of the workshop that is accurate to the 
main premises of the work. Our participants did not aspire to be represented as 
“refugees,” nor, in that sense, to become exemplars of queer refugees in Europe. 
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Although we had their consent to use the photographs they took, we believe 
that circulating these dangerous images—by reproducing them in this chapter 
in what is a highly regulated visual economy—we would be contributing to an 
exoneration of Europe, its colonial history, and the continuity of that history into 
the present. On the one hand, European states are selling munitions and waging 
wars that produce refugees; on the other hand, Europe (and supranational orga-
nizations such as the UNHCR and the IOM) congratulates itself for “welcoming” 
refugees, by circulating celebratory images of their survival and resilience (even 
as it obfuscates the material conditions to which they are subject and attempts 
to quash their resistance).
 In this context, giving “refugees” cameras to represent themselves elides the 
process of representational and political violence that congeals in the category 
of the refugee. Moreover, we want to move away from the discursive violence 
that refugees are facing on a daily basis as they become the subject of scholarly 
research and of artistic representations. We are disciplined into circulating these 
kinds of images, not only in research and art practice but also in social media, 
as evidence of our moral concern for refugees. While a thorough discussion of 
the ethics of representing violence lies beyond this paper, we invite the viewer 
to face it with the photographs below (Photo 10.3).
 Instead of “them” facing “us,” their faces being literally exposed, we want to 
destabilize the comfort of the viewer and eliminate any possibility of celebratory 
consumption of these images. In this sense, the images are banal and everyday 
and may even seem boring, portraying only the backdrop of Athens, apparently 
with no subjects present. Yet by choosing to remove the subjects from the frame, 
our intent is to bring subjectivity into the light—both that of the viewer whose 
desire to see the “refugee” (in this case the “LGBTQI+ refugee”) is frustrated, 
but also that of our participants through whose eyes these frames were initially 
constructed.
 We are at the National Technical University of Athens on a very warm summer 
day of 2017. In this space, right in front of this building, the Polytechnio, in 1973, 
the revolution against the junta took place. We share these stories as we walk 
around the space of the university, we add layers of stories, and we interview walls, 
as the space is saturated by street art and political slogans. We chose this space as 
the main site of the Facing Crisis workshop, as universities are asylum spaces in 
Greece, after the murder of students revolting against the fascist regime in 1973, 
which took place in this very place. Our participants tell us they feel unsafe in 
most places in the city, even those claiming to “welcome refugees” because they 
are being harassed by Greeks and other “refugees.”
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 On the top stair, lying in front of the imposing door of this building, imagine a 
topless man smoking his shisha, enjoying the play between sun and shade. The frame 
was chosen as we discussed the traps of Hellenist representations of “Greece”—with 
Doric columns and whitened marble making for small Acropolises everywhere—
while the subject plays with Orientalist representations of “Syria” as he blows smoke 
circles. As a cloud of smoke obscures his face, the photographer captures his image. 
Can we ever dissociate ourselves from the myths of our national heritage and the 
hegemonic representations that build national identities (Photo 10.4)?
 One of the participants shares the story of his journey to Athens, the cross-
ing, the violence, the discrimination against his—according to him—obvious 
homosexuality. With the help of the other participants, he paints this violence 
on half of his face, while the other half he decorates with vibrant makeup. He 
stands some distance down the path from the camera and stares directly at it, 
almost facing it down. Where there is oppression there is also resistance, he tells 
us; this photograph is meant to inspire people to get out of abusive situations. 
He says that there is always a light at the end of the tunnel; you can see this light 
illuminating his figure (Photo 10.5).
 A trans woman gets inspired by this street art piece on the walls of the uni-
versity. She places her body in a pose drawn from a fashion magazine between 

Photo 10.3. Photografía 1. Photo-credit: Anna Carastathis & Myrto Tsilimpounidi
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Photo 10.5. Photografia 3. Photo-credit: Anna Carastathis & Myrto Tsilimpounidi

Photo 10.4. Photografia 2. Photo-
credit: Anna Carastathis & Myrto 
Tsilimpounidi
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these two figures. Posing in front of them, she says she wants to highlight the 
contradiction between the two serious, stiff, male figures and her own self. 
She talks about capitalist exploitation and the financial crisis in Morocco and 
Greece; she identifies these two figures as bankers or politicians fixated on 
money and profit making. As the image is taken, she is seductively staring at 
the camera, while a few seconds after the shot we discuss the “refugee economy” 
in Europe and how this sometimes becomes a new form of capital in the milieu 
of crisis. Our participants get angry: they say that they encounter such figures, 
whether in the form of border guards or politicians, who are responsible for the 
destruction of their homelands. This is a long conversation; the second image 
against this wall is shot after sunset, with no daylight. One of the participants 
dusts his hand with glitter and gives the graffiti the finger. Ai Weiwei would be 
proud (Photo 10.6).22

 To take this photograph, the photographers struggle to get the right angle. The 
subject is lying down, his head amid the two hearts painted on the pavement. He 
is wearing a white tulle veil, which covers his face, affixed to his head by a plastic 
bejeweled tiara. Still, through the veil you can see that his eyes are closed. This is 
the last photograph we shoot that night; its meaning (from the point of view of 
the subject, who orchestrated it) is not discussed, as we were mainly focused on 
the formal challenge presented by taking a photograph when the subject is be-
low us, not at eye level. As he stands up, he says he wants to title this photograph 
“Love Wins.”

Photo 10.6. Photografia 4. Photo-credit: Anna Carastathis & Myrto Tsilimpounidi
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Photographs, Utopias, and the Need for Hope

Here I am, making another, bound to fail, attempt to position myself in a world 
characterized by mobility, liquidity, and speed, not the celebratory ones in 
which people, products, and ideas flow nicely as elaborated in the globalization 
studies mantra. The other one, in which you find yourself bumping awkwardly 
against walls, borders, fences, defenses, and hegemonic attitudes all the time. 
This is why I find it difficult to position myself, but for sure I know which side 
I am on. So, perhaps it is much more relevant to clarify this: I’m side by side 
with the ones who resist and revolt against dominant narratives, who fail and 
then join the collective depression, before they realize that they have to make 
room for queer failures and utopias, and, perhaps, then find the ways to resist 
again. At this very moment I’m struggling to make space again for hope and 
new utopias. Perhaps this is the most honest justification of the photographic 
workshop, accompanied by my training and my belief that, sometimes, theory 
has the capacity to dismantle and provoke certain reactions. Photographs have 
the capacity to capture the untold, the unspeakable, the untranslatable, all those 
delicate performances that are not registered in speech. Photography adds an 
invaluable layer to our logocentric qualitative data collection mechanisms. 
Perhaps this is another reason to use the medium of photography in order to 
invoke the soft, daily, omnipresent effects of crisis and the things yet to come. 
To quote Ursula Le Guin:

You cannot take what you have not given, and you must give yourself. You can-
not buy Utopia. You cannot make Utopia. You can only be the Utopia. Utopia 
is in the individual spirit, or it is nowhere. It is for all or it is nothing. If it is 
seen as having any end, it will never truly begin. We can’t stop here. We must 
go on. We must take the risks.

So, utopia is a transforming force that plays with the limits of the human. Yet, 
as Susan Sontag says “humankind lingers unregenerately in Plato’s cave, still 
reveling, its age-old habit, in mere images of the truth.”23 In this sense, most uto-
pias are like photographs, offering glimpses at a moment or time that portrays 
the desirable outcomes of the utopian imagination. Utopia is a representation, 
evincing that which is not in itself present (this is the first meaning of the word 
“representation,” its theatrical or politico-moral meaning); specifically, it puts 
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on display and makes present the impossible itself. Yet, to return to Plato’s cave, 
what limits and constitutes our understanding of utopian representations is 
the position of the guards.
 I can’t stop thinking of a graffiti slogan at the port of Lesvos underneath the 
stencil of faded, ghostlike figures of bodies arriving. We are an image from the 
future.24
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Fantasy Subjects

Dissonant Performances of Belonging  
in Queer African Refugee Resettlement

ab brown

Reading soundtrack: Please search and play “Coucou” by Koffi Olomide while 
reading.

The tinkle of the synthesizer keys bounce, and Olomide’s rich, throaty voice echoes 
in from the background, a call from the distance that comes closer and closer, 
yeeaaaaaaaa eh! Only to whisper, il y a dans mon coeur un trouble, qui s’appelle 
l’amour. (There is a hole in my heart named love.) Boldly announcing his presence 
only to pull back, drawing us toward him to listen more closely. Then, slowly 
bringing his voice back to fuller volume, this time singing into us. As Olomide’s 
voice arrives more fully, sliding in from the distant background to reverberate in 
our eardrums, François dances in the center of the dance floor of Scarlet, a small, 
dark, ornate gay club on the main strip of Halsted Street in Chicago’s gayborhood. 
His torso is elongated and languid, stretching to one side, his head following, float-
ing behind as the singer’s voice croons into his extend phrases only for François 
to jerk his head and shoulders in short, repeated snags back to the other side with 
the song’s more punctuated lyrics. François’ arms undulate from shoulder out 
to finger tips in all directions like underwater tendrils, moving everywhere and 
nowhere all at once. His eyes are closed, head tilted slightly back, mouth slightly 
open, swaying in the middle of the dance floor. Everyone has paused in a brief 
moment of exaltation, soft round eyes and bright smiles at this beautiful sight. 
Compelled, a few fellow dancers begin to move in rhythm toward François with 
both admiration and longing. And just as they are about to touch . . .
 François snaps back to reality. Scarlet would never play Koffi Olomide. The 
fantasy dissolves and François is left swaying and humming to himself, alone, 
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on the carpeted living room of his small apartment on the edge of the city. Ev-
ery week or so he brings himself back to this reverie, dancing alone in his living 
room.

I put on my music, you know, and just like listen to the music that remind me of that 
side. Music from my country and dance here myself. And you can picture at like a 
nice bar or something the music playing and everyone dancing together, singing along. 
Maybe dancing with a nice man, how he holds you. But me, I am dancing with me, 
myself and I! François laughs. For me it can be frustrating going out because I don’t 
really like to be alone. But at the bar, everyone is either a couple, with their group of 
friends, on their phone, you know. There I am sitting at the bar by myself. Here, like, 
in my mind I can be wherever. I am not alone. Here I can move.1

 François,2 a gay refugee from the Democratic Republic of Congo, was recently 
resettled to Chicago by way of South Africa.3 While he long-dreamed of coming 
to the United States, he now faces considerable isolation induced by systemic 
xenophobia, homophobia, and racism that inform both the social politics he 
confronts in everyday life and the legal politics, which are rooted in histori-
cally homophobic and racist asylum and immigration laws, that he navigates 
as he continues his journey to residency and citizenship. In this passage, I am 
interested in his use of imagination to resituate himself in relation to others that 
simultaneously hangs on to and reveals the failure of notions of belonging—in 
this case, in a particular location (a gay club), to a social setting (among other 
gay people), and to a nation. François critiques his current condition and offers 
a series of tools for reconstructing a sense of belonging, reorienting them toward 
self-articulation, pleasure, and fulfillment—even if only imagined. In this essay, 
I look at various configurations of imagination expressed by LGBTIQ African 
refugees who have been resettled to the United States. I use imagination to refer 
to the process of visualizing, sensing, and narrating external realities that do not 
yet fully exist. I use fantasy to refer to a heightened state of imagination in which 
what is visualized or sensed lives in stark, seemingly impossible contrast to what 
is or likely will be. At the same time, I pay deep attention to the significance 
of felt, embodied, and material (if partial) consequences and manifestations of 
imagination and fantasy. I am interested in the ways imagination makes multiple 
states of being and belonging possible at the same time, even in contradictory 
ways, without necessitating a utopian, liberatory, or unidirectional disavowal of 
present-tense, embodied, and structural particularities.
 Throughout, I follow a trend in my collaborators’ narratives in which imagina-
tion allows individuals to dilute conventional boundaries of linear temporality, 
space, and selfhood. These imaginations also trouble the validity of a singular real-
ity and disrupt conventional hierarchies between lived, “real” and desired, “false” 
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experience. In this regard, I invoke the notion of fantasy as a kind of imagination 
that calls our attention to discrepancy, contradiction, incongruity, dissonance. 
By advocating for these qualities of fantasy, the individuals represented here 
highlight the contradictory role imagination can play in constructing notions 
of belonging at the level of the individual, the social, and the national/geopoliti-
cal. In doing so, they propose ways of thinking about subjectivity and agency, 
community, and structures of citizenship within migration and refugee studies. 
I situate this inquiry within scholarship on imagination, fantasy, and subjectivity 
that emerges from women of color feminisms, queer theory, performance studies, 
philosophy, and political theory to contribute to an interdisciplinary examination 
of subjectivity in refugee and migration studies.
 It is impossible to account for the extensive disciplinary and methodological 
approaches to refugee and migration studies, but I identify a few themes that 
emerge around the theorization of imagination within these fields. In the de-
velopment of contemporary formations of globalization toward the end of the 
20th century, political theory and history drew upon imagination to critique 
the highly constructed parameters of seemingly naturalized social formations 
or “bodies” from communities to legal structures to nation-states. This is often 
applied specifically to refugee and migration studies to show how refugees and 
migrants unsettle the previously unexamined imagined cohesiveness of nation-
states and their ability to control cultures, groups of people, and geographic po-
litical structures.4 Political philosophers have furthered these debates by drawing 
more explicitly on psychoanalytic theorizations of imagination and fantasy in 
which fantasy is often sexualized and pathologized and functions as a false origin 
that one is forever trying to “reattain” even though it never existed in the first 
place. Various structures of power, from the ego to governments, then propose 
routes toward realizing this fantasy, thereby conditioning behavior and beliefs. 
For instance, anthropologist Arjun Appadurai calls imagination a “social prac-
tice” to account for the ways that imagination is, “a form of work . . . a form of 
negotiation between sites of agency (individuals) and globally defined fields of 
possibility.” Appadurai distinguishes between imagination as a shared resource 
for agency and fantasy as a “private” and “individualistic” experience, an “opium 
for the masses,” or an “escape from a world defined principally by more concrete 
purposes and structures.”5 When this philosophical/psychoanalytic genealogy gets 
taken up in refugee studies, it often helps scholars argue for the role of imagina-
tion in shaping collectivity as migrant communities share dreams for their new 
lives or likewise imagine retrospectively, in the form of memory and nostalgia, 
about home or fantasies of return.
 Slavoj Žižek offers a shift in the value of fantasy, suggesting that political and 
ideological systems themselves are built upon deep inconsistencies and therefore 
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have their own fantasies of origin that prescribe their behavior as well.6 Žižek 
expands fantasy to encompass social and political formations and suggests that 
part of fantasy’s value might lie in its very contradictions or inconsistencies. 
Similarly, feminist anthropologist Neferti X. M. Tadiar develops the framework 
of fantasy-production to argue for the sexual politics of global capital circula-
tion and how fantasy manifests itself in embodied actions from the individual 
level to the nation-state. This informs my valuation of the role of the body in 
performing and therefore partially manifesting fantasy, in what I call here neo-
liberal performances of self or neoliberal subjectivities, when I describe how my 
collaborators’7 everyday behaviors index rich, complicated relationships to the 
state and the asylum system’s collusion in neoliberal capitalist logics.
 When these more recent theorizations of fantasy are used to analyze refugee 
subjectivity, they often and importantly attend to the multiple subjectivities of 
refugees held in extended states of displacement and desire through legally and 
socially drawn-out resettlement processes.8 What I push against is the tendency 
to emphasize fantasy as a recuperative tool—a way to remain resilient in times 
of abjection until one can successfully integrate into a set of social, cultural, and 
economic parameters in their country of resettlement in a defined, attainable 
future moment. While fantasy, of course, refers to the future yet to be realized, 
its definition along with its quotidian connotations can also invoke a sense that 
what is imagined or desired is impossible or improbable, never to occur.9 Where 
others take up the potentiality of fantasy, I am interested in its incommensurabil-
ity, its improbability, and its dissonance and how these articulate a multiplicity 
in which many pasts, presents, and futures might exist at the same time without 
resolution.
 In many ways this directionality is resonant with José Esteban Muñoz’s configu-
ration of queer futurity in which aesthetically imagining and approaching utopian 
worlds does not propose a future to be realized, but rather indexes the failure or 
negation of what is in the present while also acknowledging the existence, in that 
very present, of what could and should be.10 I offer a queer performance stud-
ies critique of existing scholarship about imagination and fantasy in relation to 
refugee subjectivity and agency similar to Muñoz’s notion of disidentification,11 
which founds his articulation of utopia. In this essay, my collaborators perform 
contradictory identifications in order to reveal the fragile construction of these 
identities and the structural power dynamics that enforce their boundaries. Where 
this essay diverges slightly is that my collaborators are not necessarily perform-
ing stereotypes with the intent of critique, but rather to secure genuine access. 
Their multiple conflicting identifications live unresolved alongside one another 
and do not always collapse or crack in ways that immediately reveal a subver-
sion. Lastly, many of the performances I attend to here are themselves imagined, 
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locating the subversive contradiction in the imaginary, perhaps expanding the 
sense of impossibilities bound up in the performances analyzed by Muñoz.
 Informed by women of color feminisms, queer theory, and performance stud-
ies analyses of subjectivity and the body that encourage us to think of states of 
undecidability, of “possible-impossible”12 subjectivity as perpetual and perhaps 
desirable states of being, this essay invites us to live in the disjuncture and to 
interrogate what this imposes upon and makes possible for our relationships 
to self, others, and power. Performance studies’ attention to the simultaneous 
scripted and unpredictably live nature of everyday behavior also allows for a 
more complex consideration of agency in which individual behavior, including 
fantasizing, is highly conditioned by existing structures while also holding lib-
eratory potential at the same time. Therefore, in addition to thinking of refugee 
fantasies as recuperative in a way that allows refugees to be resilient under the 
structural disavowal of the asylum system in order to work toward reintegra-
tion as a successful, stable, self and member of society, I want to “stay with the 
trouble”13 in order to think of fantasy as a resistance to notions of resilience and 
integration as well as a potentially desired state of being for refugees. Fantasy’s 
appeal to dissonance asks us to uncomfortably hold together the lived reality 
that refugees genuinely want to live whole, healthy, “productive” lives that in 
many ways assimilate into the neoliberal lifeways entrenched in the transna-
tional asylum system while at the same time honoring the rich potential of the 
contradictory embrace of statelessness in its many forms: legal, geopolitical, 
psychological and material (bodily) articulated by the queer African refugees I 
theorize with in the following pages.
 I name my collaborators’ imaginations, behaviors, and stories as performances 
for many reasons, but for this argument particularly because performance, with 
its invocation of repetition through rehearsals and public restagings across time 
and place, allows us to think of the self and our relationships as a series of rep-
etitions across time and space. This supports my focus on how the intersections 
of queerness, Africanness, and refugeeness argues for the dissolution of a single 
self and rather an insistence on the production of the individual as always al-
ready imbricated in and across other people, places, versions of the “single” self, 
histories, legal systems, and other structures of power. This line of thinking is 
informed by and parallel to poststructuralist theories of relational subjectivity.14 
My collaborators play with the cyclical or performative reproduction in ways that 
are both agentive and conditioned. In what follows, I hone in on a series of every-
day tactics that could be read as ideal capitalist, neoliberal performances of self-
emphasizing individuality, grittiness, and liberation or self-realization through 
consumption—but that paradoxically allow for queerness and non-geopolitically 
bound notions of self to flourish and work horizontally across national borders as 
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well as individual selves.15 In so doing, my collaborators postulate critiques of the 
givenness of neoliberal capitalist structures of subject formation within asylum 
systems and discourses. They begin to chart the edges, or perhaps the end, of our 
current political economic structure, particularly the ways neoliberal capitalism 
structures modes of citizenship, belonging, and subjectivity in the United States.
 This research extends fieldwork during which I lived and worked for over 
seven years with a growing network of LGBTIQ African refugees seeking asylum 
in South Africa from across the continent. We collaboratively devised a series 
of staged and quotidian performances that sought to complicate contemporary 
representations and monolithic legal, political, and cultural framings of people 
who were simultaneously queer, African, and foreign (to South Africa). Through-
out this fieldwork, almost all of my collaborators expressed dreams of resettling 
to the United States, articulating imaginations, perhaps even fantasies, of broad 
acceptance, economic opportunity, and liberal social protections. We had (and 
continue to have) regular conversations during which I would propose critiques 
of U.S. exceptionalism when it came to acceptance of queer, foreign, and Black 
bodies, particularly after the 2016 election. And they would challenge me by 
pointing out the already contradictory nature of their experiences in South Af-
rica and that at least, by comparison, the United States had abundant resources, 
making even nominal acceptance more desirable. Nevertheless, what I witnessed 
in South Africa was a tightly knit, though amorphous, group of people working 
in less than ideal conditions to facilitate queer belonging, intimacy, and survival, 
and I was curious about how these tactics would translate in the process of re-
settlement, especially to the United States, especially after the 2016 election with 
xenophobic rhetoric and policy on the rise and civil rights eroding by the day.
 I stayed in touch with these resettled friends, communicating regularly through 
various social media platforms, having extended video chat conversations and 
formal research interviews, and having been able to visit each in person over the 
one to five years of their resettlement (from 2014 to present). Through them, I 
have been introduced to a wider range of queer African refugees who have been 
resettled to the United States, some of whom had not arrived via South Africa. 
This writing draws only on my research with three of the refugees who have been 
resettled since my fieldwork in South Africa, though their insights and experi-
ences are often parallel to a wider “sample” of individuals. The once close-knit 
community of LGBTIQ asylum seekers in South Africa are no longer bound 
by proximity, geographic journey, or loosely correlated history and cultural ex-
perience as “Africans.”16 For the most part, they were living alone, working to 
accumulate financial stability, and integrating their sense of self into the highly 
isolated, individualized culture and political economy.
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 Throughout our interviews and time together, my collaborators seemingly, if 
necessarily, embraced the privatized, commodity-driven lifestyle narrated by the 
United States as a land of opportunity as well as fantasies of a liberal, all-inclusive 
queer community often endorsed by mainstream representations of LGBT people 
and communities as well as liberal human rights discourse. François talked about 
actively using gay dating apps, going to the club to find men, attempting to train 
his body to appear more muscular and masculine. Juju, who I will introduce in a 
moment, discussed using Uber, intentionally wearing headphones with his iPhone 
to avoid public interactions, and his desire to get married. Were they assimilat-
ing? Adopting and reproducing all the trappings of the dominant paradigm of a 
gay, white, cis-male, able-bodied, consumer?

Performing Queer Fantasies of Belonging

In a casual Skype conversation, Juju and I are talking about connections back to 
South Africa and Uganda. Juju left Uganda in 2004 after his mother tried to kill 
him when she found out about his sexuality. After spending almost a decade in 
South Africa, struggling to hold down jobs and housing and attacked multiple 
times for his gender presentation and sexuality, Juju was successfully resettled 
to San Francisco in 2015. Juju is in his early 30’s and identifies as gay, queer, and 
transgender in different contexts. He talks often of finding the right man to marry. 
While struggling to find affordable and reliable housing and employment in the 
Bay Area, he has successfully started paralegal courses at a local university in 
pursuit of his dreams of becoming a human rights lawyer. I ask Juju, “has coming 
to the US changed your relationship to people back in Uganda?”
 He responds, focusing in specifically on his family,

I think me coming to the US brought our relationship together. When I was in South 
Africa they were not even talking to me or anything, but coming to the US made them 
like come back. They start talking to me, calling me. The distance is still very far. But 
there’s something I have to tell them about my health too because it’s permanent. 
But I don’t want to tell them because they’re in Africa. They don’t know like you can 
be healthy, you can be fine. So, in my mind I see if they get to come over here, that’s 
when maybe they will just sit and I’ll put all my medication on the table. “Do you 
guys see what you did?” You know. “This is homophobia, this is what it leads me to 
do. Because if I had your support, if I had family support, I don’t think I would be in 
this situations [sic]. So you guys put me in this situation, but the good thing is I’m a 
survivor and I’m still around. And, I helped you, I made you come over here. So the 
lesson is you have to treat the next generation and no matter who the person is, they 
have to be treated with dignity and respect.” That’s going to be my message to them.17
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 Among many compelling insights into the role of distance in facilitating in-
timacy and the authority that access to and establishing a life within the United 
States lends to his gender identity and sexuality, Juju spends a majority of his 
time reflecting on this relationship in a moment of imagined interaction—talking 
to his family about his HIV status. Juju imagines and performs multiple selves 
and realities simultaneously: there is Juju telling the story, past Juju disowned 
by his family due to his sexuality, and Juju whose health is made vulnerable by 
the compounded homophobia and xenophobia of South Africa. There is also 
future, healthy Juju in the United States with his family and, arguably, Juju whose 
sense of self is bound up with and dependent on the materiality of antiretroviral 
medications, which feature as the central prop through which Juju punctuates 
his political message to his future, imagined family. These multiple selves live in 
conjunction and at times at odds with multiple contexts for Juju’s narration: there 
is the hypothetical meeting with his family, the potential realization of a more 
radical politics made possible through this meeting, the past conditions of Juju’s 
family’s rejection, the present ambiguity as his relationship to them shifts along 
with his geographic location and his physical health, and of course the broader 
sociopolitical context of Juju’s resettlement. Across many conversations, Juju has 
expressed—and I have personally witnessed—his struggles with racism within 
LGBTQ spaces, homophobia and xenophobia in the workplace and in secur-
ing housing, and the dualistic insistence on and suspension of Juju’s ability to 
assimilate or even build a stable life due to the extensive bureaucratic timeline 
and loopholes of the U.S. immigration system, especially after the 2016 election. 
Given these multiple, contradictory conditions, we might call Juju’s imagination 
a fantasy. Juju’s fantasy does not singularly imagine an assimilated self, nor does 
he fondly reconstruct a relationship to family and place based on nostalgia or 
desired return, nor does he propose an isolated critique of U.S. nationalism, nor 
does he articulate a fluid, displaced, and therefore liberated sense of self.
 At the same time, Juju points to how arrival in the United States and supposed 
access to its resources facilitates a closer relationship with and acceptance by his 
family. Juju has both experienced and further imagines how being accepted by 
the United States translates into acceptance from his family as well as giving him 
a sense of authority in shaping the terms of their relationship—a stark shift from 
being disowned because of his sexuality. As Juju states, “I helped you, I made you 
come over here.” On the one hand, Juju might replicate paradigms of U.S. impe-
rial behaviors toward Africa, the very same paradigm that resulted in Juju’s own 
relocation. On the other, this power dynamic does not singularly assert a selfish, 
improved relationship with his family, nor even an immediately improved future 
for Juju. Rather, through this intimate fantasy with his family, he maps complex 
circulations of power that target specific people for neglect and erasure while 
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positing possible reframing of conventional narratives that assume seropositivity 
to be a singular, unidirectional condition.
 Juju’s HIV status is closely linked to his sexuality. His serostatus elucidates the 
structural conditions that produce and naturalize vulnerability among particular 
groups of people—in this case, LGBTIQ people in sub-Saharan regions of Africa. 
Juju’s serostatus changed because he didn’t have access to sustainable housing, 
employment, and social relations because the South African government failed 
to provide rights to those seeking asylum from gender- and sexual- orientation–
based violence. In asking, “Do you see what you guys did?” he suggests his family 
plays an intimate role in these structural conditions. It is through and upon this 
very status that Juju builds (imagines) and demonstrates a successful, fulfilling life 
to his family and upon which he imagines their personal growth and acceptance 
as well as his broad political charge, no matter how unlikely. Juju’s fantasy calls 
our attention to the ways that this imagination of U.S. exceptionalism results in 
cultural imaginations of other places as uncivilized or undeveloped that both cri-
tique and validate, for instance, their “inherent” homophobia. Juju’s fantasy pres-
ents many discrepancies, such as praising his access to health care in the United 
States while he would later talk about his health being affected by not being able 
to maintain a steady job because of homophobic and xenophobic incidents. This 
disjuncture opens space for us to perceive and critique transnational circuits of 
homophobia as it manifests in different personal and policy levels. To be more 
specific, here, Juju’s fantasy connects access to medicine to his family’s reaction 
to and treatment of his sexuality and gender.
 The fanciful imagination facilitates a doubling of assimilation and resistance. 
Juju’s fantasy articulates a reality largely at odds with his lived experience that I 
have observed, that he has discussed openly on social media and that he describes 
elsewhere in our conversations in which he critiques the persistent racism, xe-
nophobia, and homophobia he experiences in the United States. In embracing 
rather than trying to fix the dissonance of his fantasy, what emerges is a much 
more expansive politics in which contradiction is central. In fact, this inconsis-
tency is internalized—in Juju’s own relationship to himself. Subjectivity exceeds 
singularity and fixedness to be multiple and contrary. This happens not just in 
regard to Juju’s intersectional identity, but between present, material Juju in this 
world and an imagined Juju of another time and condition. He is critical of his 
family and his experiences in Uganda, South Africa, and the United States, and 
he participates in performances that embrace and perpetuate the very relation-
ships and conditions he critiques. This incommensurability between critique and 
assimilation suggests alternative ways of constituting evolutionary, unidirectional 
notions of progress for refugees or progressive politics more broadly wherein 
those with “bad politics” are left behind or unitary notions of community in which 
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an individual with “problematic” worldviews or behaviors is excluded. By embrac-
ing contradiction, contradiction becomes part of the “better” future imagined, 
which, in this specific case, procures a political commitment beyond the indi-
vidual. Juju moves from educating his family and establishing a fulfilling life for 
himself to a broad, generational assertion of respect and dignity. He critiques the 
difficulties he has experienced in the United States while upholding it as a place 
of wealth, human rights, and acceptance. By not resolving this contrariness, the 
temporality of progress or past trauma often affixed to imagination and fantasy 
for refugees is disrupted, which has implications for the ways non-refugees and 
refugees narrate, structure, and experience resettlement, displacement, assimila-
tion, and structures of citizenship, the nation, and belonging.
 Kaia, a lesbian from Malawi, echoes Juju’s imagination when I ask her about 
changes in her relationships in her country of origin. Kaia was resettled to DC 
from South Africa. Despite having a good relationship with her family, members 
of her village in Malawi began to threaten her and her family, which she does not 
reveal to anyone except in her asylum interviews. So, she left in hopes of ensur-
ing her and her family’s safety. Kaia continues to work in informal economies in 
DC and has a long-term girlfriend who helps support them with housing and a 
reliable income. Kaia shares:

My relationship with my mom was always good. Even when I was in South Africa. 
She was like a big support and yeah. She was really a big support. Compared to 
the other family members, my mom was. Even she not like, you know, okay with 
my lifestyle or whatever, but she always was support and continue to be the person 
you’re supposed to be.
 And specially you know, the other thing, you know when I was in South Africa, I 
was like just feeling her voice. And, it’s been like let’s see, eight years now I didn’t see 
her. And, you know, arriving here in my mind, I have this picture of her, you know, 
looking like a sixty-year woman, you know. I still saw that picture, you know. And 
26th of July of this year, that’s her birthday, so I did a video call. Oh my gosh I was 
so submerged. And I was like, oh my gosh. Cause, I could see how the time is pass-
ing, you know, she’s getting old. She’s 77 now years old. Yeah. And, I was like, oh my 
gosh, when we like were done, you know, with the communication, I started crying. 
I couldn’t stop crying because it was like oh my gosh.
 It was something. It was something. And I think, maybe if I try again a second time 
she will see me too. It feel much better cause she could see how I looked like. See that 
I am healthy and I am strong. I don’t want to tell her, you know, but at least maybe 
she can see and she will know. That’s something.18

Kaia grounds the ways we can think about queer refugee fantasy and demon-
strates how it can manifest through everyday practices, like using Skype. As for 
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most obedient neoliberal subjects, technology expedites convenient ties across 
distance while allowing one to continue to pursue individualistic advancement. 
For example, for many people in the United States, video calls allow us to per-
form familial duties and maintain intimate communication while also pursuing 
personal, often career-oriented goals that might distance us from more regular, 
in-person relationships to home, family, and our past. Additionally, as has often 
been theorized around migration, technology both elicits and manages existing 
roles of memory and imagination in maintaining a connection to home.19 Kaia’s 
word choice, “submerged,” describes the feeling of perhaps losing or sharing one’s 
autonomy with time and with another. Kaia is submerged in the overwhelming 
experience of her mother’s transformation over time. Kaia’s uncontrollable cry-
ing signals an experience that exceeds herself. This is then reciprocated by the 
fact that Kaia wants to communicate her health through appearance, much like 
Juju, constructing a shared understanding of her health that relies more heavily 
on her mother’s perception, her interpolation of her than, say, directly telling her 
mother about her health.
 I am interested in how this openness of subjectivity to another is made possible 
by queerness in two ways. One, Kaia is also HIV positive as the result of a “correc-
tive rape”—the name commonly used in South Africa for sexual assault intended 
to make a lesbian “straight”—while seeking asylum in South Africa. Kaia, like Juju, 
imagines demonstrating physical well-being, in this case to her mother. Because of 
widespread stigma around HIV-positive status which, for Kaia, is implicitly bound 
up in her sexuality, Kaia’s imagined interaction with her mother is based upon be-
ing able to claim and demonstrate a future embodiment, a self that is “healthy and 
strong” and a self that does not need to tell, but can show. Therefore, her imagina-
tion is queer because it is founded upon performing an-other self that can be read 
as both physically healthy in relation to her serostatus and mentally and emotion-
ally healthy in who she is as a queer woman. Additionally, Kaia enacts a queered 
version of the coming-out trope to her mother.20

 The role of subjectivity and embodiment staged in her imagination further 
unravels conventional notions of an individual self that is produced in relation 
to digital technology. Kaia’s experience of submersion in being confronted with 
her mother’s aged body articulates a queer sublimation of self in relation to an-
other—her mother and the power of the technology itself. Kaia is undone, allows 
herself to be undone, giving herself to the “something” that this digital con-
nection imposes on her. Kaia does not bolster a notion of herself as a coherent 
individual using technology to communicate with a distant relative in order to 
prioritize her pursuit of an individually focused, self-fulfilling life separate from 
family. Instead, she gives herself up to another, to her mother scattered across 
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time from the woman Kaia imagined to the woman projected onto the screen 
before her. Rather than technology solidifying individualism as François points 
out, Kaia’s use of digital media sublimates her sense of self—of a contained body 
and identity—and her sense of another (her mother) as fixed in time and in a 
particular body. This intersubjectivity between herself and her mother, between 
herself and her past self and her mother and her mother’s past self, and between 
both of them and the technology they are using ignites imagined interactions.
 A final example focuses on performances of dissonant imagination that help 
demonstrate how these fantasies take place both in visualized images, self-nar-
rations, and through the body. We return to Juju who, when I ask about the 
differences in homophobia he encountered in the United States compared to in 
South Africa or Uganda, says:

Um . . . I think most of it yes, it’s verbal abuse . . . on the streets. Since I came, I’m 
lucky, I’ve never been beaten up like it was in South Africa where even after two 
weeks or three weeks you get beaten up. That’s why like most of the time if I want to 
go out I just make sure I put on my ear phones. Like if I’m using public transport, I 
don’t have to hear what are the people saying and sometimes people, because they 
know what they say might be illegal, mostly people talk indirectly. Like I’ll be talk-
ing about you, but I’ll be talking like I’m talking about someone else. It affects you 
mentally more than physically. That’s why they say if we cannot kill them physically, 
let’s kill them mentally. So, they put you in a position where you start having mental 
health issues. Or instead of public transport maybe I will take an Uber, you know, 
so that way I don’t have to talk to or hear those people what they have to say. Here 
that’s how I live my life.21

 On the surface, Juju appears to be brilliantly assimilating into U.S. norms that 
encourage and ensure our isolationist individuality: walking down the street 
looking at our phones with headphones in and using rideshare services in which 
we don’t even have to talk to the driver if we don’t want. It is the very same anti-
social behavior that François critiqued at the opening of this essay. I kept coming 
back to this moment, fixated on what should have been the most mundane part 
of our conversation. It struck me that Juju’s theorization of the way homophobic 
violence reconfigures itself in the supposedly liberal United States in order to 
perpetuate networks of difference and oppression resonated with a similar ob-
servation François made about the repertoire of queer sociality when he noted 
that in South Africa it was much more embodied and ubiquitous:

In South Africa, at least, you know, there’s this things of meeting outside. You know? 
Yes there are dating sites, but uh, when you outside, you know, in public the body 
language. It was no . . . you’re looking at someone and then they. No much talking, 
but just the body language, you know. And then you could, you know, approach 
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someone. Then you could talk to someone. Then, yeah. And whatever. And that 
was everywhere. It could be in the train station, it could be on the beach, it could 
be, you know, everywhere in South Africa. But, here seems like it must be like a 
specific place. And even when it’s done in this specific place like in the . . . village, 
the gay village, here, they still, uh . . . have like a problem to, to, to be approached or 
to approach. Here everybody’s it’s like distance, you know. There is this kind of like, 
uh, yeah. I don’t know how the culture here because even in the, uh, metro. In the 
subway, you could see those people avoiding to look at each other. Some of them on 
they cell phone or there’s really just a thing of avoiding looking at each other. It’s, my 
gosh, it’s really really difficult.22

Juju identifies that in verbal homophobic violence there exists a less public, less 
identifiable effect, which might be internalized—one hears the threat, feels af-
fected, and may then move, think, or behave differently in response to this at-
tack. Internalization could be seen as a form of individualization in which the 
homophobic violence is taken within the individual and often invisibly repro-
duced therein, such that it becomes more difficult at times to both identify its 
source or even its existence. Physical homophobic violence renders two physical 
forms in an indelible moment of contact, an interpersonal relationality that can 
be evidenced in more material ways.
 When Juju puts on headphones or takes a rideshare, he is not merely isolating 
himself in an individualistic pursuit of comfort in public spaces (that is, convert-
ing a public to a private, individualistic space), he is deflecting and denying access 
to his interiority. The repertoire, physical gestures, of individualism not only pro-
tects Juju, in some ways asserting an individuality, it also allows Juju to imagine 
he is elsewhere. He is transported physically and imaginatively to another place. 
In fantasy, Juju opens up an imagined alternative political and social structure in 
which his being is no longer threatened. But is this still an individualistic gesture 
and is that necessarily negative? Juju’s actions do not immediately appear to make 
space for a collectivity in the ways the previous examples do. But, then again, Juju 
and other LGBTIQ African refugees are not supposed to be individuals. Rather, 
their rehearsals of self throughout the asylum application and resettlement pro-
cess are supposed to posit and strengthen universal truths—the contradiction of 
proving individual harm through such a process that in the very moment of indi-
vidual narration, one becomes utterly flattened, having to perform Westernized 
comportments of homosexuality, monolithic narratives of African homophobia 
and violence, inherent refugee victimhood, and unquestionable graciousness on 
behalf of the receiving country—in order to be legible to the asylum system.
 Juju breaks from the universality scripted onto refugees, especially LGBTIQ 
refugees. There is an individual where there should be none. Through fantastic 
imaginations, Juju, Kaia, François, and others complicate a singular figuration of 
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LGBTIQ African refugees by situating themselves in direct performative inter-
section with the repertoires and self-fashioning of neoliberalism in the United 
States. The everyday performances discussed here both reify and internally alter 
the shape and look these same political and economic structures impose on ev-
eryday life, asking: can we imagine beyond a model of dichotomous inclusion/
exclusion, self/other, assimilation/resistance?

The Expansive Politics of Fantasy

Paying attention to imagination forced me to think twice about romanticized 
accounts or expectations—fantasies in their own right—of refugee agency and 
resilience. My collaborators understand themselves as simultaneously attempt-
ing to survive and build fulfilling lives in entirely new and often hostile settings 
with few—and rapidly disappearing—resources. In a way, they are committed 
to and demanding the actualization of U.S. exceptionalism and inclusion prof-
fered by narratives of progressive LGBT civil rights and acceptance of (deserving) 
refugees. These everyday theorizations, these adaptive, if submerged, practices 
also reveal how potentially embracing dissonance, rather than trying to pin it 
down or disentangle its complexities, might in itself be a strategy of survival and 
world-making that maintains an (il)logic of contradiction as a way to manifest 
new relationships to self, others, and power.
 For instance, when I ask François specifically about how the current president 
and his administration’s xenophobic policies are affecting him personally, he 
rebuts, “It’s not a Trump thing. It’s a world ignorance. . . . What doesn’t matter is 
him, what matters is us. One of the things I’ve learned from my journey, at times 
when I am almost on the streets, it is those in the worst place, worst off who offer 
a little help. They always had joy in their face. I really learned from them. I use 
that to get myself to go forward.” These political attitudes demonstrate a more 
expansive set of concerns and experiences across multiple contexts and histories 
that go far beyond the individual and the United States. They also offer some 
conceptual guideposts for centering queer migrant experience as an analytical 
framework from which to think otherwise about political commitments, modes 
of activism, and everyday performances of self/collective within contemporary 
conditions in the United States in which regressive nationalism is emerging within 
a paradigm of heightened neoliberal individualism. In this way, rather than seeing 
the margins as something to which LGBTIQ African refugees are relegated, I am 
suggesting scholars and activists of refugee experiences might invert this logic to 
ask how LGBTIQ African refugees are mapping the edges of neoliberal capital-
ist paradigms, reminding us that there is an edge, an end—that there always has 
been—and, allowing us to imagine beyond it.
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 My collaborators’ seemingly assimilative adoption of individualistic every-
day behaviors and relations extends existing analyses of how the asylum system 
compartmentalizes multiple, intersecting identities within an individual. The 
selective sliver of everyday tactics explored in this chapter reveals how a strategic 
redeployment of individuality and the falsely static identities (LGBTIQ, African, 
refugee) that produce queer African refugees in the first place carry over into the 
resettlement process. Creative redeployment of individualism and static identity 
categories facilitates access to resources and a livable life while subtly opening 
up fissures in our expectations about these supposedly fixed identities as well as 
the very Westernized, neoliberal expectation of individual, coherent selfhood. In 
doing so, my collaborators work to reshape what belonging to a nation or com-
munity looks and feels like. These reshapings of singular subjecthood exemplify 
a set of tactics for survival as these LGBTIQ African refugees work to accom-
modate a divergent set of selves across varying times, spaces, and relationships 
while existing within a set of conditions that continuously work for the exclu-
sion and eradication of these hybrid subjectivities. At their broadest, then, the 
openings created by François, Kaia, and Juju offer ways to perceive and analyze 
structures of citizenship, community formation, and national imaginaries. And, 
importantly, they do so without reconciling the improbable, contradictory selves 
that they are or might be with the social and political structures that are or might 
be. In other words, the radical undoing of self, unself-making, unworlding that 
François, Kaia, and Juju experience and enact might allow us to see our current 
conditions as already a fantasy and to imagine what is already possible now and 
has already been possible.
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Validation through Documentation

Integrating Activism, Research, and Scholarship  
to Highlight (Validate) Trans Latin@ Immigrant Lives

jack cáraves and bamby salcedo

This chapter is a result of our collaborative work, dialogue, and reflections. Due to 
our own experiential knowledge and positionality, the use of two voices is central 
to the substance contributed here. In using our distinct voices in collaboration, we 
follow the model offered by the foundational article in Gender and Women’s Stud-
ies by María C. Lugones and Elizabeth Spelman, “Have We Got a Theory for You! 
Feminist Theory, Cultural Imperialism, and the Demand for Women’s Voices.”1

 Jack Cáraves is a scholar-activist and, at the time of writing, a PhD candidate 
in Chicana/o Studies at UCLA. Bamby Salcedo is an internationally known ac-
tivist, advocate, community organizer, and president and CEO of TransLatin@ 
Coalition, a nationally recognized organization that advocates for the dignity 
and respect of Trans Latin@ lives.

Bamby: The TransLatin@ Coalition on the Ground

When we started in 2009, only a few national organizations focused on policy 
and legislation that addressed the needs of trans people in the United States. 
TransLatin@ Coalition brought visibility to the voices and experiences of Trans 
Latin@ immigrants. Based in Los Angeles, the Coalition has expanded to New 
York, Chicago, Florida, Washington, D.C., Arizona, Georgia, Texas, Minnesota, 
Maryland, Virginia, California, and more locations. At a time of heightened 
scrutiny among Latina/o immigrants and criminalization among Latina/os, and 
as violence against trans women of color became rampant, we—as a coalition—
sought to address the intersectional issues facing the lives of Trans Latin@s who 
are the most vulnerable due to their legal immigration status; gender identity and 
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performance; racial, ethnic, and class background; and who were not represented 
in the nascent organizing of trans advocacy.
 In 2015, as an organization, we decided to expand our network of members to 
include all trans Latin@s in our scope of work. The Coalition has since continued 
to focus on immigrants’ issues and trans Latin@s but is inclusive of individu-
als regardless of their migratory status as well as transmasculine members. This 
expansion has also translated to the type of work the organization conducts. In 
addition to being an advocacy organization that fights for the rights and dignity 
of trans Latin@s, we have since incorporated direct services as part of our arse-
nal in combating structural and societal marginalization. As an organization, we 
know that providing service is part of empowering or community, and in doing 
this we take a grassroots, bottom-up approach that focuses on empowerment.
 In 2016, our national office, based in Los Angeles, opened the Center for Vio-
lence Prevention and Transgender Wellness, which is a direct services program 
of the Coalition. We are creating the infrastructure and model of the Center and 
in the following years will roll out similar programs in Washington, D.C., Chi-
cago, and other states where we have representation. The Center is open to all 
trans- and gender-nonconforming individuals. We offer a drop-in center where 
individuals can come in to acquire clothing and toiletries; daily food distribu-
tion; leadership development; workforce development, ESL classes, peer support; 
and a computer lab. Additionally, through this programming, we have created a 
subprogram, Surviving People Unveiling New Knowledge (SPUNK), where we 
provide trans women who are recently released from immigration detention and 
incarceration with emergency rental assistance, food vouchers, transportation 
vouchers, and support in finding temporary housing. Our goal with SPUNK is to 
reduce and ultimately eliminate the cycle of recidivism and incarceration within 
the trans community.
 As a national organization, we believe that this two-arm operation of policy 
advocacy and direct services is crucial and necessary to challenge and eventually 
change the structures that continue to marginalize the trans community. Part of 
our mission as an organization is to elevate and empower the trans Latin@ com-
munity.

Jack: The Report—Community-Based Activism and Scholarship

Bamby and I met in 2015, at UCLA where she was screening “TransVisible: the 
Bamby Salcedo Story.” We were introduced by a mutual friend, and I shared with 
Bamby my research interests regarding LGBTQ issues with a community focus. At 
that time, I was engaging in various community actions and events with organiza-
tions leading the LGBTQ Latinx movements in Los Angeles, including Familia: 



VALIDATION THROUGH DOCUMENTATION · 171

Queer and Trans Liberation Movement, and DeColores’s De Orange County, 
where I was an active member in DeColores’s Detainee Visitation Program. After 
we had developed a friendship, Bamby approached me about collaborating with 
the Coalition as a researcher and conducting the first needs assessment of trans 
Latin@s in Southern California.
 This would become TransLatin@ Coalition’s second report, “The State of Trans 
Health: Trans Latin@s and their Health Care Needs.” Together, we decided to use 
community-based participatory research (CBPR) as our method of approaching 
this project and putting together surveys. TransLatin@ Coalition was already 
familiar with this approach from their previous survey report, “TransVisible: 
Transgender Latina Immigrants in U.S. Society,” put together collaboratively 
with Dr. Karla Padron. Often used in the field of public health, CBPR is an “ori-
entation to research that focuses on relationships between academic and com-
munity partners.”2 In this way, CBPR is based on co-learning and mutual benefit 
through participation between both the researcher and the community partners. 
TransLatin@ Coalition decided that Bamby would be the co-principal investi-
gator alongside me, and we would incorporate members of the Coalition in the 
decision-making processes. Once Bamby and I put together survey questions, 
we conducted pilot surveys with members of the Coalition and got their feed-
back on questions and the structure of the overall survey. As a team, we decided 
on six key areas we needed focus on to understand the holistic health of trans 
Latin@s in southern California: housing, employment, medical health, mental 
health, sexual health, and spirituality.
 In collaboration with local groups, we eventually collected group surveys in 
the following locations: El Monte, Long Beach, Los Angeles, San Diego, San Fer-
nando, and Santa Ana. We collected a total of 129 surveys in these six locations 
from January to August 2016. Bamby and I collectively analyzed the data and 
wrote the final report.
 Because Bamby and Trans Latin@ Coalition members have been doing this 
work on the ground, I believe as a scholar activist that this type of work is neces-
sary and crucial. I am constantly aware of my own privilege, power, and social 
justice responsibilities as an academic. As such, it is my responsibility to center 
the voices and stories of the participants and organizers.

Jack: The State of Trans Latin@s Health | Survey Findings

Of the 129 participants, 91 percent identified transwomen or transfeminine, and 
9 percent identified as transmen or transmasculine. Of those participants, 57 
percent make less than $10,000 a year and 37 percent were undocumented immi-
grants. Over one-third of survey participants were homeless, lived in temporary 
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housing, or relied on someone else for housing. Roughly 20 percent of partici-
pants had full-time work while 26 percent were unemployed. These harsh realities 
often push trans people, especially trans Latinas, into sex work, which further 
criminalizes them.
 When it comes to medical health care, we found that close to 50 percent of 
participants do have health insurance through Medical or Medicaid, yet 28 percent 
of participants have no health insurance coverage at all. A majority of participants 
reported that when it came to both medical health care and mental health care, 
they were not receiving the health care they need because they lacked personal 
resources and an ability to travel long distances to receive health care.
 One surprising finding was the affinity for spirituality services. Seventy-six 
percent indicated that they believe that their spirituality is important to their 
overall health and well-being. In addition to peer support groups and the sup-
port of trans friends and accepting family members, spirituality is a major source 
of resilience and empowerment. In particular, spirituality allows individuals to 
cultivate healing and harmony within oneself3 and between others and their en-
vironment,4 and a sense of hope for the future.5

 My (2019) dissertation, “Trans Latinx Lives and Strategies of Self Preservation,” 
builds on these survey findings, with in-depth interviews with survey participants. 
I expand the focus on employment, family, and spirituality. Quite often, familial 
ties—both biological and chosen family—and spirituality provide support and 
allow trans Latin@s to harness the necessary resilience to survive in a hostile 
world.

Bamby: Scholarship as a Tool for Visibility

In addition to the advocacy, organizing, and direct action, we at TransLatin@ 
Coalition have, as Jack mentioned, published two reports “TransVisible” and the 
“State of Trans Health,” that demonstrate an urgent need in the trans community. 
We know that social determinants impact and shape every human-being’s liveli-
hood. This is no different for trans people. If you do not have essential things like 
a job, an education, and safe and stable housing, then you are forced to live in 
high-risk neighborhoods. In the neighborhoods where trans Latin@s are forced 
to live, one might get arrested for just walking down the street because this might 
be labeled as a prostitution zone. There is a stigma attached to trans people—es-
pecially trans women of color—that basically everywhere we are and everywhere 
we go, we get criminalized. We are constantly assumed to be sex workers and 
drug addicts. The reality is that social constructions push us to be where we are 
within our society and push us into the streets. This means that as trans people, 
our bodies are vulnerable to a vicious cycle of incarceration and immigration 
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detention for those who are undocumented. Both prison and immigration de-
tention are places wherein trans Latin@s are assaulted verbally, physically, and 
sexually simply because of our very being.
 That is why we wanted to team up with Jack and conduct the State of Trans 
Health survey. We were interested in seeing health through a holistic lens. Issues 
like mental health, medical health, sexual health, housing, employment, and 
spirituality were critical for us to have a broader sense of what health means to 
us. The survey supports the Coalition by serving as an educational tool for other 
organizations, policy makers, and service providers who service trans Latin@s. 
This report is the first of its kind and has already helped us expand the direct 
services that we offer through the Center Violence Prevention and Transgender 
Wellness.
 On a personal level, in addition to being an activist, organizer, and president 
of TransLatin@ Coalition, I am also working to obtain my master’s degree in 
Chican@/Latin@ studies at California State University, Los Angeles. In particu-
lar, I am training in social science methods of data collection with an emphasis 
on trans Latin@ immigrant issues. I am going to do my research and write my 
thesis on the resilience of trans Latin@ immigrants to figure out what it is that 
they do to navigate such a marginalizing society. I expect to graduate by the end 
of 2018. I am not completely sure if a doctoral program is in my future, as I am 
building an organization and I want for it to be sustainable. I do want to teach 
Chican@ studies at a community college and bring the trans Latin@ flavor into 
the conversation to bring awareness to young students who want to pursue higher 
education.

Bamby and Jack: Imagining a Liberatory Future

My ideal world is a beautiful place. But unfortunately, I also know that I won’t live 
long enough to see the ideal world. I know that as an organization, we at TransLa-
tin@ Coalition are contributing to making other people’s ideal world a reality.
 We imagine a world where we, as trans- and gender-nonconforming people, 
can walk freely in the world knowing we can be who we are without being physi-
cally, emotionally, or verbally attacked. Liberation means believing in our own 
livelihood, in our own power, and our own potential. Liberation entails being 
able to heal our wounds. Once we eliminate our internalized fear of who we are, 
we can begin to eliminate the fear that exists in our families, our communities, 
and our larger society.
 In order to reach liberation, several things must change, including the mul-
tiple systems that do not recognize or value trans- and gender-nonconforming 
individuals. We as trans- and gender-nonconforming people have been around 



174 . jack cáraves and bamby salcedo

forever. We have a history of organizing and resisting. We would just tell our 
community and our people not to give up. If we continue to organize, resist, 
persist, insist, and understand that our existence is valuable and necessary—then 
together we can move forward and transform the world.
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Shameless Interruptions

Finding Survival at the Edges  
of Trans and Queer Migrations

ruben zecena

In a video produced by the activist organization Trans Queer Pueblo (Pueblo), 
which is based in Phoenix, Arizona, they ask: “Can we take Phoenix’s Pride back 
to its roots?”1 The video features one of their key organizers, Karyna Jaramillo, 
an undocumented transgender woman from Morelos, México, and leader of 
the group’s defense and liberation program. It begins with Jaramillo preparing 
a Tarot card reading session by lighting a candle, burning sage, organizing her 
floral decorated Tarot cards, and providing a different genealogy of LGBT his-
tory where trans women of color are at the forefront of LGBT liberation. Refer-
encing Sylvia Rivera and Marsha “Pay it no mind” Johnson, cofounders of the 
Street Transvestite Action Revolutionaries (STAR) and pivotal figures in the 1969 
Stonewall uprising, Jaramillo situates the origins of Pride not in corporations or 
the police, but in the liberatory visions of trans women of color elders. Further, 
she reminds the Phoenix Pride organizing committee that “Sin justicia, no hay 
orgullo/without justice, there is no pride.”2 To summarize briefly, this video was 
produced to promote Pueblo’s message and demonstration in the Phoenix Pride 
parade on April 2, 2017. At this event, Pueblo members interrupted the parade to 
denounce police brutality and anti-immigrant legislation, but they were publicly 
shamed with racial slurs and boos from mainly white attendees.3 Even though 
this demonstration resulted in the shaming of Pueblo, their decision to challenge 
a widely celebrated event by LGBT communities signals a refusal to remain silent 
through their calls for survival. Moreover, Pueblo’s interruption of the parade 
generated an affective response that is suggestive of the racialized shaming that 
trans and queer migrants face in LGBT public spheres.
 In this chapter, I argue that the shameless interruption is particularly useful 
to understand how trans and queer migrants negotiate the complex relationship 



176 . ruben zecena

between alienation in dominant LGBT communities and a commitment to what 
Karma Chávez (2013) calls a queer migration politics; these politics grapple with 
coalition building among migrant and LGBT communities.4 Drawing from queer 
migration studies and queer theories of affect, this chapter explores shameless in-
terruptions as survival strategies that trans and queer migrants enact when shame 
alienates them from LGBT public and private spheres.5 As I suggest, shameless 
interruptions are affective, performative, and temporal strategies that challenge 
the constraints of normative belonging within LGBT politics and that ask us 
to linger with the possibilities of temporal disruption. For example, shameless 
interruptions can be gleaned in Pueblo’s demonstration when they stopped the 
progression of the parade for five minutes and continued marching even in the 
face of hostility; more importantly, their decision to interrupt Phoenix Pride 
draws attention to the connections between trans, queer, and migrant organiz-
ing by offering intersectional critiques of institutional power. Furthermore, by 
gesturing toward the temporal aspects of interruption, I build on scholarship in 
queer studies that describes interruption as moments where queer temporali-
ties become visible, or as Elizabeth Freeman writes, “points of resistance to the 
temporal order.”6

 Despite the surge in visibility and acceptance that heteronormative migrant 
rights organizations have gained, queer migration politics often employ survival 
strategies, such as shameless interruptions, that are dismissed as uncivil and un-
necessary in mainstream media. To counter the dismissal of queer migration 
politics, this chapter examines online activist documents, including letters and 
video recordings of protests, and argues that shameless interruptions provide 
trans and queer migrants with important avenues for critique and survival. These 
concerns guide my analysis of shamelessness to ask: How do trans and queer mi-
grants perform shamelessness to contest proper modes of LGBT citizenship and 
belonging? How does shamelessness differ from pride, and what does it enable 
trans and queer migrants to do? Crucially, then, I address shameless interrup-
tions as more than resistance to normative LGBT politics and citizenship, but 
rather as poignantly affective survival strategies that resonate with the political 
orientations of what Lauren Berlant calls lateral agency. Such agency, Berlant 
writes, is “directed toward making a less-bad experience. It’s a relief, a reprieve, 
not a repair.” 7 Under heteronormative and cisnormative racist deportation re-
gimes, survival offers migrants one way to negotiate the violent and precarious 
conditions of migrant criminalization.
 To address these questions, I begin by describing the theoretical framework 
and materials that the chapter engages. Second, I discuss the contributions and 
theoretical interventions that shamelessness creates within queer studies and 
draw from Chicana/Latina Studies to argue that shame has material and lived 
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effects on the lives of minoritarian subjects. Third, I analyze the affective dimen-
sions of Jennicet Gutiérrez’s “heckling” of Barack Obama at a White House Pride 
reception.8 This section brings to light how Gutiérrez’s interruption challenges 
normative notions of belonging and citizenship and highlights the violence that 
the president of the United States encouraged. I conclude by analyzing a video 
of Pueblo’s interruption of the Phoenix Pride parade to explore how shameless 
interruptions illustrate racialized power dynamics in LGBT communities and 
work as entry points for building further coalitions among trans and queer mi-
grant communities whose futures are precarious. Above all, this chapter concep-
tualizes shameless interruptions as subversive survival strategies that keep open 
opportunities for queer migration activism and politics.

Theoretical Framework and Materials

This chapter weaves together affect theory and queer migration studies by making 
legible the immaterial forces that simultaneously bind trans and queer migrants to 
inhumane living conditions and those that move them into action. Sara Ahmed, 
whose scholarship is influential to the affective “turn” in the humanities, offers a 
rich analysis of the circulation of affect in social and public spheres and argues 
that in “affective economies, emotions do things, they align individuals with com-
munities.”9 In this way, Ahmed demonstrates not what affect is, but what it does 
in the social sphere: sticky alignments among subjects and signs. Her theory of 
affective economies shows how these alignments, when used to bind and “stick” 
subjects under the sign of citizenship, helps to form normative structures that 
govern “democratic norms of behavior and conduct, of what it means to be civil.”10 
Her approach to affective economies and citizenship points to the ways in which 
affect structures social behavior, but it also develops a language to analyze the 
subversive potential of incivility—what I am calling a shameless interruption. 
Further, Ahmed’s consideration of affect with emotions enables me to engage 
the affective value of shameless interruptions and make observations in regard 
to the pain, anger, and hope that trans and queer migrants express.
 This attention to affect and citizenship is fortified through queer migration 
studies, which offers a useful conceptual space to identify the global forces that 
displace migrants across varying axes of power. It also draws attention to the 
influence of heteronormativity in early migration scholarship that assumed that 
all migrants were heterosexual. Further, queer migration scholarship, emerging 
from the early 1990s, reveals the importance of studying sexuality as a structuring 
aspect of all international migrations and benefits from using “the tools of queer 
studies as a way to complicate and reexamine assumptions and concepts that 
unwittingly reify normative notions of gender and sexuality.”11 Eithne Luibhéid 
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argues that this field of study remains an “unruly body of inquiry,” with oppor-
tunities to investigate the power relations of international migration across many 
disciplines.12 She writes that queer migration scholarship reveals how migration 
regimes participate in the production of binary structures that define some bod-
ies as “deviant,” or “queer” and others as normative through racialized, gendered, 
classed, and sexed discourse.13 In employing queer theories of affect and queer 
migration studies, this chapter analyzes how the desire for citizenship and na-
tional belonging functions affectively in LGBT communities.
 The materials that this chapter examines are produced and circulated by migrant 
activist organizations such as the Not1More campaign through various media out-
lets, including online letters, Facebook-live videos, and video recordings uploaded 
to YouTube. These sources are an important aspect of queer migration politics, 
particularly when mainstream media continue to label trans and queer migrant 
activist demonstrations as unnecessary “heckling.”14 In gathering online materials 
that present a particular angle on Gutiérrez’s interruption of Obama and Trans 
Queer Pueblo’s demonstration, this chapter challenges the refusal of dominant 
LGBT media to address queer migration politics as more than “heckling” and 
acknowledges the important interventions made in such moments. In making 
no claims to neutrality, this type of analysis also aims to enact a feminist ethics of 
self reflexivity. As Richa Nagar reminds us in her important text, Muddying the 
Waters, feminist ethics are fundamental to knowledge production and ask us to 
reflect on the following questions: “Who are we writing for, how, and why?” 15

 In the next section I engage shamelessness as a critical contribution to queer 
studies, which has widely focused its attention on embracing shame as a political 
maneuver.

Shamelessness and the Political Rifts in Queer Studies

Although Gay Shame has been analyzed in useful ways for theorizing nonnor-
mative sexualities and genders, this chapter aims to consider shamelessness as 
a survival strategy that problematizes theoretical projects in queer studies that 
omit issues of race and racism. The provocative, innovative, and sexy analyses 
of shame in queer studies fail to account for the backlash and critiques that 
queer scholars of color, including Hiram Pérez and Lawrence La Fountain-
Stokes, have noted.16 Their accounts provide sophisticated critiques of the gay 
male white subject, out of which theories on Gay Shame emerge. In his post-
humously published article “Wise Latinas,” José Esteban Muñoz addresses this 
issue when he writes, “When considering the work of affect [through shame], 
we need to remember that it is always in flux.”17 This observation serves as a 
reminder about affect’s expansive reach. Muñoz elaborates on the need to “cast 
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a fuller picture of affect’s volatility,” one that does not designate any affect as 
dominating a specific scene or cultural product.18 Such understanding of affect 
offers a strong and vivid description of the affective realities of queers of color 
in the United States and makes room to theorize affects like shame in relation-
ship to others. Thus, analyzing shamelessness responds to a gap in the study of 
shame, particularly when little work discusses what happens when migrants 
refuse to adopt shame as a mobilizing tactic. This emphasis on shamelessness 
serves as an ethical intervention and contribution that can inform understand-
ing of how migrants survive, relate, and perform when they are scapegoated as 
criminals by conservative and progressive ideologies.
 At its core, my focus on shamelessness builds on Chicana/Latina feminisms. 
Shamelessness, as discussed by Catrióna Rueda Esquibel, is not a new maneuver 
for minoritarian subjects but is reflected in the scholarly and literary contributions 
of Chicana/Latina women. For example, in her genealogical mapping of Chicana 
lesbian fiction, Rueda Esquibel discusses what she calls “shameless histories” to 
draw attention to how Chicana writers provide a history of the U.S. Southwest 
as “always-already queer.”19 The cultural productions that she analyzes, includ-
ing work by Jo Carrillo, Gloria Anzaldúa, and Rocky Gámez, tell stories that are 
political, “which marks the writer as una sinvergüenza, a woman who knows no 
shame.”20 Here she invokes the work of tatiana de la tierra, an influential Latina les-
bian poet and editor, as Rueda Esquibel’s notion of shameless histories is strongly 
inspired by de la tierra’s unpublished anthology on Latina lesbian erotica: Las 
Sinvergüenzas.21 Sandra Cisneros also adopts shamelessness in a keynote speech 
she delivered at the National Lesbian and Gay Journalists Association in 1995. 
While reflecting on her experiences as a graduate student, Cisneros addresses 
the anger that she felt when she recognized the internalized shame that continu-
ously blocked her from speaking at the Iowa Writers Workshop. She begins her 
speech by wanting to talk about sex, a topic that she argues is seldom discussed 
in Latina/o communities due to cultural shaming. Transpiring from her desire to 
counter sexual shame she writes, “I am a sinvergüenza. I am not ashamed to be 
shameless.”22 Chicana feminist theorist Edén Torres helps to explain Cisneros’s 
articulation of shame(lessness) when she argues that for people of color in the 
United States, “Shame is an insidious method of social control.”23 Torres contends 
that shame is considerably involved in the identity formation of minoritarian sub-
jects. Further, she observes that we acquire shame through multivalent sources 
and links this negative affect to long legacies of colonization and conquest. Queer 
and feminist Chicana/Latina scholarship and cultural production thus reveals 
the importance of shamelessness to minoritarian subjects and makes apparent 
the reasons why shame cannot be easily embraced in different contexts and by 
different subjects.
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 La Fountain-Stokes, who departs from Gay Shame due to its lack of inter-
sectional analysis and the racialized violence that the Gay Shame conference 
produced, has offered one articulation of shamelessness when he writes that to 
have no shame, to be shameless is to, “disobey, break the law, disrespect author-
ity (the family, the church, the state), and in a perverse and curious way to be 
proud of one’s transgression or, at the very least, lack a feeling of guilt.”24 While 
this definition invites us to understand shamelessness as a transgressive perfor-
mance, my analysis of shamelessness differs in that I am wary of how a claim 
to nonnormativity may produce a new ideal. In other words, the pride in one’s 
transgression that La Fountain-Stokes provisionally implies, and that Gay Shame 
articulates, may become the new ideal or norm in LGBT communities. Rather 
than claim pride in nonnormativity, I argue that shamelessness, when coupled 
with the strategic use of interruption, enables trans and queer migrants to resist 
hegemonic orientations and relations with normative structures of power. As 
Ahmed powerfully observes, the question that drives a queer critique of state 
power is about “how to be affected by one’s relation to, and departures from, the 
normative in a way that opens up different possibilities for living.”25 This type of 
critical work is made possible by the queer and feminist antiracist scholarship 
that I have engaged with and that allow for a rich analysis of queer migration 
politics in spaces where migrants are criminalized.

TransLatina Survival

Jennicet Gutiérrez is a TransLatina activist and cofounder of Familia: Trans Queer 
Liberation Movement in Los Angeles, California. This organization works for the 
collective liberation of Latinx communities through advocacy and education. She 
received national attention for interrupting Barack Obama on June 24, 2015, at a 
White House Pride reception celebrating Pride Month and the accomplishments of 
the LGBT community under the Obama administration.26 This event was held two 
days prior to the Supreme Court ruling that legalized marriage equality across the 
United States. Additionally, executive orders on immigration were issued months 
prior to this reception. These orders, as Obama adamantly spoke about in a presi-
dential address to the nation, supposedly prioritized the deportation of “felons 
not families.”27 It is within and against the normative aims of Pride festivities and 
anti-immigrant rhetoric that Gutiérrez interrupted Obama and was shamed for 
her actions. In a room full of white gay men taking selfies and applauding Obama 
for his leadership on “LGBT issues,” Gutiérrez’s words and actions critiqued the 
discrepancies between normative LGBT accomplishments and the dire living con-
ditions of undocumented trans women under President Obama, otherwise known 
as the “deporter in chief.”28 She said, “President Obama, release all LGBTQ [from] 
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detention centers! President Obama, stop the torture and abuse of trans women in 
detention centers! President Obama, I am a trans woman. I’m tired of the abuse. 
I’m tired of the violence.”29 As Gutiérrez spoke, a majority of the audience mem-
bers began to shush her, and Obama immediately responded with, “Listen, you’re 
in my house. As a general rule, I am just fine with a few hecklers, but not when 
I’m up in the house.”30 A telling moment is when Obama, echoing the audience’s 
response and sentiments, told Gutiérrez, “shame on you!” 31

 Perhaps the most chilling or troubling aspect of Obama’s and the audience’s 
response to Gutiérrez’s interruption is a continued legacy of silencing and violence 
that trans women of color face in LGBT communities. The dismissal of Gutiér-
rez as a “heckler” who needs to be silenced is similar to the experience of Sylvia 
Rivera, who also demonstrated shameless behavior when white attendees tried 
to shame her into silence. In 1973 at the Christopher Street Liberation Rally in 
Washington Square park, Rivera was attacked, punched, and almost blocked from 
speaking.32 This hostility was encouraged and led by white lesbian feminist Jean 
O’Leary, who spoke about trans women and drag queens as making a mockery 
of “womanhood.” While Rivera managed to wrestle her way onto the stage and 
obtain the microphone, this violent moment in history makes explicit the links 
between trans exclusionary radical feminism, racism, and lesbian separatism. 
Upon reflecting on the public’s participation in keeping her from speaking, Rivera 
states, “I had to battle my way up on stage, and literally get beaten up and punched 
around by people I thought were my comrades, to get to that microphone. I got 
to the microphone and I said my piece.”33

 In his essay, “You can Have my Brown Body and Eat it, Too!” Hiram Pérez 
alerts us to a historical trend in LGBT communities when he writes, “The sham-
ing of brown bodies is fundamental to dominant U.S. cultures, among them now 
a dominant queer culture.”34 The dominant queer culture to which Pérez alludes, 
particularly white gay male sociality, partakes in nation-building projects and 
global capitalism through alignment with normative citizenship. Given the at-
tempts to silence trans women of color, Gutiérrez’s work draws attention to the 
lack of importance mainstream LGBT politics give to systemic violence against 
undocumented trans women. Moreover, if normative LGBT politics and com-
munities necessitate the shaming of brown bodies, her interruption demonstrates 
the affective labor that belonging to dominant LGBT communities requires. It also 
shows that through interruption and shamelessness behavior, LGBT communities 
can be (briefly) disrupted. While Gutiérrez could have ended her interruption 
of Obama early, her refusal to accept public shaming lays bare new possibilities 
for trans and queer migrants to resist the lure of normative belonging.
 Her shameless performance also demonstrates the labor of “shame” in making 
distinctions between racialized bodies and white bodies in LGBT communities. In 
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a YouTube video uploaded by the Not1More campaign, we can grasp Gutiérrez’s 
shameless interruption when she shouts phrases such as, “I am a trans woman,” 
“I am tired of the abuse,” “Stop the abuse, President Obama.”35 Demonstrating 
no shame in articulating the violence of U.S. immigration control, Gutiérrez 
draws from her pain and anger to interrupt a scene of nationalism. As the scene 
unfolds, Gutiérrez begins chanting, “Not one more deportation, ni una mas de-
portación.”36 It is worth noting that neither the audience nor Obama ever took 
the time to listen to Gutiérrez’s words or treat her with respect. Rather, they filled 
the room with chants that celebrated masculinist nationalism such as: “OBAMA, 
OBAMA, OBAMA.” They also ruthlessly booed Gutiérrez and the word “shame” 
was continuously heard throughout the room. Toward the end of the video, a 
voice appears behind the person who is filming the event saying, “enough . . . 
this is not for you, this is for all of us.” In several ways, this moment contextual-
izes Gutiérrez’s shameless performance within a space that celebrates whiteness 
and a patriarchal construction of gay sexuality and citizenship. The statement, 
“this is not for you, this is for all of us,” reveals that undocumented trans women 
like Gutiérrez are outside the realm of the “us.” This statement makes explicit the 
exclusion of trans Latina migrants from LGBT communities. Not surprisingly, 
Gutiérrez was kicked out of the event but as she was escorted out of the room 
she continued to chant, “Not one more deportation, ni una mas deportación.” 
Even while being shamed and booed, Gutiérrez behaved shamelessly to mobi-
lize a TransLatina critique against the wishes of liberal white citizens. The use 
of media to record this event communicates the violence that was performed 
against Gutiérrez, but it also shows that for almost three minutes, an undocu-
mented TransLatina was able to unsettle the nationalist desires and orientations 
of dominant LGBT communities.
 As her shameless interruption demonstrates, the structural violence against 
undocumented trans women in and outside of detention centers is sanctioned 
through the celebration of LGBT “friendly” leaders like Obama. In order to make 
claims for her own survival and those of other undocumented trans women, 
Gutiérrez had to be shameless in making her demands. In an interview where 
she was asked about her reasons for interrupting Obama, Gutiérrez explained 
that the violence against undocumented trans migrants cannot go without no-
tice. Moreover, she asserts that, “these are stories without humanity . . . these are 
stories of ridicule, harassment, and physical and verbal abuse in detention cen-
ters for undocumented transgender [women]. It is the struggle of my sisters.”37 
From this personal account, Gutiérrez grounds pain as an affective structure 
and reality that moves her into action. In addition, her evocation of incivility to 
counter the normative affective alignment of citizenship raises questions about 
how her body is read in such occasions. Due to presumed criminality from her 
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undocumented status and corporeal racialization, a shameless interruption was 
one of the few strategies available to Gutiérrez. As Dean Spade demonstrates, 
rights-based discourse has historically worked to produce institutionalized vio-
lence against LGBT communities of color in hate crime legislation and beyond.38 
Therefore, her shameless interruption does not demand rights but instead asks 
for liberation from intersecting systems of oppression.
 Tracing back to Muñoz’s words on the multiple affects and social relations in-
volved in structuring one’s experience in the world, Gutiérrez’s experience and 
those of her trans sisters stress anger and pain as affective realities. Muñoz’s work 
on Latina/o affect helps us to understand how these affective experiences come to 
be registered as excessive to the national body. Writing on what he calls “Feeling 
Brown,” Muñoz notes the difference between “national affect,” such as the one 
that the White House reception displays, and Latina/o affect.39 He argues, “The 
failure of Latino affect in relation to the hegemonic protocols of North American 
affective comportment revolves around an understanding of the Latina or the 
Latino as affective excess.”40 At the risk of falling into common narratives or cli-
chés that depict Latina/os as “hot ’n’ spicy,” Muñoz’s observation helps to account 
for the excess that Gutiérrez’s body performs through a shameless interruption. 
In a letter published in The Washington Blade, Gutiérrez explains that she spoke 
at the reception to demand the release of all transgender migrants in detention, 
some of whom she had spoken with earlier.41 She explains that these migrants 
expressed an overwhelming amount of emotional pain when they shared details 
about their horrific experiences in detention centers. If we follow the logics of 
hegemonic affective comportment, these experiences are in excess to preestab-
lished narratives of national belonging and unity. As such, any engagement with 
anger and pain by minoritarian subjects must be dismissed to maintain an af-
fective national community that is grounded in whiteness.
 In this case, shameless behavior presented an opportunity to interrupt com-
munities bounded around whiteness. As Muñoz powerfully describes, “the 
presence of Latina/o affect puts a great deal of pressure on the affective base of 
whiteness, insofar as it instructs us in a reading of the affect of whiteness as un-
derdeveloped and impoverished.”42 This theoretical move reorients us away from 
a reading of Latina/o affect as “too much” and shows how Gutiérrez manages to 
interrupt spaces codified by whiteness. Moreover, queer theorist Eve Kosofsky 
Sedgwick lucidly describes the violence of shame when she writes of “the double 
movement shame makes: toward painful individuation, toward uncontrollable 
relationality.”43 Unlike the affective communities that Obama wants to engage 
with, which are “uncontrollably” bound toward racialized shaming, Gutiérrez 
turns a painful scene into one that refuses hegemonic constructions of affective 
comportment and normative notions of civility. As she continuously reminds 
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dominant LGBT communities and the American public, her existence is indeed 
resistance.
 Various forms of violence occurred in Gutiérrez’s interaction with Obama and 
his audience, but upon reflecting on the public’s response, she remarks, “For many 
years, I lived in shame—shame of being a transgender woman of color, shame 
of being undocumented. Now that I have released my chains of shame, I want 
my beloved undocumented trans and queer community to find their own power 
and liberation. This is the vision I see for my community.”44 There is no shame 
in her response, especially when she expresses disappointment at the Obama 
administration and the white audience. As she writes, the stories of trans women 
in detention are stories “of torture and abuse.”45 To be shameful about expressing 
this violence to an audience that profits from these women’s detention follows 
the goals of normative LGBT citizenship. Certainly, her letter is an extension of 
her shameless performance at the White House, particularly when she asserts, 
“In the tradition of how Pride started, I interrupted his speech because it is time 
for our issues and struggles to be heard.”46 Drawing a link between the liberatory 
politics of Stonewall and her own interruption, her words clarify that belonging 
to dominant LGBT communities is not a viable option for TransLatinas who 
intend to survive.
 In what follows, I look toward another moment where the interruption of 
LGBT public spheres enables trans and queer migrants to critique normative 
citizenship and belonging and perform alternative modes of politics that center 
trans and queer feminist coalition.

Violent Public Spheres: Trans Queer Pueblo,  
Phoenix Pride, and Arizona

Formed in 2016 from a merger between the Arcoiris Liberation Team and the Ari-
zona Queer Undocumented Immigrant Project, Trans Queer Pueblo in Phoenix 
is a grassroots organization that seeks the liberation of trans and queer migrant 
communities from all systems of oppression. Pueblo’s activist work extends to 
migrants inside and outside detention centers and cultivates queer and feminist 
leadership models as integral to their commitment to migrant communities. They 
garnered national attention in LGBT media outlets for their interruption of the 
2017 Phoenix Pride parade. Banners from Pueblo organizers included slogans 
such as, “Police out of Pride” and “No Justice No Pride.” These were strategic 
messages that critiqued the presence of the police at the parade as well as Pride’s 
relationships with corporations like Bank of America that channel money into the 
prison industrial complex. The response to this interruption by pride attendees 
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included the use of racial slurs, tackling, and—important to this chapter—the 
shaming of brown bodies. Similar to the shaming of Gutiérrez and her own cor-
poreal response, Pueblo members faced hostility, but they also refused to fall prey 
to racialized shaming. Instead, they acted shamelessly and their bodies were in 
excess to the registers of white LGBT public spheres. What would have happened 
if either Obama or Pride attendees listened to the experiences of trans and queer 
migrants? Rather than dismiss the important work of organizations like Pueblo, 
I want to closely analyze this affective scene as one that offers alternatives to the 
criminalization of migrant communities. Moreover, I examine the response to 
their demonstration as one that portrays racialized bodies as excessive, disruptive, 
and unproductive toward the struggle for gay rights and national belonging. But 
in so doing, I consider shameless interruptions as subversive survival strategies 
and an entry point for disrupting LGBT public spheres that cling to normative 
ideals of citizenship and belonging.
 Marching with a banner stating, “Sin Justicia No Hay Orgullo,” Trans Queer 
Pueblo powerfully interrupted the celebration of Pride and the affects that shape 
LGBT public spheres. And yet, their shameless interruption makes another im-
portant intervention that helps to illustrate the affective registers of LGBT public 
spheres. According to Juana María Rodríguez, there is a viscosity to the corpo-
real excess of Latina/o bodies. She argues that as queer Latina/os, “We point 
with our lips, flirt with our eyes, and shimmy our shoulders to mark our delight. 
Our racialized excess is already read as queer, outside norms of what is useful 
or productive. (Is that much color, spice, pattern, noise ever truly necessary?).”47 
Her gesture toward Latina/o corporealities and normative notions of affective 
comportment help to reveal the power relations at work in the shaming of Pueblo. 
More specifically, the reasons for shaming brown bodies is exposed: affect that 
is in excess to LGBT public spheres. In essence, shameless behavior subjugates 
Pueblo members to social and cultural norms that deem their bodies unproduc-
tive, noisy, and dangerous. However, when read differently, this excess exposes 
the color-blind racist politics that underpin LGBT public spheres.
 Unlike the Pride parade attendees, I want to address and listen to the actual 
demands that Pueblo members present, as they courageously work to imagine 
a world beyond prisons, walls, and racialized criminalization. Some of these 
demands are explicit in their critiques of systems of domination, such as: “make 
pride safe for LGBTQ people of color by ending Pride collaboration with Police, 
ending sponsorships that finance the mass incarceration of communities of color 
and establishing a people-of-color–led review of Pride festivities.”48 Included in 
their demands was a call for Phoenix Pride to use their influence with the city 
mayor to put an end to SB 1070, as well as ending the criminalization of sex 
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work, which affects many trans women of color who often have no other means 
of employment.
 Justin Owen, the executive director of Phoenix Pride, received these demands, 
welcomed new causes for Phoenix Pride to support, and encouraged peaceful 
protests; interruption of the parade, however, was not to be tolerated “as a mat-
ter of safety for the public.”49 His reasoning demonstrates that Owen’s imagined 
public sphere was implicitly white; in other words, his concept of “safety” stems 
from, reasserts, and normalizes conditions for white citizen safety that are highly 
racialized. Here, shameless interruptions serve not only to critique normative 
citizenship as presented in LGBT public spheres, but in this case, they also op-
erate as a means of coalition building among trans and queer communities of 
color. While Owen makes explicit the racialized logics that alienate migrants 
from LGBT public spheres, these logics are connected to the criminalization of 
queer Black Lives Matter protesters with whom Pueblo strategizes. In interrupt-
ing Phoenix pride, Pueblo joins activist demonstrations set forth by Black Lives 
Matter–Toronto. In the summer of 2016, this group shut down Toronto pride 
with smoke grenades and staged protests to critique the anti-Blackness and anti-
Indigeneity that Toronto pride encourages by inviting the police to march at the 
parade.50 The impact of this demonstration, as the group gained the attention 
of Toronto pride leadership who eliminated future police participation in the 
parade, encouraged Pueblo organizers to define/articulate their own demands 
and means to challenge Phoenix pride. As Chávez notes, “coalition enables a 
different understanding of activists’ rhetorical invention as they discover and 
innovate responses—creative and sometimes mundane—to predominant rhe-
torical imaginaries.”51 These activist responses create possibilities for different 
organizations to imagine avenues for coalition. Moreover, Pueblo gestures toward 
the liberatory politics that Black Lives Matter–Toronto initiated and amplifies 
the means through which trans and queer of color activists organize. This form 
of coalition “is a present vision and practice that is oriented toward others and 
a shared commitment to social and political change.”52 Thus, shameless inter-
ruptions extend beyond the realm of critique and pursue coalitional practices 
that generate new knowledges, perspectives, and visions for social change.
 Significantly, queer migration politics allow for creative and ethical responses 
to temporal orders that restrict the possibility of a future for undocumented mi-
grants. We can see the importance of temporality in queer migration scholarship 
in Chávez’s exploration of queer migration politics through her use of “moment” 
as an analytic. She writes, “Moments expose a queer temporality. Moments taken 
in this way reveal that time’s passage and the meaning assigned to time need 
not reflect normative assumptions.”53 Similar to “moment,” interruptions mobi-
lize alternative configurations of time in complex ways that reflect the temporal 
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realities of undocumented migrants. Building on Nicholas de Genova’s concept of 
migrant deportability, a perpetual state of precarity for undocumented migrants, 
Rachel Lewis writes, “the condition of deportability leaves migrants unable to 
make long-term plans, and in some cases unable to imagine any kind of viable 
future at all.”54 Within temporal orders such as these that designate migrant bod-
ies as having no future due to their presumed deportability, interruption helps 
to foreground temporal orders that challenge normative structures and provide 
alternatives. Pueblo’s main banner included pictures of Sylvia Rivera and Marsha 
P. Johnson that can be analyzed as a strategic act of remembrance that threat-
ens the normative temporalities of mainstream LGBT politics by going back to 
times when other activists also employed shameless tactics. It asks those in LGBT 
public spheres to remember a time when pride parades were actual protests and 
sites for communal belonging. Further, by demanding an end to legislation like 
SB1070, Pueblo insists on making livable futures for undocumented migrants 
and is shameless in articulating their purposes.
 While queer migration politics are vital for Pueblo to articulate their demands, 
the subversive aspects of such tactics and imaginaries are not welcomed. In a 
Facebook live video recorded by Pita Samayoa, the director of Media and Com-
munications for the nonprofit organization, One Arizona, Pride attendees are 
seen harassing Pueblo members, shouting racial slurs, and shaming them for 
interrupting their festivities.55 After a white gay man wearing rainbow beads 
tackles some of the Pueblo organizers carrying the “No Justice No Pride” banner, 
another white gay man approaches the organizers to repeatedly shout, “SHAME, 
SHAME, SHAME.” Soon after, a Pride attendee yells at the organizers: “This is our 
day, move it to the park . . . you are ruining our parade.” Like the gay man who 
shouted this angry message against Gutiérrez, Pueblo is shamed for attempting to 
call attention to structures of domination. As the crowd of angry white attendees 
tries to shame this activist demonstration, Pueblo members continue to march 
shamelessly against the direction of the parade chanting: “Pride escucha, estamos 
en la lucha.”56 Here, Pueblo organizers insist on interrupting the performance of 
LGBT citizenship, but they also ask for pride attendees to listen to their demands. 
While I do not intend to romanticize this moment of resistance, it is important 
to note how affective their tactics are in demanding an end to state-sponsored 
practices that police racialized bodies. Their model of queer migration politics, 
which is built upon coalition, responds to violence and racialized shaming with 
creative and shameless strategies.
 Thus, shameless interruptions disrupt societal, temporal, and affective struc-
tures as we know them. And it is these moments of interruption that I find useful 
for revealing the critiques of citizenship and national belonging that migrants 
mobilize through shamelessness. In this chapter, I have attempted to flesh out 
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how trans and queer migrants negotiate discourses of citizenship, belonging, 
and normative LGBT politics. We should not disregard Gutiérrez’s and Pueblo’s 
interruptions, especially when their shameless behaviors are registered as exces-
sive, unproductive, and noisy. Rather, to be shameless in moments of violence 
acknowledges the necessary work such interruptions evoke, as they call atten-
tion to the racism of LGBT affective communities and signal alternative political 
orientations: politics born out of coalition that listen to the voices of trans and 
queer migrants in their struggle for survival.

Coalitional Movements and Otros Futuros

As I have demonstrated through close readings of shameless interruptions, queer 
migration politics question affective modes of comportment and belonging that 
construct violent LGBT public and private spheres. These interruptions create 
useful and meaningful opportunities to acknowledge, respect, and listen to the 
imaginaries and practices that trans and queer migrants employ. They also call 
attention to the corporeality of racialized excess and the affective worlds in which 
migrants are continuously shamed. Shameless interruptions can also lead to co-
alition work among minoritarian subjects. By focusing on the survival strate-
gies that trans and queer migrants employ, I was able to reframe migrants who 
question normative notions of belonging and citizenship as much more than 
“hecklers.” Certainly, work on queer migrations continues to develop, and it is 
my hope that future scholarship further analyzes how affect is involved in shap-
ing migrant experiences. This work is more necessary than ever given how the 
Trump administration mobilizes fear to criminalize migrants.
 In this chapter, I discussed two events where racialized trans and queer mi-
grant bodies were publicly shamed for their shameless interruptions. I close by 
returning to my original site of inquiry: Pueblo’s “Sin Justicia No Hay Orgullo” 
video. A significant moment in Jaramillo’s reading is when she asks if marriage 
equality “keeps us safe at night?”57 She maintains a strong critique of normative 
LGBT politics, in particular its participation in the detention, deportation, and 
incarceration of trans and queer people of color. But after reflecting on Pride’s ties 
with corporations like Bank of America, Jaramillo reminds us that “the future is 
not written.” She says, “the cards tell of a future when we return to the roots of 
Pride.” Jaramillo deploys a futuristic reading that returns to the past in order to 
change the present. As such, we can see how queer migration politics is at work 
in her imagining of futures where lives are more livable. Activists like Gutiérrez 
and Pueblo organizers will continue to be silenced and excluded from dominant 
LGBT communities. However, it is their shameless critiques of state power and 
coalitional strategies that actively illuminate livable futures in the present.
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Monarchs and Queers

yasmin nair

March 6, 2006, saw the most spectacularly successful immigration march in 
recent history. As television network helicopters hovered, their correspondents 
reporting on the event in awestruck tones, over 500,000 people poured down 
the streets of the city’s famed downtown to protest the notorious Sensenbrenner 
bill, which was eventually retracted. It seemed that the immigration rights move-
ment had literally and metaphorically turned a corner. The possibility of change 
hung thick in the air; butterfly wings, popular if somewhat sentimental symbols 
of immigration, manifested everywhere, and similar and larger marches across 
the country over the next few weeks energized activists and immigrants who 
finally saw hope on the horizon. In the years following the 2006 marches, many 
thousands of people came out as “undocumented” (refusing the state’s categori-
zation of them as “illegal”). Following them, a smaller but far more media-savvy 
contingent of queer immigrants, nearly all of them millennials, came out and 
declared that they stood at the intersection of queerness and immigration.
 And then: nothing happened. Matters only got worse, with Obama feeling em-
boldened not only to continue deportations and demonstrate little to no interest 
in bringing about change, but to exceed the number of deportations carried out 
by both Bushes combined.
 What happened? How did the enormous promise of 2006 fizzle out so fast? 
And what happened to all that fabulous queer energy, which continues to blaze 
forth so fiercely in the presence of those who now proudly call themselves the 
Undocqueers?
 The Undocuqueers are a large range of individuals and groups who integrated 
queerness into immigration by conjoining the act of coming out as queer with 
the act of coming out as undocumented. On the surface, this made immigration 
rights vividly, visibly sexy and new. Now, immigration was not simply something 
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that affected adult men and women, often with children in tow, hitherto the main 
actors in various cases of threatened deportation. Immigration was instead some-
thing that affected millennials, who now took center stage.
 This was an era when gay, lesbian, and queer identities were fast becoming 
marketing commodities: Modern Family, a television sitcom about an extended 
family that includes a gay couple with an adopted Chinese child, began in 2009. 
Now long past the age of Will and Grace and The L Word, queers no longer need 
their own shows. The Undocuqueers were led by young, attractive, smart, and 
photogenic youth who spoke not in the often halting English of their elders but 
with a fluency in the language of revolution and freedom struggles, of Audre 
Lorde and Michel Foucault. Rigorously trained in media activism by high-pow-
ered organizations like the Illinois Coalition of Immigrant and Refugee Rights 
(ICIRR), they knew how to deliver sound bites and several, like Tania Unzueta, 
Jose Antonio Vargas, and Prerna Lal, became acclaimed poster children of the 
Undocuqueer movement.
 Undocuqueers are especially adept at code-switching, rapidly moving between 
public selves as either sophisticated and deeply articulate spokespersons or sad, 
untutored immigrants puzzled by The Ways of The White Man. In 2012, Jose 
Antonio Vargas, by then famous for coming out as undocumented and gay in a 
New York Times essay, crossed a Unite/Here picket line at a Hyatt hotel to make 
a speech about the need to stop using the word “illegal” in journalism. When 
Colorlines’s Rinku Sen asked him about his act, considered a profound betrayal in 
union organizing, he responded, “We were an immigrant working class family, but 
I had no experience with unions at all.”1 While this may be somewhat true—many 
immigrants work without papers and are often not unionized—Vargas’s claim 
to no experience with unions carefully yet casually elided the fact that his career 
as a journalist from the time he was in high school, in 1998, and which included 
a jointly won Pulitzer Prize with a Washington Post team, made it impossible he 
could not have understood the significance of what he did.
 But by locating his cynical response in a lack of experience, Vargas was able to 
draw upon the leftist guilt that prevented Sen from pressing him any further. By 
turning his scabbing into something that reflected a lack of experience, something 
defined as personal and thus placed beyond critique, Vargas effectively depoliti-
cized it and made it impossible to criticize him: who would dare call out a queer 
immigrant of working-class origins who had simply walked unknowingly into a 
union kerfuffle? No one questioned how a man who had covered national affairs 
for a national newspaper was somehow unaware of what it meant to cross a picket 
line. Vargas is, today, one of the most revered figures among the Undocuqueers.
 I highlight the Vargas case to raise a critical but hitherto unacknowledged 
fact: the presence of the Undocuqueers, a hyperextension of the Undocumented 
movement, has in this and other ways served to erase the fundamental matter of 
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labor, which is, ultimately, what the immigration crisis is really about. Gone today 
is a sustained conversation on matters like NAFTA or other labor-related matters 
that have brought about the current immigration crisis. The Undocuqueers have, 
unwittingly or not, succeeded in queerwashing labor from the landscape of the 
immigration rights movement.
 Undocuqueers allow liberals, progressives, and the left to feel good about 
themselves and to admire immigrant communities—long demonized as homo-
phobic—as being worthy of admiration after all. Immigrants in turn are able to 
render themselves as more fully human in the eyes of a majority that ignores the 
seething presence of homophobia in millions of native-born homes.
 This is not your abuela’s immigration rights movement.

We’re Here, We’re Queer, We Fucked Things Up

The Undocuqueer movement and its attendant problems have been greatly en-
abled by the work of academic scholars, journalists, and activists who have turned 
them into fetish objects of study in their discussions of queerness and immigra-
tion. Consider, for instance, Nicholas De Genova’s “The Queer Politics of Migra-
tion: Reflections on ‘Illegality’ and Incorrigibility,” widely cited as an example 
of the supposedly necessary celebratory appraisal of the queerness inherent to 
migration resistance politics.2

 “What’s queer about X?” is the implicit or explicit question asked by queer 
theorists and scholars upon embarking upon studies of anything queer-related. 
Here, X stands for an issue like, say, marriage. Asking what is queer about it allows 
many defenders of the cause of gay marriage to insist that the ability to marry 
somehow enables a queering of the institution, thus transforming its millennia-old 
misogyny and social inequality into a magically inclusive and somehow feminist 
institution. Katrina Kimport, in an essay on lesbian wedding photos, insists that 
the mere presence of such images, because they show same-sex couples, “disrupt 
normative assumptions about bodies and identity.”3 What Kimport and numer-
ous other apologists for gay marriage miss is the fact that no amount of such 
“queering” can “disrupt” the ways in which the state sutures vital and life-saving 
benefits like health care to the state of marriage.
 This belief in the transformative power of “queering” runs deep through a vast 
corpus of work on immigration and queerness. For example: Nicholas De Genova 
reflects upon on the popular slogan of the 2006 marches, ¡Aquí Estamos, y No Nos 
Vamos! [Here we are, and we’re not leaving!], drawing a clear parallel between that 
and the queer chant, “We’re here, we’re queer, get used to it!” and thus, by a familiar 
form of queering declares that the immigrant marchers had queered migration, thus 
manifesting what he calls the incorrigibility of the migrants. In this, De Genova 
demonstrates the widespread inability of theorists of matters queer to think about 
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“queer” as more than a cultural production. Academics and commentators who 
work on queerness place queer politics on the same plane as representation. But 
the stakes are much lower in representation. Talking about political matters like 
immigration and rendering them in terms of representational matters results in 
forms of confabulation, in disappearing the institutional, structural systems that 
give rise to the queers marching across the plains. In other words, it depoliticizes 
queers and renders them disruptive figures, with no attention to the fact that queer-
ness actually enables neoliberal configurations of power. “Queering” migration in 
such ways effectively disappears the entire structure of neoliberal governance that 
is represented by the Immigration Rights Industrial Complex (IRIC), which con-
trols messaging (including the slogan so celebrated by De Genova) and which has 
so far failed to come up with a single substantial gain.

From the Closets to the PIC

The parallel between coming out as queer and coming out as undocumented is a 
strained one. To come out as queer, at least in the United States and much of the 
Western imaginary, is in general to emerge into situations of less stress, but it is 
also often to invoke more scrutiny, with damaging results. For a certain kind of 
gay man, the sort who can pass as cultured and well-off and cute enough to be 
someone’s Best Gay Friend, coming out means an ascension into social mobil-
ity. For trans men and women who lack the resources of Caitlyn Jenner, coming 
out is fraught with danger and humiliation, and even the loss of livelihoods; they 
run a much greater risk of beatings and even murder as they try to survive in 
street economies.
 Furthermore, what scholarship and reporting has so far failed to take into 
account is the question of what happens to people who do come out, as either 
undocumented or undocuqueer. What do they enter into once they “leave the 
shadows”?
 When the undocumented community began to push for DACA (Deferred Ac-
tion for Childhood Arrivals) and DAPA (Deferred Action for Parents of Ameri-
cans and Lawful Permanent Residents), several of us in the radical immigrant 
rights community warned that, as presidential executive orders that could be 
easily rescinded by even a Democrat president following Obama, both would 
mostly function as ways to lure undocumented people out into the light of end-
less governmental surveillance. What we asked was simply, “What are people 
coming out into?”
 Sure enough, with Trump, both orders now face the threat of cancelation but 
have in the meantime created a massive pool of people who are now literally on 
federal lists and marked as undocumented. For poster children like Unzueta, 
with resources and networks to draw upon, ultimate deportation is unlikely, with 
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several administrative roadblocks being thrown up for years by teams of excel-
lent lawyers. For millions of others, the road to deportation is lined with pos-
sibly years of imprisonment. For many, deportation is not a return to a beautiful 
land where monarch butterflies flit around and abuelas gently braid their hair 
between making vast quantities of fragrant pozole. Among the Undocuqueers, 
deportation can mean a return to countries where their sexuality, flamboyant 
and nonconformingly fabulous or not, is punished. For older queers, there may 
simply be no way to make a livelihood or create new communities of belonging.
 Certainly, DACA has brought enormous advantages for many, including health 
care for those who could now find employment and whose lives may have been 
saved by access to it. But IRIC, deploying its vast contingent of Undocumented 
and Undocuqueers, could have easily pressed for much more, for legislation 
that was actually written into law. While “the shadows” cannot be romanticized, 
given the stress and precarity they produce, for many that space was safer than 
the bright light of the state’s surveillance.
 Where do Undocuqueers end up without the privilege of Change.org cam-
paigns to help keep them out of prison? And who among them has the choice 
to even come out, when “coming out” has already been effected upon them? 
Trans people who don’t pass by the norms of society, HIV-positive people who 
need to be on strict medication regimens, gender-nonconforming people whose 
self-presentation inevitably marks them as wrong, awry—yes, queer: all of these 
groups need never come out to the state, wrapped as they are in the thick fog of 
surveillance and exclusion. They are always already out.
 Rather than ask, “What’s queer about X?” we should ask, “How is X enabled 
or made stronger by ‘queer?’” When we ask, “What’s queer about immigration?” 
we can articulate a celebratory discourse that seeks radical potential in the mere 
presence of queers—as migrants, as disruptors, as figures subverting dominant 
paradigms. But when we turn the question around, we see that the “queer” does 
not enable flights of escape but, instead, makes more powerful neoliberal regimes 
of power and captivity.
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Family Separation, Coercion, and Help

josé guadalupe herrera soto

#FamiliesBelongTogether and #KeepFamiliesTogether have become popular 
hashtags in the moment I write, as Trump and Sessions’ “zero tolerance” policy 
on unauthorized border crossings continues to separate migrant families at the 
Mexico-U.S. border. Migrant family separation is nothing new; it is and always 
has been inherent to U.S. immigration policy and practice. Progressives, liberals, 
and allies are offering themselves as saviors of the moment, leading social move-
ments to fight for immigrant family reunification. I want to offer a story from 
my personal experience of family separation and reunification to reflect on what 
liberal efforts at “helping” can look like from another perspective. In this example 
and in the larger political moment, I show how liberal, “feel-good” desires to 
help—in the absence of the will to actually lose some of the privileges gained at the 
expense of people like me, especially as it pertains to letting go of financial capital 
accumulated due to race and citizenship privilege—can create forms of spectacle 
intended to showcase forms of allyship, free from the burdens of accountability. 
Distancing themselves from their culpability, especially as it is materialized in 
disproportionate access to financial wealth, the intervention of liberal allies into 
our lives can actually further our experiences of disempowerment.
 The following pieces are versions of two letters I wrote, one in 2015 and the other 
in 2017. I wrote these letters because my abuelita, who lived in Mexico, was gravely 
ill, and even though my father lived in Chicago as an undocumented person, it 
was important that he be able to return to Mexico to see his mother before she 
passed. It was equally important that he be able to return to the United States to 
be with his family in Chicago. Like my father, for people who lack the “proper” 
documentation and who are made to be undocumented, the border is an obstacle 
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preventing them to be with their loved ones; it is in their way of moving freely 
and at will. For the undocumented, the border always separates families.
 With my father in Mexico, we made plans for his return. We decided to try the 
“right way” and to get my father in one of the infamous “lines” that politicians 
are so fond of talking about. But even to get in the line for a tourist visa requires 
proof of an immense amount of financial resources. I wrote the first letter in or-
der to obtain those resources, asking my former professors (and their networks) 
to borrow the $10,000 my family would need. Because they knew me, knew my 
own struggles with deportation, had expressed their support of my work as a 
migrant justice organizer, and because the money would be returned to them 
after my father came back, I was certain that these liberal allies would help me. 
In addition, I asked people who I was certain had personal access to that kind of 
capital—university professors with full-time, tenured positions.
 This plea to turn their verbal solidarity into material support resulted in only 
a small fraction of the money I needed. I had to figure out how to get the rest 
from other sources. I was frustrated that my former professors and their friends, 
people I knew had resources, would not assist me in my time of need. I was more 
frustrated at how they went about responding to my request. Instead of being 
clear about how much or how little they were willing to loan, the allies put on 
a big show of reaching out to their networks, putting a tremendous amount of 
time and effort in pooling resources from their friends and family on my behalf. 
All of that time and energy on their part produced a financial loan of $3,500. I 
needed money; instead they offered “efforts,” time, social networks, and largely 
nonmonetary support. It seemed to me that any of the individuals involved in 
this loan pool easily could have put up more than $3,500 on their own, without 
the need to go through the whole theatrical-outreach process. Instead of simply 
stating that they were not willing to risk so much of their personal money, they 
offered a spectacle of effort, support, and time investment. In witnessing this I 
felt disempowered to call them out, because they were all “doing so much.”
 Obviously the “legal route” did not work, my father was denied a visa. Instead, 
we had to then pay to have him cross without authorization. I had to use all the 
money I borrowed from my professors, in addition to borrowing ten times that 
amount on top of it, to pay for my dad’s crossing—the more you pay, the less 
deadly it is.
 Following the return of my father, I spoke again with one of my professors 
who suggested that if I wrote a “thank you” letter to the network assembled for 
the $3,500 loan, they would most likely feel sorry for me and let me off the hook 
in terms of repaying the loans, converting the money to a “contribution.” By this 
time, my father was back, but my family was in huge financial debt. I postponed 
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and postponed but eventually felt I had no choice but to write the second letter—in 
which I thank them for their kindness. I was being sarcastic. The expectation of 
gratitude and the pressure to write a “thank you” letter from someone so deeply 
in debt to people with excess resources, was coercive.
 I felt that the people I asked for help always claim to be in solidarity with people 
like me—and yet, when I am coerced to reach out to them, they just threw crumbs. 
It is not okay to give chump change and expect a “thank you”—that’s a problem on 
its own. But there is more. I felt I had to hold up a mirror to white and middle-class 
people who claim to be allies, or who see themselves as “helping” people like me 
and therefore expect gratitude. I wanted them to know, as they engage with people 
like me, that we are not grateful, that we are not in this together. If you want to be 
in this with us, it is going to be ugly, and you need to get a taste of our reality—that 
should be the exchange for people who claim to be allies. I see something different 
than allies who are willing to throw down—I see academics with vast amounts of 
financial resources, and I see that the only reason they have these resources is be-
cause other people are impoverished, and academics can make careers and salaries 
off our suffering. Their resources are accumulated at our expense—and I see the 
ways they are not willing to acknowledge that. Our relationship is not a “nice” one; 
it is not civil; it is nasty and bad and exploitative and coercive, so maybe would-
be allies should think about that if they want to actually be part of our lives. I not 
only felt coerced to write a thank-you letter, I felt coerced to maintain the bullshit 
illusion that we are in fact in this together. In exchange for not having to pay back 
the money, I had to bolster their grotesque desire for redemption.
 I didn’t know how to express all that at the time; I still do not. Instead, I asked 
my on-again, off-again, romantic partner (a white woman, an ally, an academic, 
who also gave me a loan and understands my rage) to help me put it into words 
at this time. Instead of being able to call them out and to show my rage and claim 
the validity of my perspective, I reluctantly wrote a thank-you letter in a way that 
I hoped would sabotage the expectations of the would-be “donors”—their ex-
pectations that I would let them off the hook. I wrote the letter AND paid them 
back, because throwing the money in their face was the only direct gesture that 
reflected the truth from my perspective—knowing full well that they did not need 
it and knowing full well the extreme measures I had to go through to put together 
enough money to pay them back. Instead of expressing this in my letter directly, 
I wrote indirectly. Instead of writing of the violence of so-called allies expecting 
gratitude and validation in order to forget about money they don’t even need to 
begin with, I wrote of the violence of the border and the coyotes. I detailed the 
difficulty we had in getting my father back to Chicago. I wanted it to be clear that 
there is no “line” for people like my dad. I wanted these comfortable, middle-class 
people in my life to know what people who are very different from them have to 
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go through, like my father, who risked death and injury to return. I was trying 
to break the cycle of liberal allies contributing little in exchange for being let off 
the hook in terms of accountability for their own privileges and resources.

* * *
Letter #1

 December 8, 2015
 Request for financial support

Hello all,
 I am a former NEIU [Northeastern Illinois University] student and thanks 
to the great work and support of NEIU professors, fellow activists, and fam-
ily, I am currently a PhD student at UIC [University of Illinois, Chicago]. 
This past summer my abuelita passed away after a long battle against liver 
problems.
 Out of all my family who reside in the U.S., I am the only one who was 
born in México and now has the privilege to cross borders, muros, and 
fronteras the “safe” and “correct” way—I have the “proper” documentation 
needed for international travel. Nonetheless, this privilege involves being 
pulled aside for questioning during every encounter with U.S. Customs or 
la migra, waiting for hours at the airport inside a U.S. Customs’ side room, 
being selected for in-depth searches by TSA at airports, and so on. As bad 
as it might sound, it’s still a “privilege,” since it allows for visiting loved ones 
in my home country, especially in situations like that of my abuelita.
 Long story made short, my father (abuelita’s son) lacks the “proper” docu-
mentation or the “privilege” to cross borders, muros, and fronteras. None-
theless, this past summer I encouraged him to travel with me to care for 
abuelita, because I knew how much she would want that and I knew, deep 
inside, that my father needed to go and see his mother. After receiving sup-
port from my sister and me, he decided going to care for his mother was 
the correct thing to do; and so, we left together to care for abuelita.
 For the last couple of months, following my abuelita’s death, we have been 
preparing for my father’s return to the United States. We have been figur-
ing out what are some possibilities of getting him back to Chicago without 
the need to risk his life or put him in any danger. Our plan is the following 
and here is where I’m requesting your support: My father will be applying 
for a tourist visa, with the hopes of getting it approved. We are working on 
having the property (abuelita’s casa), utility bills, and a bank account under 
his name, along with meeting other visa requirements.
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 With the help of your colleague and others, I am trying to raise money to 
deposit into the bank account we recently opened under my father’s name. This 
will help to show that he has sufficient money to be considered for the visa. 
The goal is to raise 10,000 U.S. dollars and have it deposited before submitting 
the visa application. If you are able to contribute financially, please note that 
your money will be returned to you at the end of April or at an earlier date 
if possible. We are hoping to raise this money in the next week or so. Your 
colleague would help collect the funds raised through their networks. Please 
let us know if you have any questions or need more information. In advance, 
thank you for your time in reading this and for your support.

* * *
Letter# 2

 July 30, 2017
Dear friends and financial supporters,
 Thank you for your kind contributions made to my cause in December 
2015. Unfortunately, it took me more time than expected to write this letter 
and to provide follow-up on my initial request for financial support. I have 
returned your loan to your colleague who will be making the arrangements 
necessary for your loan amount to be returned to you as soon as possible. 
Thank you so much for your financial support and my apologies for not 
dealing with this last year as I initially proposed in my letter.
 My father is here with us now, in the United States. Things did not go as 
originally planned (i.e., getting him across with a visa—even with all the 
efforts made, the United States denied his visa), but the outcome ended 
up being the same. It has been a year since he was able to cross the border 
without the “proper documentation,” via the more costly way of crossing 
borders. Your financial support helped us in many more ways than planned. 
Thank you.

Border Crossing—First Attempt, Almost Disappeared  
into the Desert

On March of 2016, following the denial of the visa, my dad first attempted to 
cross the border via the desert in Arizona, near Agua Prieta, Sonora, which 
shares a border with Douglas, Arizona. After a 15-hour hike, he and the oth-
ers were apprehended by Border Patrol—this was a relief on my end, as well 
as on their end; they were already without water and had completely lost 
communication. They were on their own with no guidance and were barely 
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holding on—they were apprehended about an hour away from U.S. Route 
80. My father endured many injuries both physically and psychologically; 
this is something quite normal for migrants who are forced to travel in this 
way. We were relieved to hear from him when he was deported to Mexicali, 
Baja California, Mexico—500 miles from where he was apprehended.

Border Crossing—Second Attempt, Casa de Seguridad

Following his fast-track deportation to Mexicali, we got my father back to 
Iguala, his hometown, to recuperate, rest, heal, and get ready for a second 
crossing attempt. In June 2016, he returned to the U.S.-Mexico border 
for the second time—same city, Agua Prieta, but with a different coyote. 
After the first attempt, we could not trust to continue working with the 
same coyote, thus we forfeited some money by changing coyotes. This 
second time we agreed that we would not put his life in danger and that 
out of the different options for crossing borders, we would opt for the 
less risky in terms of the possibility of losing his life, but riskier in terms 
of consequences for getting caught and then incarcerated. This form of 
crossing is the expensive form of crossing that only a very few are able to 
afford—crossing en corto is less lethal, costs more, and comes with higher 
punishment if caught.
 He spent about a week or two in a secure house on the Mexican side 
while they tried to find U.S. documents for him, documents with age and 
appearance similar to him. They obtained an Arizona driver’s license of 
a person that looked like my dad; however, we did not fall for it. It was 
too risky. He would get caught. A driver’s license is insufficient to get you 
across the United States in a border town anymore. He would need a birth 
certificate and lots of confidence to try to cross with only a driver’s license, 
unless the coyote had a Border Patrol agent working for him. Obviously, 
the coyote was not going to share the details of how he gets people across, 
who is involved, or when it does and does not work. Engaging in this type 
of transaction and contract requires trusting someone you do not know, 
most of the time it is just luck and going with what your gut tells you. 
Sometimes you go with what the coyote tells you and it goes perfectly! 
And most of the other times, it goes horribly wrong. We decided to leave 
the border town, the coyote, and try our luck somewhere else. Doing so 
meant risking an actual kidnapping situation. To get him out of the secure 
house would be risky, but with GPS tracking and a nearby migrant shelter 
contact we gave it a shot and went for it. We got him out and sent him on 
a two-day bus ride to Nuevo Laredo.
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Border Crossing—Third Attempt,  
Everything Is Good Hijo, Ya Pasé

This time we were a bit more prepared, we gained more experience from 
listening to many coyotes sell their border crossing services and techniques, 
we became more confident in evaluating pros and cons and deciding who is 
less trustworthy—differentiating those who actually do the work from those 
who do not, the professional from the phony. We were not in any rush; we 
were a bit more autonomous and not fully dependent on the coyote, the bor-
der crossers. We have a distant relative in Nuevo Laredo who offered their 
home for my father to stay. He stayed there over a week until things were 
“right” for the crossing. We prepared my father with cash, cell phones, GPS 
cell phone tracking, encrypted messaging communication, and so forth. We 
were able to establish a good system of communication and “surveillance” 
to know where he was at all times.
 My dad would be crossing the Rio Grande to get to Laredo, Texas. That 
would be part one and the easiest part of the crossing. Even though I thought 
to myself, what happens if he drowns? What happens if there is fast cur-
rent? Or high river water levels, and so on? To this, I did my research, using 
google, looking at terrain and topography maps, and searching for water 
levels in the area. However, none of this would make any difference; I did 
this to keep my own sanity. The fact of the matter was that he was going to 
cross no matter what. At the end, to most people it comes down to hope, no 

Photo 15.1. Tracking image screen captured during my father’s crossing. Image by José Gua-
dalupe Herrera Soto.
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matter how impossible or unrealistic a situation might be. We are just going 
to give it a try, if it works, great! And if it does not, well, we will try again 
and again, unless we lose our lives in the attempts. Once in the U.S. side, 
the second part was riskier and consisted of getting him out of the city and 
to San Antonio, Texas. He would need to ride a bus and show legal papers 
when la migra boards the bus at the Border Patrol Checkpoint about 30 
miles from Laredo on Interstate 35. The second option offered in this second 
part of the crossing was to walk for several days from Laredo to near San 
Antonio avoiding roads, basically going around the Interstate 35 checkpoint. 
I felt more confident about this part of the border since I have driven this 
before. I also imagined all the things that could go wrong with the coyote 
and fantasized on possible ways that we could try to get him from Mexico 
into Laredo and to San Antonio. In Chicago, the search for someone with a 
U.S. passport that looked like my dad began; however, we did not get too far 
with this and so we left it to the experts, the coyote and their team, rather 
than me venturing to find ways of getting him safely across the border.

Tracking Image Taken during My Father’s Crossing

In the evening of June 30, 2016, my dad crossed the Rio Grande (he has long 
stories to tell about this). I was there (in spirit) with him. And I was able to 
see a little red dot on my screen as he crossed the Rio Grande. We lost com-
munication after he crossed the river; however, after an hour or so, he called 
and stated that he was good but suffered minor injuries in his hands and feet 
after running, jumping over fences, and hiding behind thorny bushes. My 
dad was once again in a secured home, this time in the U.S. side.
 The next day, the coyote’s crossing team got all of my dad’s belongings 
that he had left in Nuevo Laredo and brought them to Laredo, Texas, to the 
secured home (IDs, clothes, backpack, and so forth). They also provided 
the documents he would be using to show Border Patrol at the checkpoint 
(Texas state ID, driver’s license, social security card, and green card). Now it 
was all on him; he would have to purchase his bus ticket to San Antonio at 
the Greyhound station and ride alone. The coyote reassured us that some-
one from his team is always on the bus to check on the situation; however 
more than half of the things the coyote says are not necessarily true but 
serve to calm and give reassurance to the crossers and their families. Once 
at the Interstate 35 checkpoint, the bus would stop and a Border Patrol of-
ficer would go aboard. My father would show the documentation, answer 
any question raised by the officer, and hope for the best.
 The team took him to the bus stop that evening, the plan was to leave 
during peak hours, to buy an 11 p.m. or midnight ticket. It was the 4th of 
July holiday weekend, and the bus had to be full with people to minimize 
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capture since, according to the coyote, Border Patrol is less likely to spend 
more time reviewing documents in these situations. However, there were 
no more tickets to San Antonio for the planned departure time. My dad 
decided to purchase a ticket for the next available bus, Greyhound at 3 a.m. 
With U.S. legal documents in his pocket and after waiting for so long and 
going through so much, he just wanted to get it over with. I was hesitant, 
but in these situations there is no perfect plan and no guarantee—all can 
go wrong. So we made the decision to go ahead with our new plan, not to 
postpone, and to give it a shot—he will ride the almost empty 3 a.m. bus.
 Thirty minutes on the road and the bus slows down, getting ready to stop 
at the checkpoint. I’m watching all of this on my screen in Chicago; the 
cell phone’s GPS is working. I can see the red dot not moving on the map 
while at the checkpoint. A couple of minutes go by. I refresh my page, but 
the red dot is not found. I refresh again, and the red dot is moving north! 
I refresh again, and the red dot is back on the road and moving away from 
the checkpoint. My father replies via messenger and a few minutes later calls 
me. Everything is good hijo, ya pasé. Checkpoint is over and the bus is back 
on the road heading to San Antonio.
 Within the next hour I booked a flight to Austin, Texas—I was going to get 
my dad. I contacted a fellow activist-scholar in Austin who hosted us there and 
who let me borrow their transportation to get to San Antonio. That afternoon, 
I arrived to a trailer home in the outskirts of the city. My father was resting in 
a small bedroom. I introduced myself to the woman in the home and settled 
the remaining balance of the crossing cost. We thanked the woman for their 
service and drove back to Austin. The next morning, we were on our way to 
Chicago—a road trip from Austin to Chicago, a 20-hour drive.
 Today, July 30th, marks the second year my abuelita left this world and 
has reunited with my abuelito somewhere in some other universe. I am still 
recuperating from this entire ordeal. I am glad I was able to provide sup-
port to my father in order for him to leave the United States to spend time 
with abuelita and to come back. I did not know how he would get back, 
but I knew I would have to make it happen somehow—things did not go 
as planned, but it yielded the same end result: getting my dad back into the 
United States alive.
 Again, thank you all for all your support. Your financial support con-
tributed in many other ways than originally planned. Thank you for all the 
support and for follow-up on this issue.

Note

The author would like to thank Karma Chávez and Rozalinda Borcilă for help on this piece.
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The Rhetoric of Family in the  
U.S. Immigration Movement

A Queer Migration Analysis of the  
2014 Central American Child Migrant “Crisis”

karma r. chávez and hana masri

In the summer of 2014, reports about an apparent surge in unauthorized cross-
ings of the Mexico-U.S. border by unaccompanied minors from Central America 
inundated the news. By the end of July, some 60,000 young people had made their 
way through Mexico and arrived at its northern border. While a similar number 
of family groups were apprehended during that same time frame, the story was 
about the children.1 Mainstream media coupled harrowing stories of the crossings 
with leaked images of young people being stored in refrigerator-style warehouses 
along the border. Many stories that accompanied such images framed this as a 
refugee or humanitarian crisis, noting that the thousands of children crossing 
the border fled violence in Guatemala, Honduras, and El Salvador, known col-
lectively as the Northern Triangle.2 Most refugee and immigration organizations 
shared a similar analysis, though many recognized that this moment had been 
building for years. Such liberal organizations replicated familiar discourses about 
refugees, insisting that although the people crossing the border were from the 
Northern Triangle, a region with extraordinarily low rates of obtaining legal 
refugee status in the United States, they were refugees, not migrants. Thus, these 
organizations argued, the “crisis” necessitated protective humanitarian responses 
from the government and good-hearted people nationwide.
 With such images circulating and outcry growing, politicians also recognized 
some kind of crisis, the type of which was hotly debated, ranging from humani-
tarian, to refugee, to immigration, to border security. The Obama administration 
looked for places to house busloads of children while they were processed through 
the immigration system. Conservative locals in places such as Orange County, 
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California, and parts of Arizona attempted to block the school buses from enter-
ing their communities, staging protests with signs reading, “no vacancy, try the 
White House,” and “no new taxes, no new illegals.”3

 Politicians and social groups on all sides of the political spectrum were united—
there was a crisis at hand. Yet what exactly made it a crisis? In June 2014, the 
Chicago-based Moratorium on Deportations Campaign reported that on any 
given day as many as 4,600 migrant children are detained in 68 child detention 
centers around the country that have existed since 2002.4 As early as 2011, the 
Migration Policy Institute noted that the number of unaccompanied migrant 
minors to the United States was steadily increasing and had been doing so fol-
lowing political, social, and economic unrest in Latin American countries.5 In 
2001, the Department of Justice Office of the Inspector General issued a report 
called Unaccompanied Juveniles in INS Custody, which indicated that immigra-
tion officials encounter “over 100,000 accompanied and unaccompanied illegal 
juveniles under the age of 18 every year,” most of whom are detained for around 
72 hours.6 If thousands of young people are locked in detention centers each day, 
if the numbers arriving at the Mexico-U.S,. border have been steadily on the rise 
for years, and if immigration officials have detained more than 100,000 youth 
annually for more than a decade, what made the summer of 2014 different? What 
motivated the political and public insistence on naming this migration of youth 
a crisis? More specifically to our analysis, what agendas does liberal organizing 
around the figure of the child in the crisis serve?
 Employing a queer migration approach—which uses insights from queer the-
ory and activism to draw attention to the operation of racialized gender, sexual, 
and relational norms within immigration discourses and policy—we analyze 
the implications of liberal advocate and activist organizing around the child in 
political and movement discourse about Central American migration. Such an 
analysis reveals that even when framed as a refugee or humanitarian crisis and 
therefore supposedly separate from economic migration, images of children, 
which traffic in rhetorics of vulnerability and innocence, easily pair with the pro-
family, pro-child rhetoric of the immigration rights movement to, paradoxically, 
justify the nation’s maintenance and fortification of its borders in ways that harm 
all migrants.
 In this chapter, we first consider the concept of childhood in conjunction with 
queer and queer migration perspectives, emphasizing the staking of the nation’s 
future on the imagined (white) child. Next, we identify our methods and sources 
in order to discuss the pro-family, pro-child rhetoric of the immigration move-
ment and specific responses to the 2014 crisis. We also explore the Obama ad-
ministration’s initial response to the 2014 crisis and executive orders issued later 
that year. Finally, we discuss queer migration activist responses to the crisis and 
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end with some thoughts about the relevance of this analysis to contemporary 
rhetorics of the immigration movement. Ultimately, we conclude that the fraught 
nexus between the protectable child and the deportable migrant paradoxically 
reinforces the exclusionary boundaries of the nation and, in so doing, requires 
queer critiques and activism that refuse to reproduce logics that include some 
people at the expense of others. We first turn our attention to queer thought on 
childhood.

Queer Approaches to the Future/Child

Theorists of childhood note that the concept of childhood as a separate phase of 
being developed in Europe between the fifteenth and eighteenth centuries.7 The 
idea of childhood interweaves with bourgeois conceptions of privacy, family, in-
dividualism, and home; childhood prepares children for their future (and hence 
our future) in the adult world.8 In modern times, the figure of the child holds an 
array of cultural meanings that serve myriad cultural and political functions.9 
For this reason, our interest in childhood is not as a state of development but as 
a description of “‘what children mean’ in a given society.”10 Critical childhood 
studies scholars insist that the meanings ascribed to “the child” and an abstract 
notion of “childhood” are racialized, gendered, and classed, and actual children 
are therefore treated very differently based on meanings assigned to such fac-
tors. For example, in the popular imaginary, children are juxtaposed against 
non-innocents, particularly gay predators from whom they must be protected.11 
And yet, as Kathryn Bond Stockton claims, “‘we’ fear the children we would 
protect.”12 Lawrence Grossberg notes that U.S. depictions of children throughout 
the 20th century characterized this paradox between what “we” long to protect, 
and what we find troubling and dangerous.13 The matter of danger is most acute 
with regard to nonwhite childhood. Michael J. Dumas and Joseph Derrick Nel-
son, for instance, note that Black boyhood is “unimagined and unimaginable.”14 
Imaginaries of the child and childhood are therefore dense sites at which gender, 
racial, and national anxieties are constructed and produced.
 Significant queer critique, specifically through the lens of “reproductive fu-
turism” interrogates childhood’s boundedness to white, middle-class, hetero-
normative, and nationalistic values. As Sara Ahmed explains, the dominance of 
reproductive heterosexuality orients us toward conventional lineages: leaving our 
parents’ home to enter a heterosexual union, reproduce, and nurture children.15 
The normativity of reproductive futurism operates in personal and intimate lives, 
and it has political functions. Lee Edelman describes reproductive futurism as 
that which sets “an ideological limit on political discourse.”16 In other words, the 
figure of the child is “the perpetual horizon of every acknowledged politics, the 
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fantasmatic beneficiary of every political intervention.”17 How, Edelman wonders, 
could anyone take sides against the child? In No Future, his much-discussed po-
lemic, Edelman argues,

queerness names the side of those not fighting for the children, the side outside the 
consensus by which all politics confirms the absolute value of reproductive futur-
ism. The ups and downs of political fortune may measure the social order’s pulse, 
but queerness, by contrast, figures, outside and beyond its political symptoms.18

In advocating against the future and the child and for an anti-future, Edelman 
insists queers accept the negativity queerness already represents (as, for example, 
anti-family and against normative sexuality). In other words, queers should not 
champion the child or the future or demand to be recognized in the system that 
celebrates the child. Queers should, instead, embrace negativity and critique the 
problems with reproductive futurism for queers and others who are excluded, 
actively expunged, and abjected from its promise. Queer critiques of the child 
and the future help to explain how heteronormative limits on political discourse 
function.
 José Esteban Muñoz rightly critiques Edelman for the unnamed whiteness 
of the child figure he critiques. As Muñoz notes, echoing Dumas and Nelson, 
“all children are not the privileged white babies to whom contemporary soci-
ety caters.”19 Nevertheless, Edelman’s identification of the logics of reproductive 
futurism remains useful in parsing out the competing impulses that undergird 
rhetorics about migrant children and the 2014 “crisis.”
 Edelman’s work, alongside important critiques like Muñoz’s that emphasize 
reproductive futurism’s racialized dimensions, informs our queer migration ap-
proach, which unpacks how racialized gender and sexual norms and values con-
struct, enable, and constrain immigration discourses in, for example, media, 
policy, and activism. In a smart extension of Edelman’s thesis, Eithne Luibhéid 
examines immigration policy in Ireland to argue that others expunged from 
reproductive futurism’s promise include pregnant migrant women whose repro-
ductive bodies and the children they birth challenge the national future. Through 
this examination, Luibhéid reveals that the national future is the future of the 
white, citizen child. Luibhéid’s critique calls attention to what futures the focus 
on the white citizen child enable—namely, futures with expanded military, im-
migrant detention, and prison industrial complexes in the name of the security 
and protection of that child. Nonwhite, noncitizen children will have very differ-
ent material futures. That not all children’s futures are equal becomes especially 
clear when children in our midst are, so to speak, “alien” children who violate 
the nation’s laws. Indeed, as Jacqueline Bhabha explains, the presence of child 
migrants creates for societies an “unresolved ambivalence.”20 Child migrants si-
multaneously draw “protective attention” because they have no adult care, and 
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“punitive attention” because their presence as “threatening outsiders” disrupts 
state structures.21

 Despite the variegated ways different children are actually regarded, liberal 
politics assume color-blindness in the views and treatment of members of society. 
Thus, Edelman’s theoretical perspective, which insists that queerness intervenes in 
the terms of the social, helps to make sense of liberal reactions to the child migrant 
“crisis,” which demanded protective attention while simultaneously ignoring the 
ways that racialized migrant children illuminate anxieties around insecure borders 
and the national future. Coupling Edelman’s insights with Luibhéid and Bhabha 
reveals the anti-future logic as already attached to the migrant child. Recognizing 
this logic, in turn, illuminates how liberals’ protective attention and pro-family 
rhetoric in defense of the child colludes with and justifies punitive attention and 
futures that are decidedly anti-migrant, anti-child, and anti-family.22

Immigration and the Rhetoric of Family

Rhetorics of family dominate the campaigns and demands of the immigrant 
rights and justice movement.23 Queer migration scholars and activists, meanwhile, 
draw attention to how the mainstream immigrant rights and justice movement’s 
deployment of familial, relational, and respectability norms harms all migrants, 
but particularly those most vulnerable.24 For instance, the 2007 statement “Queers 
and Immigration: A Vision Statement,” issued by the now-defunct organization 
Queers for Economic Justice, called for the end of immigration reform based on 
heteronormative family. The authors insisted that advocates broaden or change 
their definitions of family so as not to be exclusionary to LGBTQ people and all 
those who cannot or will not conform to narrow and nuclear definitions.25

 Still, normative family rhetoric has prevailed in the contemporary movement 
for more than a decade. In the face of unprecedented numbers of deportations 
and ongoing failures to achieve significant immigration reform, advocates and 
activists have relied on family rhetoric and imagery to leverage change, and main-
stream U.S. media have picked up such narratives. A cursory internet search for 
“immigrant rights” reveals the prevalence of such slogans as “No More Families 
Torn Apart,” “Keep Our Families Together,” and “Families Have No Borders” in 
pro-immigrant campaigns. Importantly, children are front and center in these 
appeals, both in images of cute but sad and scared youngsters marching with 
oversized T-shirts proclaiming “Don’t Deport My Mom” and also at the helm of 
direct actions, as undocumented youth were the main catalysts of immigration-
related organizing throughout the Obama era.
 Undocumented youth, many who wear or once wore the title “DREAMer”—a 
reference to the continually ill-fated DREAM Act, which would provide a path-
way to citizenship for a select group of undocumented youth—have grown and 
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transformed in their rhetorical appeals.26 But, especially early on, they pleaded 
for access to citizenship on the basis of their innocence (it was their parents who 
broke the law, not them) and on the basis of their desire to assimilate and con-
tribute to the national future. Such appeals sought to expand the conditions of 
possibility for some, but they did so at the expense of others who would already 
be considered unworthy immigrants.27 In liberal discourse around the 2014 sum-
mer “crisis,” a similar bind between the protectable child and their punishable 
family, as well as an unwanted national future, is at work.
 In the next sections, we analyze the rhetoric of statements produced by the 
liberal or mainstream immigrant rights movement, primarily United We Dream, 
alongside statements from the Obama administration during the summer of 2014. 
We then turn to the Obama administration’s rhetoric surrounding its November 
2014 executive orders on immigration in conjunction with reactions from radical 
queer migration activists. We selected these texts in order to define the contours 
of the debate liberals were having, the way that debate played out in policy, and 
how queer migration activists responded to those rhetorical and political con-
ditions. The interplay between liberal discourses and federal institutions was of 
special interest to us here, given the way that rhetorics meant to support the youth 
in question were adopted into policies that expanded the same border apparatus 
those youth and their families had to confront.
 A queer migration approach informs our analysis in the following sections in 
two ways: First, we draw on insights from queer and queer migration scholars 
to help unpack the logics in the rhetoric of liberal advocates and politicians (for 
example, groups like United We Dream and the Obama Administration). Second, 
we uplift queer migration activists who offered crucial insight into the work the 
Obama administration did with the executive order, and we add texture to that 
theoretical work by making connections to broader liberal frames about family, 
children, belonging, and normativity.

Protecting the Child Migrant

The youth arriving at the border from Central America would not be eligible 
for the DREAM Act, but the existing rhetorical landscape regarding family and 
youth in immigration provided sources of invention for media, politicians, and 
advocates making sense of what was happening and how various actors should 
respond. Here, the figure of the child, around which the crisis was organized, 
links up in political and public discourse with rhetorics about family and family 
values; the child is valuable, while the rest of the family is disposable or even at 
fault for the so-called crisis.
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 Using images of young unaccompanied children in deplorable situations, im-
migration and humanitarian organizations drew on rhetorics of innocence and 
vulnerability through their centralizing of the figure of the child to demand pro-
tective action. Materially, they insisted upon immediate care of these children, 
a stop to deportation and detentions, and Obama’s refusal to cave to right-wing 
pressures. Numerous organizations signed on to statements and open letters to 
Obama demanding such actions. In early July, 190 immigration, civil and human 
rights, faith, labor, antiviolence, and community organizations signed a letter to 
Obama expressing their concern that he was placing “far greater emphasis on 
deterrence of migration than on the importance of protection of children seeking 
safety.”28 Even the left-of-center National Network for Immigrant and Refugee 
Rights (NNIRR), which is comprised of over 250 organizations, and individuals 
implored that, “This is a critical opportunity for the Obama Administration to 
take clear legal steps and fulfill this country’s obligation to provide humanitar-
ian support and protection for these young victims, whose desperate situation is 
largely a consequence of economic failure in their home countries. These children 
need essential services and access to justice; they should have due process, liberty 
and family unity.”29 Both of these statements frame the top priority as protecting 
children. Although NNIRR mentions U.S. culpability in creating the situation 
in Central America, both politically and economically, it takes the protection 
rhetoric one step further, insisting that one of the needs these young people have 
is family unity, which coheres with existing rhetorical appeals to stop separating 
families. A queer critique shows that, because of the close connection between 
rhetorics of the child and the family, it is easy to deploy the child in a way that 
colludes with discourses that insist only certain people are worthy of inclusion.
 United We Dream (UWD), the largest immigrant-youth-led organization in 
the United States issued several statements on the various political responses to 
the child migrant crisis and offered its own perspective. Unlike most other state-
ments and organizations, UWD regularly tied the issue of the youth explicitly 
to other, ongoing immigration issues including Deferred Action for Childhood 
Arrivals (DACA), separation of families, and comprehensive immigration re-
form. This rhetoric connects the issue of unaccompanied minors with ongoing 
struggles for immigration reform, and UWD relies heavily on the same kinds of 
family appeals familiar to the rest of the movement, despite its early beginnings 
as a queer-led organization. A June 24th press release cites Cristina Jimenez, the 
managing director for UWD, who criticized Republican lawmakers:

Unfortunately, after spending this Congress blocking immigration reform and vot-
ing to defund DACA and subject Dreamers to deportation, Republicans are now 
using the unaccompanied minors crisis to once again demonstrate their opposition 
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to immigrant youth and families in America. That Republicans’ answer to children 
fleeing violence is to seek to blame DACA sends a loud and clear message—they 
support and promote inhumane immigration policies that separate families and 
do not believe Dreamers, like me, living and settled in the United States should be 
protected from deportation, have the right to be with my family, or able to work 
and fully contribute to society.30

By basing her appeal on the need to keep families together in order to protect in-
nocent youth, Jimenez here draws from the same rhetorical tension that includes 
those migrants who exist within a normative family structure at the expense of 
others who do not.
 In a July 16th press release, legislative affairs associate Julieta Garibay responded 
to a Republican-sponsored proposal. Garibay lamented,

We remain committed to reminding America of its moral obligation to truly protect 
defenseless refugee children, something that is lost between the border and Wash-
ington. We will continue fighting so these families are not stripped of their rights 
by hate-mongering politicians who see them as “invaders” and not as refugees.31

This statement also plays into the rhetoric of protecting vulnerable children and 
families, but it is unique in its description of them as refugees. Describing them 
as refugees as opposed to migrants plays on an additional set of discourses that 
hierarchize people who migrate. Humanitarian groups often deploy the child 
refugee figure to win compassion, but usually that figure is imagined in a faraway 
place, which is part of the ethical appeal. Moreover, that child is not imagined 
to have crossed a border without authorization. Although Garibay’s argument is 
steeped in the understanding that refugees are somehow more deserving than 
migrants, the refugee is often an equally unsympathetic figure, and the distinc-
tion between the migrant and the refugee is blurry at best. In direct contrast to 
Edelman’s understanding of the child as the subject upon which the future of the 
nation is predicated, the refugee, in U.S. and Western discourses, is a mistrusted 
and threatening subject. As Liisa Malkki explains, states imagine refugees as “an 
aberration of categories, a zone of pollution,” a disruption of the “national order 
of things” that flood over borders.32

 Whether using the language of refugees or migrants, UWD responded to 
Obama’s actions in ways that continued to emphasize family and children. On 
June 30th, UWD put out two press releases, one denouncing the president’s 
intended actions on the Central American migrants and another cautiously 
supporting his declaration that he would use his executive powers to offer more 
relief to immigrant families. In the first, Jimenez is quoted as saying, “We are 
outraged at President Obama’s plan to ‘fast track’ deportations of unaccom-
panied minors. This humanitarian crisis requires a humanitarian response. 
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Instead, this Administration has placed children and mothers in cold deten-
tion centers and is working fast to disregard the conditions from which they 
fled and to potentially deport them to dangerous situations.”33 UWD’s Lorella 
Praeli is more affirmative in the second press release. Describing Obama’s an-
nouncement that he still seeks comprehensive immigration reform and will use 
executive orders to achieve some action steps that can’t otherwise be achieved 
as a “welcome step forward,” she cautions, “we are past the point of celebrat-
ing mere words. We need to see actual substantive steps forward that protect 
immigrant families.”34

 Rhetorically and materially, President Obama paid more punitive than pro-
tective attention to the crisis, but, like these groups, he also framed it as a hu-
manitarian problem. In his June 30, 2014, public remarks on “border security 
and immigration reform,” Obama chastised Republicans for refusing to support 
immigration reform and claimed that part of the reason the situation was so 
difficult on the border in that moment was because of the broken system.35 That 
same day, he sent a letter to the House and Senate leadership of both parties 
asking for support in addressing the “urgent humanitarian situation,”36 which 
included authorization for the Department of Homeland Security to have more 
discretion in removing unaccompanied minors and to increase the penalties on 
smugglers. He also requested emergency appropriations legislation to apprehend 
and process migrants more quickly and effectively, points we expand on later.
 Whereas most Republicans showed little protective concern, Obama, like lib-
eral advocates, expressed concern about families and especially children. Though 
his concerns about families differed from advocates, he often used similar lan-
guage of protection and care. In these statements and in interviews with media 
outlets, Obama recognized political unrest, violence, and insecurity in Central 
American countries. He emphasized the moral and legal obligation to care for 
apprehended children. He also stressed the role of parents. In his June 30th re-
marks, he insisted, “The journey is unbelievably dangerous for these kids. The 
children who are fortunate enough to survive it will be taken care of while they 
go through the legal process, but in most cases that process will lead to them 
being sent back home. I’ve sent a clear message to parents in these countries not 
to put their kids through this.”
 Despite his recognition of political, social, and economic problems in the 
Northern Triangle, and despite U.S. government intervention’s role in creating 
those problems, Obama reduced the decision for young people to come to the bad 
choices of their parents. His admonishments of parents flooded news, making for 
headlines on several major outlets. “Our message absolutely is don’t send your 
children unaccompanied, on trains or through a bunch of smugglers,” Obama 
told ABC News. “We don’t even know how many of these kids don’t make it and 
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may have been waylaid into sex trafficking or killed because they fell off a train. 
Do not send your children to the borders. . . . If they do make it, they’ll get sent 
back. More importantly, they may not make it.”37 The mainstream media and 
many organizations repeated this quotation, unquestioning of the administra-
tion’s motives and accepting it as an appropriate frame and rationale.
 A queer migration perspective compels us to consider how the rhetoric of 
concern for the child on the part of liberal advocates and politicians like Obama 
naturalizes, obscures, and ultimately justifies a white heteropatriarchal vision of 
the nation. Such critiques indicate how the tension between imaginings of the 
migrant child as simultaneous future of—and threat to—the nation is resolved 
through the shoring up of border enforcement, which does significant harm to 
those children.
 Framing this situation as a humanitarian crisis involving innocent children not 
only reinforces the savior status of the U.S. nation, but it also plays on existing 
stereotypes about the poor parenting and family values of racialized migrants. 
Although equally as many children were apprehended with their families during 
this time, the disproportionate focus on “unaccompanied” children reinforces 
the United States as a benevolent protector of those children. This emphasis was 
present in Obama’s language, and it was repeatedly visible in the media imagery 
accompanying reporting on the matter; most of the images of the crisis, for ex-
ample, featured children without parents or adults, unless those adults were U.S. 
immigration officials. Framing this situation foremost as a humanitarian crisis 
requiring the protection of children also helps to justify the policies of the Obama 
administration, even though such punitive policies harm those same children.

Deporting Felons, Not Families

At the same time as the crisis covered the news and Obama gave speeches around 
the country, he crafted shifts in immigration policy to increase penalties for 
smugglers,38 as well as to get appropriations for initiatives, including: a border 
security surge, an aggressive deterrence strategy, and the resources to “to ap-
propriately detain, process, and care for children and adults.”39 Put simply, the 
political theater of this humanitarian crisis, which embraces the figure of the 
child, would be used toward punitive ends: more resources for homeland secu-
rity, including border militarization, detention, and deportation systems. Despite 
this conservative agenda, Congress refused to assist. Obama did not have to wait 
for Congress. Via executive action, the Obama administration announced the 
discontinuance of the controversial Secure Communities or S-Comm program 
on November 20, 2014.40
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 US Citizenship and Immigration Services summarized the purpose and con-
tent of Obama’s executive actions in the following way: “On November 20, 2014, 
the President announced a series of executive actions to crack down on illegal 
immigration at the border, prioritize deporting felons not families, and require 
certain undocumented immigrants to pass a criminal background check and pay 
taxes in order to temporarily stay in the US without fear of deportation.”41 News 
reports and immigrant rights organizations’ press releases primarily centered their 
attention on this last action, the proposed extension of DACA to the undocu-
mented parents of U.S. citizens or legal permanent residents. Few emphasized the 
enforcement actions, specifically what DHS Secretary Jeh Johnson introduced 
as “PEP,” the Priority Enforcement Program. Unlike S-Comm, under PEP, im-
migration officials would target only high “priority” groups such as “those who 
threaten national security, public safety or border security,” those convicted of 
three nontraffic misdemeanors, and those “with other immigration violations.”42 
Arguably, these priority groups could expand to include nearly every deportable 
person, especially under the ambiguous purview of the third category.
 In the face of years of advocate and activist outrage because Obama’s deporta-
tion practices divided hundreds of thousands of families by deporting nearly 3 
million people since 2009, the administration’s framing device, deporting “felons, 
not families” clearly responded directly to established immigrant rights rhetoric. 
The catchphrase’s responsive rhetoric is further obvious because the immigrant 
rights’ movement’s pro-family rhetoric has often been paired with contentions 
that immigrants are not criminals. “Felons, not families” thus mirrors the de-
mands of the mainstream immigrant rights movement. In their framing, both 
Obama and the mainstream immigration movement ignore families with felons, 
a significant problem since Black and brown immigrants in particular, like their 
citizen counterparts, are much more likely to have police encounters resulting 
in arrest and prosecution than white people. In suggesting that he heard the will 
of the people and changed course to deport “felons not families,” in light of the 
crisis of children on the border, Obama was able to continue to use family rheto-
ric not as a distraction from the material realities of his policies for families and 
nonfamilies alike, but to justify those policies and to naturalize a particular kind 
of law-abiding family that the nation values.43

 Numerous advocates celebrated Obama’s November 2014 deferred action ex-
tension,44 but some queer migration activists lamented the extension’s exclusions, 
focusing on who PEP targeted as deportable priorities. Such activists noted that 
the following groups were excluded from the deferred action order: parents of 
undocumented youth who benefited from the 2012 DACA; seasonal workers 
without connections to U.S. citizen children; LGBT immigrants, especially youth 



220 . k arma r. chávez and hana masri

and trans people, who are more likely to have been homeless and therefore to 
have committed low-level criminal offenses; domestic violence survivors who 
can’t get visas under the Violence Against Women Act; and Black immigrants who 
are more likely to be racially profiled by police and therefore either have a felony 
record or have family members who do.45 The Obama administration either did 
not acknowledge the family relationships of these groups as real or includable, or 
the administration failed to acknowledge how even “real” families might harm 
each other, creating conditions that put someone in a deportable position (for 
example, a young person flees domestic violence and commits theft in order to 
survive).
 Partners in the Not One More Deportation Campaign, a campaign centrally 
organized by queer and trans migration activists that claimed a big role in pushing 
Obama to issue executive orders, also challenged Obama’s “felons, not families” 
framing, elaborating on some of the points mentioned above. Yesenia Valdez, a 
national organizer for Familia: Trans and Queer Liberation Movement noted:

As a community, we know that we do not fit the normal definition of families that 
continue to dominate public discourse. Many LGBTQ undocumented immigrants 
do not have families that are US citizens or permanent residents that could allow 
them to qualify for the program. Additionally, we know that our community, espe-
cially trans women of color, is unfairly targeted by law enforcement through racial 
discrimination or for engaging in survival sex work. These daily realities mean that 
many members of our LGBTQ community will be left out of the president’s plan.46

Opal Tometi, the executive director for the Black Alliance for Just Immigra-
tion and cofounder of Black Lives Matter, a group that centers queer and trans 
perspectives, emphasized the point that law enforcement measures are always 
more impactful on Black people, and then added, “we won’t stand for a system 
that criminalizes us, and then pits family against people who may have a crimi-
nal record.”47 Tometi’s comments also draw attention to the narrow definition 
of family prescribed in Obama’s executive actions as well as the damage done 
to numerous families by false divisions between alleged “families” and “felons.” 
Thus, the logics underlying Obama’s response to the child migrant crisis—logics 
introduced by liberal immigration organizations—not only traffic in understand-
ings that strengthen the very conditions that create child migrants in the first 
place, they also function to expand the categories of undesirable immigrants and 
to marginalize various communities of color.

Conclusion

Employing a queer migration critique to analyze the contrast between Obama’s 
supposedly liberal and pro-family rhetoric during the “child migrant crisis” of 
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2014 and his seemingly antifamily actions later that year teaches us that queers, 
immigration activists, and social justice advocates must be wary of arguments 
that seem to be in line with their values, but that actually work against their 
interests. A queer migration critique helps us to understand how activists and 
advocates must find better ways to build coalitions that do not inadvertently is-
sue exclusionary and normalizing mandates.
 The concerns that a queer migration critique points to are not merely about 
gender, sexuality, family, and reproduction. This critique contributes to queer 
migration studies by drawing our attention to other exclusionary and normalizing 
mandates, like rhetorics that advocate for the inclusion of refugees at the expense 
of migrants without considering the complexity of that distinction and the overlap 
between the two categories. Such rhetorics reinforce divisive discourses that play 
into draconian policies like Obama’s and, at the time we write, Trump’s; some 
are potentially worthy of inclusion, such as children fleeing political and inter-
personal violence, while others, such as children fleeing economic violence, are 
definitively not. As long as advocates engage in these kinds of rhetorics, especially 
on the backs of children, and let such rhetoric animate politics, advocates and 
activists will continue not only to exclude, but abjectly treat those they may intend 
to support. Furthermore, liberal appeals to protect migrant children, within the 
context of a broader set of appeals to keep families together, are risky given the 
“unresolved ambivalence” between protective and punitive attention that child 
migrants conjure48 and an existing rhetorical landscape that demonizes racial-
ized families. Queer interventions in the operation of discourses like reproduc-
tive futurism upon which such pro-family, pro-child appeals rest, are essential to 
understand the stakes of our politics and to create new horizons that rearrange 
the conditions of possibility outside of liberal compassion and heteronormative 
futures.
 Obama was not solely to blame, of course, for the record number of removals 
that occurred during his eight years. He inherited an immense immigration ma-
chinery from previous administrations. Apprehensions of unauthorized border 
crossers were significantly lower during Obama’s years than they were under 
Clinton or Bush, and Obama focused largely on those with criminal convic-
tions and recent arrivals.49 A queer migration critique of this record reveals that 
Obama’s facile separation between “felons and families,” relies upon a narrow 
definition of family that is inherently racialized and doesn’t acknowledge the fact 
that families of color and immigrant families are more likely to be criminalized 
than white citizen families. This critique also shows that an unreflexive reliance 
on family rhetorics by the liberal immigration rights movement is insufficient, 
and even dangerous, to the task of resolving the migrant child’s paradoxical rhe-
torical status as both a child in need of protection and a migrant against whom 
the nation-state must protect itself. Such rhetorics, therefore, are easily channeled 
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into logics, like Obama’s and Trump’s that require a further expansion of the same 
immigration systems that harm migrant children in the first place.
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Imperialism, Settler Colonialism,  

and Indigeneity
A Queer Migration Roundtable

leece lee-oliver, monisha das gupta,  
katherine fobear, and edward ou jin lee

Queer migration analyses and activisms require critically engaging settler colo-
nialisms and Native American and First Nations’ sovereignty. We invited four 
scholar-activists whose work addresses the intersections among queerness, migra-
tion, indigeneity, colonialism, settler colonialism, sovereignty, decolonization, and 
justice struggles to share their knowledge and insights. The scholars—Monisha 
Das Gupta, Katherine Fobear, Edward Ou Jin Lee, and Leece Lee-Oliver—par-
ticipated in a rich, online discussion that is reproduced here in edited form.

How do U.S. and/or Canadian state border militarization, interior enforce-
ment, illegalization, detention, and deportation impact Indigenous people? 
How do these practices draw on and reinforce logics of settler colonialism? 
What does a queer critique/intervention into these logics/practices do or look 
like?

MONISHA DAS GUPTA: I want to approach the question about reinforcing 
the logics of settler colonialism from the angle of discourses and political 
demands that proliferate in the contemporary immigrant rights movement, 
with which I am deeply involved. Legalization and a pathway to citizenship 
are the clarion calls of the movement. That this is what migrants want is 
rarely questioned outside of radicalized migrant-led spaces. So far, all leg-
islative proposals backed by the mainstream immigrant rights movement 
have attached legalization to intensified interior enforcement and border 
militarization, which, in fact, put migrant communities, in particular queer 



IMPERIALISM, SETTLER COLONIALISM, AND INDIGENEITY  · 227

migrants seeking asylum and those subject to criminal legal control, at 
greater risk. Border militarization compromises the self-determination and 
territorial integrity of borderland Native American tribal governments.

  Consider the pro-immigration characterization of the United States as a 
“nation of immigrants” or solidarity signs declaring, “We are all migrants,” 
or the portrayal of young undocumented deportable youth as culturally 
American, estranged from their homelands. Each of these rhetorical moves 
and political strategies entrench settler colonialism, which operates to erase 
ongoing Indigenous claims to land and culture, and exercises of self-gover-
nance. Each disavows the active presence of Indigenous people as polities, to 
use Lenape scholar Joanne Barker’s words, and the operation of Indigenous 
self-determination in the domestic space over which the United States as-
serts its power and sovereignty.1 Each reinscribes genocidal American ex-
ceptionalism that rests on the “New World” immigration story. In the book 
I am writing, I call these accounts on which much of immigration activism 
rests “settling stories.”

  Since 2007, dissident activists—many of them feminist, queer, refugee, 
and prison abolitionist—have tenaciously pointed out that the string of 
proposed legislation for comprehensive immigration reform has traded off 
the intensified militarization of the U.S.-Mexico border, the expansion of 
for-profit detention centers, and the deepening of interior enforcement for 
a very limited plan for legalization. My current research and writing focuses 
on this dissident segment of the movement in Los Angeles and New York. 
They turn our attention to these “tough on immigration” technologies of 
violence that have been conjoined with any talk about a plan for legalization. 
By exposing the transnational impacts of the United States’ military, trade, 
and antidemocratic foreign policies as well as of outright war, all of which 
spark the migration from Latin America, Asia, and many parts of Africa, 
the activists reject the story of benevolence that the United States likes to tell 
about itself. However, their expression of solidarity with Indigenous strug-
gles is based on their identification with them as racialized groups subjected 
to U.S. imperialism. This is different from the political culture in Hawaiʻi 
(and, it seems, from the Canadian context, which Edward describes), where 
Indigenous struggles over land, culture, and language cannot be skirted by 
social justice movements. Despite the absence in anti-deportation organiz-
ing in Los Angeles and New York of a clear and direct engagement with 
Indigenous politics, I find potential in this type of organizing to intersect 
the resistance to U.S. imperialism with a resistance to settler colonialism.

  How does a queer critique bear on this dissidence? In my new work, I 
argue that settler colonialism mediates immigration regulation.2 Settler 
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colonialism and its convergence with immigration enforcement at the bor-
ders and in U.S. domestic space, in my view, are projects that differentially 
manage normative and nonnormative genders and sexualities. I have been 
provoked to think across Critical Indigenous Studies and critical migration 
studies. The modification, critical, in both bodies of theory comes with a 
recognition that questions of gender and sexuality are intrinsic, not inci-
dental, to analyses of imperialism, colonialism, capitalism, nationalism, 
and modernity, all of which inform our understanding of Indigenous and 
migration politics.

  I am interested in mapping the points of contact between this type of 
analysis and the centrality of sexuality and gender in practices and imagin-
ings of Indigenous sovereignties. Indigenous queer and feminist frameworks 
foreground the intimacy between land and Indigenous people. Land and 
land rights are inseparable from culture and kinship. This is why Indig-
enous feminist and queer scholars in sovereignty movements argue that 
any decolonial project will need to undo the violent heteronorms written 
into colonial-racial policies that congeal around the reproductive politics 
of blood quantum.3

  The points of contact among frameworks of settler colonialism, criti-
cal migration studies and Indigenous studies, generate an attention to the 
constitutive work of sexuality in colonial structures as well as decolonial 
and other struggles of liberation. When we pay attention to these points of 
contact, questions about Indigenous land and politics come to the fore. They 
fundamentally challenge us to rethink racial justice and migrant-refugee 
justice. Such struggles for justice must reject the settler colonial reward of 
(second-class) citizenship. They need to contend with the importance of land 
and land rights for Indigenous people. Migrant politics hinges on the right 
to unrestricted mobility. Consequently, we need to interrogate the tendency 
to recognize Indigenous people only when they, too, become migrants. This 
type of false identification opens itself up to settler colonial enticements.

KAT FOBEAR: In Undoing Border Imperialism, Harsha Walia writes about how 
white settler colonialism both controls Indigenous sovereignty and regulates 
migration and citizenship. She argues that white settler colonialism works to 
dispossess and make First Nations and nonwhite and nonaffluent migrants 
a threatening Other.4 First Nations are a threat to white settler hegemony as 
they challenge the justification of the Canadian State’s forced inhabitation of 
their unceded territories. Nonwhite, queer, low-income, documented, and 
undocumented immigrants challenge the very core of Canadian citizen-
ship that is grounded in racial, economic, gendered, and sexual hierarchies. 
This is where I see a queer intervention taking root. Queer critique can 
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challenge the underlying racial, heterosexist, and classist norms, policies, 
and historical practices that have worked to strip the sovereignty of First 
Nations and Native Americans and, at the same time, highly regulate and 
control migrants’ bodies in order to make them disposable and deportable.

  Connecting queer critique with postcolonial interventions can also create 
space to discuss how decolonization is not a singular process with a tidy 
conclusion. Decolonization is a word that is thrown about more than ever 
by scholars. It has become the new intersectionality. But, what it actually 
entails or how it is put into practice is often shallowly addressed or doesn’t 
dismantle the very institutions it aims to critique.

  Decolonization is messy. It’s conflicting. It’s very queer in that decoloniza-
tion involves challenging our understanding of society and the institutions 
that are put into place to maintain power hierarchies. When we talk about 
decolonization, we need to ask what it means for different groups of people. 
Decolonization may not mean dismantling national and institutional bor-
ders in the same way to all.

  For some, the maintaining of borders and the right to control land is core 
to decolonization. Sovereignty, the right to nationhood, and protecting and 
ensuring First Nations and Native American peoples’ connection to land 
and culture are pressing issues for many Indigenous persons of Canada and 
the United States. Both Canada and the United States legally and socially 
make First Nations and Native Americans wards of the state, which in turn 
works to highly regulate Indigenous bodies as well as erase their rights for 
protection and control of their own lands.

  At the same time, we know very well that borders kill. The high rates of 
deaths of migrants crossing the U.S./Mexico and U.S./Canadian borders 
shows us how highly enforced national borders work to justify economic 
exploitation, murder, rape, and trafficking of migrants. These borders also 
cut directly through the traditional territories of Indigenous peoples of 
North, Central, and South America and place a heavy burden on their com-
munities. Dismantling punitive and militarized border control, white settler 
citizenship, and the economic apartheid of North America to South America 
is a crucial step to decolonization.

  The challenge for us is to not separate different paths of decolonization 
as separate issues. Queer postcolonial critique allows us to have both (as 
well as many other) approaches to decolonization. We do not have to sac-
rifice one for the other. Far too long, First Nations and Native Americans’ 
voices have been forced out of the national conversation around immigra-
tion and border control. It feels like a loss for scholars and activists around 
immigrant and refugee rights not to listen to and learn from First Nations 
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and Native American scholars, activists, and community leaders who have 
had a relationship of over five hundred years with settler colonialism and 
border imperialism. What could come out of a coalition between refugees, 
undocumented migrants, immigrants, and First Nations/Native Americans? 
What new dialogues could be birthed? What would queer migration studies 
look like from a Critically Queer Indigenous perspective? That is how I see 
queer possibilities coming forward in dismantling white settler colonialism 
and connecting different paths of decolonization.

EDWARD OU JIN LEE: In order to understand how Canadian state border 
militarization, illegalization, detention, and deportation practices impact 
Indigenous peoples, it is crucial to reassemble erased histories of colonial 
violence. For this reason, I use the term Canadian immigration/colonization 
regime5 to illuminate a complex set of historical and ongoing relations that 
organize laws that govern nationality in concert with immigration policy 
and the Indian Act. The aims of immigration and colonization in Canada 
have been and continue to be indivisible, as illustrated by the naming, from 
1917 to 1936, of the Department of Immigration and Colonization.6

  A central feature of this regime is the colonial production of the border. 
The Canada-U.S. border has an extended colonial history, which includes, 
as Audra Simpson suggests, the creation of the Jay Treaty of 1794, in which 
the Mohawk, Oneida, Onondaga, Cayuga, Seneca, and Tuscarora Nations 
had “the right to traverse the boundaries of the U.S.-British divide freely 
and without levy.”7 The treaty, however, implicitly suggests that Canada and 
the United States have the power to control who can cross the border.8 Yet 
there remain Indigenous communities whose land crosses the Canada and 
U.S. borders, such as the Mohawk peoples on Akwesasne territories. This 
colonial border has also been a contested site of immigration/colonization 
control of Black and Asian people. The most commonly known migration 
of Black people from the United States to Canada was via the Underground 
Railroad, organized by Black abolitionist Harriet Tubman.9 However, there 
is a more obscured history of slavery in Canada whereby Black slaves be-
came fugitives by fleeing and attempting to cross the border.10 To stem the 
tide of Chinese migrants entering the United States, the Canada Agreement 
(in 1906) was initiated, giving U.S. authorities the power to inspect Chinese 
migrants through a set of protocols and the imposition of admission certifi-
cates.11 Canadian border inspectors employed health screening techniques to 
block Asians from colonized India who were determined to be susceptible 
to chronic disease or disability.12

  Moreover, same-gender sexuality and gender transgressions were crimi-
nalized and used as a state tool to target Asian migrant men for detention 
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and deportation.13 In contrast, cross-gender practices of white settlers in 
the 19th and 20th centuries often reproduced heterocisnormative forms of 
white settler masculinity that further consolidated “anti-immigrant poli-
tics, specifically the racializing, feminizing discourses that targeted Chinese 
residents for exclusion from the nation.”14 The cross-gender practices of 
white settlers served to reinforce and strengthen white settlement while 
simultaneously justifying the continued exclusion of Chinese migrants.15 
Although Sears focused on the U.S. context, the geographic proximity and 
Canada-U.S. border crossings of Chinese migrants during this time period 
suggest that these racialized and heterocisnormative discourses most likely 
operated in Canada as well.

  The recovery of these erased histories of colonial violence contests the 
mythology of innocent European settlement and reconstitutes how immigra-
tion and colonization are intertwined.16 The colonial border remains a site 
of surveillance of racialized bodies, as the threat of Indigenous sovereignty 
folds “into the seemingly newer threat to settler sovereignty and security—
the illegal alien, the always possible terrorist—rendering perhaps all bodies 
with color as border transgressors with the presumed intent to harm.”17

  A queer and trans of color and diasporic critique suggests that practices 
of militarization, interior enforcement, illegalization, detention, and de-
portation informed by colonial and imperial logics cannot be untied from 
patriarchal cisnormative and heteronormative processes. In order to chal-
lenge the colonial border regime, one must also challenge heterocisnorma-
tivity and patriarchy. Any anti-normative queer and trans politics that do 
not interrogate questions of colonization and racialization risk reinforcing 
a supposedly anti-normative politics imbued by white settler colonial log-
ics. Anti-deportation and anti-border campaigns and actions driven by 
Indigenous and migrant justice are a queer and trans issue. There are always 
queer and trans people (whether they are “out” or not) who are part of these 
campaigns. Processes of racialization often either hyper-visibilize or invisi-
bilize the sexualities and genders of Black, Indigenous, and other bodies of 
color to further justify their surveillance, detention, and deportation.

LEECE LEE-OLIVER: This question brings to mind something that my mother 
taught us. Whenever family discussions about mainstream religious piety 
or politics seemed to suggest to her that we thought of the social phenom-
enon as fixed or absolute in their truth, she would compel us to see, instead, 
that “everything is 180 degrees different than what ‘they’ want you to think.” 
The “they” were known; “they” are the architects and contemporary arbiters 
of settler colonialism who invested in and erected a system of differential 
justice that would self-perpetuate in part because people believed in a set 
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of absolute truths and their natural consequences. Michel Rolph Trouil-
lot’s book Silencing the Past theorizes the same argument, that part of the 
technology of settler colonial oppression relies on the systematic “renewal 
of power” via a master narrative.18 This line of thinking compels me to see 
our current notion of citizenship and peoplehood, borders and rights, and 
even the concept of deportation as we know it today in the United States 
as crafted in relationship to and as part-and-parcel of the business of set-
tler colonialism. I also respond to this question from the perspective of 
Indigenous relationship-to-place. It is a concept theorized by Vine Deloria 
and Daniel Wildcat, to make visible the frameworks of settler colonialism 
and what exactly is disrupted in Indigenous epistemologies and practices 
in the era marked by neoliberal coloniality.19 Settler colonialism and Indig-
enous co-racialization, I argue, are at the root of imperial militarization, 
domestic policing, violence against those viewed as marginalized—aka 
dependent—and gender nonconforming peoples. In the United States, Na-
tive America is ground zero. The technologies of oppression were tested, 
practiced, sophisticated, and refined into a network of interlocking laws 
and institutions—ideologies, with assigned arbiters and practitioners, 
from vigilantes to homemakers, who operate and mutually produce the 
nation-state by performing nativist belonging in a variety of ways. Echoing 
your points Monisha, this speaks to Joanne Barker’s contention that set-
tler ideology “reinscribes genocidal American exceptionalism.” It further 
illustrates an underlying white supremacist framework that is at the core 
of western exceptionalism.

  Commonly trending in Native American analyses, historically and to-
day, is a persistent critique of the ways in which social organization under 
settler colonialism is based on an intentional conflation of legal structures 
and epistemological frameworks that perpetuate the bifurcation of the civi-
lized/primitive and the segregation of these ostensibly natural enemies. For 
settler colonialism to take root, it requires the deracination of Indigenous 
peoples first, which enables settlers to descend into the spaces created out of 
the genocidal and metaphysical violence that eradicated whole Indigenous 
populations. The logics that were employed by colonial architects drew on 
certain studied arguments, grounded in ostensibly empirical research, and 
then committed to written law, a social contract, that differential human 
social groups exist and are naturally unequal in character, morality, capacity, 
and sensibility. This point is basic—a sort of Introduction to Critical Race 
Studies 101—“Indians” represent the quasi-human/savage realm in the Doc-
trine of Discovery. Useful parallels of negative-positive racialization present 
themselves with respect to Immanuel Wallerstein’s World Systems theory, to 
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illustrate how racial stratification, for example, casts “Indians” and Others as 
subordinates who are natural subjects of white, heteropatriarchal overseers 
and their a priori authority over humankind.20 The racialization project that 
most significantly shaped genocidal American exceptionalism, to draw from 
your point again, Monisha, arises and is fomented in European expansion 
laws, dime novels, and fantasy fiction together. From the 1550s Valladolid 
Debate in Spain,21 to Thomas Jefferson’s Notes on the State of Virginia,22 to 
“captivity narratives” and the Moynihan Report of the 1960s, cast Native 
American peoples as incomprehensible, incorrigible, and biologically de-
termined to imbibe the cultural knowledge that will always maintain their 
“Indianness.” Member of the Confederated Salish and Kootenai Tribes and 
Native American scholar Luana Ross critiques the material effects of laws 
that fomented what Lumbee legal scholar Robert Williams calls “Indiano-
phobia”23 in her 2004 book Inventing the Savage.24 Ross details legal dis-
courses that predated the criminalizing of Native American ceremony in 
the Northern Plains during the expansion of the transcontinental railroad 
system. One example with grave consequences is when federal lawmakers 
and territorial settler governments argued that Native American ceremonies 
“ignite the savage”—a throwback to biological determinism.25

  The most insidious ingredient in this logic is the complex integration of 
racist heterosexism26 that engenders beliefs in the immutable nature of being 
“Indian” or “Other,” Indigenous or nonwhite genealogically. The connec-
tive tissue between genocidal American exceptionalism is problematically 
tied to both the sense of white patriarchal heteronormative supremacy and 
national duty.

  Sexuality and gender are often problematically presented as mutually con-
stituted, historically and today. Colonialism and coloniality grow great steam 
from such a misconception. I see the roots of the technologies of oppression in 
Native American contexts. I hope the following examples contextualize why 
an historical analysis of Native American women’s racialization illustrates why 
the point of entry belongs in an analysis of queer–Indigenous intersections. 
My aim is to contribute a scaffolding, and an intervention, of the way that de-
spite being converted, recapitulated, utilized, iterated, and waged war against 
“Indian” women and girls speak truths and strategies into conversations about 
the treatment of women of color, immigrant and citizen, queer, and trans 
when confronted by U.S. colonialism/coloniality. It is a system perpetrated 
on Native Americans, women and girls broadly defined, and communities in 
general. The ways that colonialisms operated involved intersecting Cartesian-
like schema/machinery. Colonialism delivered an organized, categorized, and 
comparative ordering of everyone and everything. The disempowerment of 
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the subaltern required a wall of impenetrable change in order to subject whole 
peoples across the Americas, and globally, to the colonial overseers and utiliza-
tion or destruction. The point of arrival of this systematic hierarchy can best 
be seen in the commodification of everyone and everything as a “resource.” 
It is the truth about the colonization of Indigenous peoples in the Americas, 
and what was then impacts us all now. The inheritance of colonial ideologies 
continues to profoundly shape the rights logic that governs all of the laws and 
institutions we’ve discussed.

  The roles that differential sex and gender constructions and the false 
promise of assimilation via conformity play in colonial ideology are vast. 
Most problematic in the logic is the dependence on inferiorized Others that 
props up the rhetoric of white civility. Most useful to the colonial project, 
and problematic for the peoples, is the serial subjection to the commodi-
fication process. Peoples’ sexes, sexualities, and gender identities could be 
cast as non-normative and studied in comparison to white, patriarchal, 
capitalist, Christian, heteronormativity and the constructs of white wom-
anhood. If one did not fit the mold, then they could be rearticulated into 
tools or vermin. For example, the Powhatan child Matoaka, aka the United 
States’ “Pocahontas,” and less famous Indigenous girls offer examples of 
the power of racial-sexual hierarchies. Native American women and girls, 
who first disappeared into the vanquished status of “Indians,” experienced 
their own entry point into colonial discourses via adult “Indian” mascu-
linity. “Indian” females were at once cast out of their own sovereign status, 
including those who held esteemed positions within their societies. The 
racialization of “Indians” further cast “Indian” girls and women out of the 
scope of white womanhood held by and for cis-white-heteronormative girls 
and women. Moreover, many white women stewarded colonial and Ameri-
canization of Native Americans, as overseers of “Indian” females’ entry into 
domesticity—no matter the age or sociopolitical power in their own com-
munities. In the 1600s, it was commonplace that “Indian squaws” were cast 
as commodities, like land, who were valueless with the exception of what 
could be produced from their bodies. Important to note: Simultaneously, 
their reproductive capacity served as a threat against the growing nation. 
It is an irony of the right-to-life ethic of white Christian heteronormativity, 
that not all fetuses are equal. When Indigenous peoples of the Caribbean 
and Americas became “Indians,” Native American girls and women became 
“squaws.” As is evidenced by the current epidemic rate of violence facing 
Native American women and girls, the racial formation of the “squaw” 
was and is a death blow that has remained a fixture in the lives [of] Native 
American girls and women and part-and-parcel of their oppression, nega-
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tion, and violence ever since. Indigenous women’s and girls’ hypersexuality, 
within this context, is assumed. Native American girls and women’s bod-
ies, like land and water, are viewed as exploitable for the support of white 
masculinity and the maintenance of white heteronormative womanhood. 
Another point of irony, and evidence of the dependence of the colonizer on 
the logic of human difference, is that the exceptional white woman cannot 
be “pure” without a comparative “spoil.” When we are able to think addi-
tionally about transgender identities in Native American communities, we 
see societies where neither sex nor gender exist in binary antibioses. Rather, 
Native American epistemologies typically connote anything close to a gender 
identity as existing in a range of identities and, in many tribes, identification 
features are malleable and not fixed, not pure or impure in their biological 
form. Colonial ideology draws on the erasure of information, disinforma-
tion, and dehumanization of the Other to organize and assign meaning to 
those articulated in the social contract.

  Two pieces of legislative evidence speak to this postcolonial phenomeno-
logical reality. The current epidemic rate of violence against Native American 
girls and women gave rise to the Tribal Law and Order Act (2010). There 
was a need for special legislation because the violence against urban and 
reservation-based Native American women and girls rose to unprecedented 
levels in the United States, and no one who held jurisdiction (federal or state 
agencies) was doing anything about it. Rather, a hands-off “murky jurisdic-
tion” has held strong as a logic of inaction. None of the “Violence against 
Women Acts” before 2013 included Native American girls and women on 
reservations in any substantial way, nor did legislators accept responsibility 
for protecting queer/LGBTQ2 peoples or undocumented girls and women—
the three groups most vulnerable to abject and constant social and state 
sponsored violence in the United States. A seemingly semantic by-product of 
the colonial era, the term Indian squaw and the phenomenology of “Indian-
ness” made and continues to make one particularly vulnerable to complex, 
regular, and systematic state and societal violence exactly because U.S. law 
uses the term Indian in place of tribal communities and citizens. In part, the 
vulnerability appears to be driven by the usefulness of “Indianophobia,”27 
which calls on the state to keep a vigilant eye and foot on the neck of “In-
dians,” hostile, one and all, including those born and who live as women. 
Public Law 280 serves to bring this colonial legacy into the present.28 The 
U.S. military, likewise, maintains the “Indian” as enemy framework, accord-
ing to Ross, Williams, Creek-Cherokee scholar Tom Holm, and cultural 
anthropologist Stephen Silliman.29 These scholars critically analyze the role 
of “Indians” in law and how the “Indian” makes up a cornerstone of the U.S. 
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military lexicon, which illustrates how the “Indian” is inscribed on global 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples that Western imperialism seeks to 
uproot. Each scholar, from different perspectives, illustrates how the “In-
dian,” the “squaw,” and “Indian country” are used to designate enemies of 
the West, war zones, and territories as wrongfully occupied by hostile (aka 
“Indian”) forces. The “Indian” and his [emphasis mine] “squaw” factor in 
as ongoing avatars that are used to support the settler colonial project. The 
ideology of American exceptionalism situates Indigenous, non-Western, 
non–English-speaking, non-Christian peoples as the primitive “Other,” 
territories and reservations as spaces for vanquishing and vanishing the 
threat, the Other. Problematically, for Native Americans, reservations and 
rancherias are still cast in the same light just as “urban Indians” are repre-
sented as the visible remnants of America’s first burden, its “wards of the 
state,” as the United States’ original “domestic dependents.” The language 
of the “dependency” burden is embedded in the legal language used to 
militarize borders, sanction and carry out interior enforcement, make the 
legal illegal, and detain or deport those who can be situated and subjected 
to the abject subjugation of “illegality.”

Imperialism generates much contemporary migration across borders, yet when 
migrants enter the United States or Canada, they are expected to participate 
in these states’ settler colonial logics that dispossess Indigenous communities. 
How can we engage in political and theoretical migrant rights/justice projects 
that hold imperialism and settler colonialism in a shared frame? How does the 
growing presence of Indigenous migrants from Latin America (some of them 
LGBTQ, genderqueer, and gender nonconforming) present new challenges 
and new possibilities?

KAT FOBEAR: A couple years ago at a pinkwashing conference in New York I 
presented a question about what it means to seek asylum in a settler colo-
nial state. What does it mean to seek and be granted protection on stolen 
Indigenous lands? I talked about how the very same practices that have 
regulated Indigenous bodies and sovereignty work to categorize, regulate, 
and determine queer refugees’ eligibility for asylum in Canada. An audi-
ence member was noticeably upset by my presentation. They asked: if my 
arguments were correct and the refugee system is a colonial institution, 
then what’s the point of asylum? It would be better to dismantle asylum 
and not offer it anymore.

  As a volunteer for Rainbow Refugee and a researcher whose work fo-
cuses on sexual and gender minority refugees, I had given my fair share of 
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talks on heteronormativity, homonormativity, and even homonationalism 
in the asylum process. But I’d never received a question challenging the 
very notion of asylum. The person who asked the question did not give 
an alternative to asylum or what could be changed in the process to avoid 
reproducing colonial hierarchies. Instead, it was a direct refusal to engage 
with colonialism and asylum. If that happened, the Canadian government 
would be responsible for the death of millions of people in need of protec-
tion.

  I do not share this example to dismiss this person’s critique of my presen-
tation or to share one of the many conference presentation horror stories we 
have all experienced. But, I had never received a reaction like that before. 
When I had given talks and workshops with scholars, asylum officers, and 
lawyers about heteronormativity and heterosexism, the reaction was usu-
ally about how we need to change the asylum/immigration system in order 
to better protect and aid sexual and gender minority asylum-seekers and 
refugees.

  Why would pointing out how the asylum system mirrors the very same 
practices by the Canadian government to regulate Indigenous bodies elicit 
such a reaction? What is so threatening about colonialism that we avoid it 
all together?

  I have been chewing on that experience for some time. I don’t have a clear 
answer or a solution to the original question I asked. I still think it is very 
relevant. Yet, I also struggle with this question in my practice. As someone 
who works with asylum-seekers and helps get them through the process 
in order for them to be able to stay here and live, I am so overpowered by 
the immediacy of their situations that it can be hard to confront how I am 
complicit in reproducing colonial narratives and supporting white settler 
power structures.

  I know that I am not alone in this dilemma. I also know that confront-
ing settler colonialism is difficult since it shapes every part of our reality 
living in the United States and Canada. I think that many of us recognize 
that living in a settler state does not mean we have the same relationship or 
experience to settler colonialism. Sherene Razack writes that while settler 
colonialism may have allowed certain communities to settle in Canada or 
the United States, their relationships to settler colonialism may be differ-
ent.30 Peoples who were forced to come here either through slavery or other 
forms of forced migration, who may also have Indigenous heritage from 
either here or in their countries of origin, have a very different relationship 
to the white settler colonial politics and practices than others. This is par-
ticularly important for settlers such as queer refugees who experience the 
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privileges of settler colonialism that allowed them to settle in Canada or 
the United States through the state’s continued denial of First Nations and 
Native American sovereignty. However, these settlers also experience vio-
lence because of white settler colonialism on account of their race, gender, 
sexuality, ability, and/or class.

  At the same time, we all have a relationship to the land we inhabit and to 
the original owners of these lands who were forcibly removed from their 
territories and who are very much alive and present. Recognizing this rela-
tionship is the first step to stopping the segmenting or pillarizing of refugees’ 
issues and human rights from First Nations and Native Americans. Seeing 
how the neoliberal practices of U.S./Canadian governments have worked 
to destroy Indigenous communities globally is the next step. Confronting 
what it means to regulate borders and citizenship, whose authority it is 
based upon, and what can be done to dismantle ongoing power structures 
is a dialogue that must be fostered between First Nations and Native Ameri-
cans with undocumented and documented immigrants and refugees. How 
we actually do this and what needs to be done is the challenge for all of us. 
Avoidance cannot be the answer.

MONISHA DAS GUPTA: Kat, you raise an essential question here about how to 
intersect the advocacy for queer refugee appeals to settler states and analyses 
of colonialism’s impact on Indigenous Nations through the medium of re-
organizing gender and sexuality. You, Edward and Leece show how colonial 
regimes of control migrate from laws imposed on Indigenous Nations to 
regulations that govern immigrants. So, the connections are hardly artificial 
and your anecdote, Kat, underlines the importance of injecting analyses of 
colonialism into critical approaches to understanding asylum as a prime 
site for pinkwashing.

  To do so, I feel we need to find a new lexicon. Even as we fight for the 
right for queer refugees to relocate to the United States or Canada, can we 
challenge the language of asylum, which as we well know, is steeped in 
the myths of state benevolence and humanitarianism? We know that both 
nation-states breed a culture of criminalizing and death-dealing violence 
toward those who express gender and sexual insubordination, and thus, 
asylum is elusive at best.

  The affective power of “asylum” bolsters the rogue sovereignty of these 
settler nations, authorizing them to decide who can be admitted and who 
cannot. Some of the southeast Asian refugee rights organizations with which 
I work, and which are dedicated to building youth leadership by using anti-
imperialist and antioppression curricula, reject the gift of asylum by con-
textualizing their resettlement process in the violences that stem from war, 
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forced migration, institutionalized racism, xenophobia, heterosexism, and 
poverty.31 What you are suggesting, Kat, is that we build politics and language 
that can simultaneously call out ongoing U.S. and Canadian colonialisms 
over their domestic space and pinkwashing, which invisibilizes colonial 
violence to project modernity and humanitarianism.

  As the conditions that produce global apartheid deepen, accountability 
on the part of the Global North for the mass displacement from the Global 
South becomes ever more urgent. So, we cannot abandon speaking to the 
state to demand justice for queer and transgender refugees. At the same 
time, we have a responsibility, as you point out so eloquently, to figure out 
the politics which will enable refugees to inhabit a place and space that 
continues to be violently settled.

EDWARD OU JIN LEE: What I hear in Kat’s reflections is the level of urgency 
in the ways that queer and trans migrants with precarious status32 need to 
navigate the Canadian/U.S. refugee regime that can make it difficult to also 
center the ways that the refugee/colonization regime also targets Indigenous 
people. As someone who has been involved with migrant justice for many 
years, I understand the challenges that come with being part of communi-
ties and supporting people who are facing detention and deportation. The 
term state of crisis doesn’t begin to describe the range of emotions that are 
part and parcel of anti-deportation campaigns. The reality is that the most 
vulnerable among us within queer and trans communities of color, espe-
cially those who are poor/working class, disabled, and cis or trans women, 
have to face state and interpersonal violence on a daily basis. When queer 
and trans migrants are fighting for their lives, and I am in the thick of an 
anti-deportation campaign, it is difficult to refocus energy on supporting 
Indigenous peoples who are also, in their own ways, fighting for their lives.

  In this way, I am heartened by Monisha and Leece’s response, as they 
highlight the role of youth leadership development and pushing towards 
critical models of education that insist on contextualizing refugee processes 
within the frame of U.S. imperialism, war, and colonial violence. I agree 
that we “need to find a new lexicon” and both Monisha and Leece remind 
me that oppressed and colonized people have always, and continue to, fight 
back and demand justice. Indeed, their reflections gesture to the ways in 
which the Canadian/U.S. military operates both here and abroad to enforce 
occupations, borders, and migrations.

  One possible strategy is a sustained focus on how the micro processes of 
anti-deportation campaigns can reveal transformative and life-affirming prac-
tices. As Lisa Cacho suggests “in the spaces of social death, empowerment is 
not contingent on taking power or securing small victories. Empowerment 
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comes from deciding that the outcome of the struggle doesn’t matter as much 
as the decision to struggle.”33 In one instance, the process of supporting a 
queer migrant who was facing deportation led to an incredible internal trans-
formation—of a shy and gentle-hearted human being who went from being 
in constant hiding due to his sexual identity and migrant status, to making 
daily decisions to step outside of the bounds of social death, or perhaps to 
disidentify34 with the normative assumptions that queer and trans people are 
citizens, or migrants serve only as invisible labor. Even though this person was 
sadly, still deported, I recall the ways in which this person was at the heart of 
decision-making processes for his campaign, which gave him some degree 
of control over his own life, at a time when the Canadian state was violently 
controlling and limiting his life chances. During the campaign, this person 
and I had many informal discussions about his experience of detention and 
deportation, alongside the experiences of other communities that were be-
ing targeted by the Canadian state, especially Indigenous peoples. As queer 
and trans migrants learn more about colonial violence in Canada against 
Indigenous people, they realize the flimsiness of the liberationist discourse 
and whose interests this discourse preserves. Of course, some queer and trans 
migrants from the Global South were already aware of colonial violence from 
their experience in their country of origin.

  Anti-deportation campaigns can thus highlight structural violence to-
wards queer and trans migrants and people of color, directly contesting 
the myth of Canadian benevolence. This further opens discursive space to 
recognize how the state can also enact violence upon Indigenous peoples. 
The microprocesses of organizing with queer and trans migrants can also 
elicit important (but often hidden) conversations and informal learning 
spaces to discuss the links between state violence towards migrants and 
Indigenous peoples. However, anti-deportation organizing rarely engages 
in direct solidarity with Indigenous people and, in particular, struggles for 
Indigenous sovereignty and land rights. How might those of us who are 
heavily involved in migrant and racial justice movements reorient orga-
nizing practices to emphasize the centrality of white settler colonial and 
anti-Black logics? How might we ensure that community organizing and 
educational spaces do not center white and middle-class students with the 
“best” political rhetoric, but rather support queer trans Black, Indigenous, 
and other people of color (QTBIPOC) who often have marginal access to 
university and “activist” spaces? How might intentional long-term relation-
ship building practices along with critical education and leadership devel-
opment projects across and with QTBIPOC communities eventually hook 
into urgent anti-deportation and Indigenous sovereignty campaigns? One 
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of the main challenges is mobilizing analytical frameworks that help us to 
map out the ways in which multiple colonial logics operate simultaneously 
but also differently, the ways in which white settler colonial logics operate 
in Canada and the United States to drive migrants out of the Global South 
while also fostering the genocides of BIPOC communities. The use of the 
term white/Western, as coined by Mahrouse35 is also useful in the ways that 
it highlights the interplay between race, nation, and geopolitical center cen-
tral to understanding the role of the immigrant in ensuring colonial and 
imperial rule. An analysis of the overlapping processes of cisnormativity, 
heteronormativity, and patriarchy, as they are embedded within colonial 
logics, highlights the ways that laws, policies, and practices are organized to 
promote the making of the white heterocisnormative monogamous couple 
within a nuclear family structure, in contrast with all those that hierarchi-
cally fall outside of this norm, such as QTBIPOC—especially those who are 
Black, Indigenous, in the western United States.36 However, these connec-
tions are being fostered within academic, activist, and community contexts. 
Recently, a special issue of the journal Transgender Studies Quarterly titled 
“Decolonizing the Transgender Imaginary” included articles that placed 
trans Indigenous and Two-Spirit issues alongside decolonizing transness 
within the South Asian context.37 Instead of viewing this challenge in a 
binary manner, we can “zoom out” and “zoom in” in an ongoing iterative 
manner.

MONISHA DAS GUPTA: In Hawai‘i, we confront head-on the very uncomfort-
able question of migrants’ relationship to settler colonialism and Indigenous 
exercise of political, cultural, land, and body sovereignty. The reckoning is 
uncomfortable because as critical migration scholars we reject push-pull 
free market theories of migration to expose the imperial labor circuits and 
processes of colonial and neoliberal displacement that attend mass migra-
tion. Thus, the very concept of settlers of color can seem outrageous because 
migrants and Indigenous people are subject to the same imperial-colonial 
forces.

  Since the publication of Native Hawaiian feminist and nationalist Hau-
nani-Kay Trask’s groundbreaking (and controversial) essay on settlers of 
color and immigrant hegemony in a 2000 Amerasia Journal special issue, 
the debates over who is a settler and who is Native have raged.38 Building 
on Trask’s insights, Asian American Studies scholars like Candace Fujikane 
and Dean Saranillio, for example, have challenged us to think carefully about 
the roles various Asian immigrant groups have played over generations in 
deepening the U.S. occupation of Hawai‘i.39 In the case of Hawai‘i, settler 
colonialism depends on encouraging nonwhite immigrants, whose arrival 
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on the islands is thoroughly mediated by labor extractive practices, to invest 
in statehood and full U.S. citizenship.

  Unfortunately, efforts to specify and address the settler colonial invest-
ments of migrants of color have too often run into arguments which pit 
Indigenous rights against migrant rights. A critical look at migrants of color 
and their complicity with settler colonialism is seen as negating these mi-
grants’ own histories of colonial-capitalist exploitation. Indigenous self-
determination and nation building are misinterpreted to be pro-restriction 
and anti-immigrant. In the case of Hawai‘i, Kanaka rights and relationship 
to land become distorted as a form of dangerous (ethnic) nationalism that 
ties people to land in essentialist and exclusionary ways.40

  In my recent publications and current research, I propose a few basic 
shifts we need to make as migration scholars to understand the United States 
as an imperial and settler colonial formation. As scholars and activists, we 
need to recognize that Indigenous people are not racial minorities. This 
insight comes from Native American and Native Hawaiian scholars and is 
axiomatic to Indigenous studies. The distinction pivots on Indigenous rela-
tions to land and these relations are familial and reciprocal. In the context of 
Hawai‘i, for example, as Noenoe Silva and other Native Hawaiian scholars 
have argued, aloha ’āina expresses not only a ministering and regenerative 
love for the land, ocean, and skies but also a steady and enduring love for 
the Hawaiian Nation.41

  As settlers, we have a responsibility to practice aloha ’āina in all its reg-
isters. At our university, we have several community partnerships through 
which students and faculty practice this ethic. As Kat points out, “[W]e all 
have a relationship to the land we inhabit and to the original owners of these 
lands.” This sort of intentional engagement invites learning about responsi-
bility and mutuality through experience. Our settler kuleana (responsibility) 
is our obligation to Native Hawaiian people, place, land, knowledge, and, 
above all, self-determination.42 To be decolonial in this practice of love and 
care, I strongly feel that we cannot, then, comfort ourselves with the self-
interested stories about the nonexclusionary and all-encompassing spirit 
of aloha ’āina to allay our settler fears about the nature and form of Native 
self-governance. Such stories exempt migrants of color from contending 
with their participation in settler colonial projects. To recognize and honor 
Native Hawaiian genealogical ties to land will require queer formulations 
of kinship but in ways that are inoculated against cultural appropriation. 
Here I am thinking of Scott Morgensen’s Spaces between Us, which tracks 
the mainstream lesbian, gay, and bisexual movement’s appropriation and 
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performance of Indigenous sexual alterity and gender fluidity in ways that 
bolster and naturalize settler colonialism.43

  This orientation, in turn, can allow us to break out of the binary for-
mulation of mobility and rootedness. As I mentioned before, Indigenous 
people become legible to us as migration scholars only when we consider 
their mobility. We need to grapple with Indigeneity as a place-based and 
highly diverse political formation. We need to parse the distinction between 
conditions of displacement that create migrants, who may or may not be 
Indigenous, and dispossession, which raises very specific questions about 
land rights and access to land.

  Relatedly, the exercise of Indigenous sovereignty has to be treated in the 
present tense and as operating alongside or intersecting with other social 
justice movements. As Kanaka Maoli feminist scholar J. Kēhaulani Kau-
anui has shown, guaranteeing access to land for non-gender binary and 
sexually variant Kanaka in blueprints of self-determination proposed by 
various sectors of the Hawaiian sovereignty movement is crucial and can-
not be managed by the multicultural settler state’s legalization of same-sex 
marriage.44 One lesson I have learned from my situatedness in Hawai‘i, as 
a person who teaches and writes about social justice–oriented movements, 
is that no vision of justice is complete without a serious discussion of and 
commitment to the return of lands to Kanaka Maoli from government and 
military control.

If queer is a settler formation (Morgensen), can queer be a decolonial resource? 
Does “queer” offer resources for making connections or building useful rela-
tionships among Indigenous, anti-imperialist, and migration studies research 
or activisms?

EDWARD OU JIN LEE: I am particularly interested in exploring the theoretical 
and political possibilities when we dive into the heart of empire, which, in 
Canada, includes places like major urban areas like Tkaronto/Toronto and 
Tiohtià:ke/Montreal or major development and resource extraction sites 
in Northern Alberta and Quebec. What are the kinds of messy tensions, 
violences AND solidarities being formed in the factories, the hotels, and 
on the streets? In what ways do university spaces serve as both the engine 
for empire and a site of resistance against it? How might these politically 
and economically driven spaces also serve as sites of intimacy, abuse, and 
pleasure? How might decolonizing practices serve as a response to the co-
loniality of power?
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  These questions bring me to small, untraceable interactions, relation-
ships, and stories of what happens when Black, Indigenous, and other 
people of color meet each other in the heart of empire. I recall a few years 
ago when my parents went through financial devastation to, yet again, 
find themselves with nothing. My mother, in her ’60s, was compelled to 
work in the Alberta oilsands as a cook for a South Korean company that 
hired mostly temporary workers. She told me stories of being the oldest 
woman worker that she knew, but that the second oldest worker was an 
Indigenous woman and how they would talk about their families and my 
mother would bring her 한국 (Hanguk/Corean) food. I wondered how 
Indigenous people and migrants met each other within the oilsands, and 
how, often nearby, Indigenous people and allies were protesting the oil-
sands and their contribution to colonialism and the devastation of nearby 
Indigenous communities.

  The theoretical and political practice of decolonizing genders and sexu-
alities explores how sexuality, race, class, gender, and religion intersect to 
produce colonial violence on a transnational scale with particular impacts 
on queer and trans people in the Global South and QTBIPOC who live in 
Western nation-states.45 However, the intentional creation of a queer and 
trans decolonial politics can also reimagine vibrant and sustainable futures. 
Paola Bacchetta encourages us to imagine a politics that includes strategies 
that resist all forms of oppression simultaneously while also creating space 
or “holding space” for altogether new ways of being.46 What might genera-
tive possibilities and space-making that occurs in the heart of empire look 
like, especially by QTBIPOC, whose lives are organized for elimination and 
erasure?

  I have realized, over time, that my life (our lives) will always be in struggle, 
and the question becomes, how do we find ways to hold onto moments of 
collective belonging, mutual understanding, self, and collective dignity in the 
face of ongoing struggle and crisis due to state and interpersonal violence? 
All of these complexities remind me that at the heart of empire, the violences 
and solidarities can come from anywhere and from anyone, so it is important 
to be vigilant and intentional when fostering coalitions and solidarities.

MONISHA DAS GUPTA: Edward, I am moved by the way in which you ended 
your response to this question by pointing to the everyday, small, even 
“untraceable interactions, relationships, and stories of what happens when 
Black, Indigenous and other people of color meet each other in the heart of 
empire.” You note that “violences and solidarities can come from anywhere 
and from anyone.” I have learned the power of storytelling as a way to build 
coalitions through my involvement with the anti-deportation movement. 
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I have realized that these stories bind together people with very different 
experiences with migration and state apparatuses. For example, the process 
invites direct and difficult engagements about the ways in which queer and 
transgender people experience police violence and criminalization as com-
pared to those who are cisgender. Difference rather than identification is 
shaped into coalitional politics. So many youth leaders in the anti-deporta-
tion movement have been deeply influenced by women and queer of color 
feminism (whether they have been able to afford college). They have tutored 
me in the profound and consequential differences that exist within the U.S. 
immigrant rights movement. And, as we move to bridge migrant justice 
and Indigenous justice—a political project you outline in introducing your-
self—how can we operationalize irreducibility and incommensurability?

  This brings me to your reflections on feeling out of place and never at 
home anywhere until you experienced fleeting moments of belonging in 
the company of queer and trans people of color. I have come to value the 
feeling of uprootedness as a person who comes from a family impacted by 
the partition of India (as your family must have been by the partition of 
Corea) and, then, my life in the United States as a migrant-turned-citizen 
of color. I navigate the worlds in which I live from that generative sense of 
never belonging. I want to hold on to that feeling of discomfort and use it 
as the source of my activism and scholarship.

  Queer youth in anti-deportation struggles often refuse to participate in the 
assimilative tropes of DREAMer narratives. In this refusal, they produce a 
queer time and place. Here, I am influenced analytically by Jack Halberstam 
and Lisa Cacho.47 Unlike DREAMers who represent themselves as instantia-
tions of the American Dream to demand a pathway to U.S. citizenship, the 
queer activists, with whom I have trained and whom I have interviewed, 
testify to the states of eviction. They are evicted from places, spaces, and 
people for which or whom they feel an affinity. They feel evicted from their 
bodies. They speak and act from the epistemological-political space of non-
belonging as QTBIPOC—migrants and refugees sin papeles. Displacement 
structures their condition. Their suspension in time, their uncertainty about 
status and, therefore, uncertainty about residence, generate important ana-
lytics for a queer migrant framework.

  Even as this type of queer migrant politics can sow the seeds of a healthy 
skepticism about belonging, I struggle with how they line up with another 
set of political sensibilities to which I am also exposed every day—the 
profound emphasis on a sense of place in all Kanaka Maoli struggles for 
sovereignty. This disjuncture confronts the movement for migrant jus-
tice with incommensurability. This uncomfortable reckoning, as we have 
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learned from queer and feminist women of color, is the starting point of 
meaningful solidarity.

LEECE LEE-OLIVER: I am so grateful to sit in and be a part of this discussion. 
I want to speak to the threads you’ve all shared about learning to cultivate 
richer and sustainable liberatory praxes. I draw on everyone’s thinking about 
the relationship between lexicons of oppression and our liberation. I hope 
to add to the conversation something that I struggle with, which is the 
dual, but not mutual, use of terms and sites of liberation that become the 
traps of coloniality. I vacillate here between terms and problematics that I 
see manifest from their appropriation. My aim stems from my hope that 
we may collectively see possibilities for moving the discourse forward and 
advance the real possibility of liberatory justice.

  There are critical fissures that are created when people, maybe subcon-
sciously, grapple with belonging in colonized spaces. Feminist discourses 
and DREAMers alike rely on legal and conceptual freedoms promised by the 
colonial/Western government. Juridical equality stems from a lack thereof 
since the social contract’s legal structures were constructed differential path-
ways to economic, spiritual, and political freedom. Freedom, in the house of 
the master, is limited at best.48 Liberation cannot occur in that house. Angela 
Davis, bell hooks, and Janet McCloud teach that liberation is the goal. This 
current in our conversation brings to mind decoloniality as praxis, what it 
looks like, manifests as, stems from, and how to keep it real, honest, and 
liberatory. Theoretically, decolonial activists and scholars consider what ru-
brics are necessary to create viable, sustainable, and positive change. Many 
of us recognize the need for coalitional and intersectional efforts and yet 
we often commit to decolonial praxes at the individual level. We ask that 
allies learn about our struggles and do real work. In 2018, we are literally 
over half a century into decolonialism and we find ourselves in a world 
that is devolving into white supremacy. How do we move forward without 
truly reconstructing normativities in our own hypotheses and projections 
for change? What does decoloniality look like in hegemonic systems that 
foster, foment, and reward individualism? When one is in community and, 
yet, not of the community—the act of solidarity—how does one find his/
her “place” and resist the temptation to talk, take the lead, or school others 
on what “real” decolonial struggles look like? I am speaking to the act of 
solidarity as an act of decoloniality. As you suggest, Edward, it seems that 
learning to zoom in and out is critical. How does one hold on to the broader 
knowledge of the oppressed communities, remain in conversation with, and 
work to avoid “fronting solidarity,” which in actuality is an appropriation 
of a struggle? That is part of the multifold task of decolonialists. When im-
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migrants struggle with their own settler identity, often times Indigenous 
peoples become a scapegoat—questions arise about phenotype [You don’t 
look like Tonto? Well, the actor was Italian, so . . . ], locational identities 
[Have you ever lived on a reservation?], and clothing and culture. Finding a 
sense of belonging and place in a colonized state creates states of being that 
must be defended. How that defense is mounted matters. The defense that 
does not acknowledge Native Americans and Indigenous peoples, no matter 
the ethical stance on behalf of the oppressed, is still a stance of oppression. 
As an urban Blackfeet and Choctaw person, I am aware that wherever I 
live is another Indigenous person’s homeland. For many non-Indigenous 
Americans and immigrants, this reconciliation and self-acceptance seems 
far more challenging.

  How can decoloniality perpetuate liberation? I draw on the work of Chela 
Sandoval in Methodologies of the Oppressed,49 a critical thinker who has 
nearly vanished from the very decolonial discourses rooted in part in her 
instrumentation of critical strategies for decolonial workers. One of the 
strategies Sandoval lays out in Methodologies is that the revolutionary, the 
civil rights worker, even those called protectors today, are called on by the 
author to avoid rearticulating hierarchical power structures within their 
work to undo other hierarchical systems. Sandoval’s implicit critique speaks 
to a tendency among some activists who so vigorously defend one’s “people” 
and simultaneously erase other oppressed peoples’ struggles and rights. I 
speak here from a methodological standpoint.

  We must begin to disempower the structures of imperial power by chang-
ing the language of the colonizer. I believe that is a critical part of the larger 
project of decolonization and liberation. For example, earlier this year I 
participated in a consultation project, working with the Native American 
staff in the Department of Justice who are rewriting the Violence Against 
Women Act, which has expired—again. My colleagues, Native American 
leaders throughout the country, call on the agencies’ understanding that: 1) 
Native American societies are highly vulnerable to unique forms of societal 
and state violence; 2) restricting tribal jurisdictional power and granting 
federal agencies jurisdiction leaves Native Americans wide open to violation; 
and 3) the common use of the terms “Indian” and “Indian country” in laws 
problematically renders Native Americans a monolithic racial/sexed body 
and falsely reifies the racist primitivity that perpetuates the stereotypes that 
make Native Americans vulnerable to the very violence the act is supposed 
to halt.

  Another example comes from a current Indigenous social movement and 
the intentional effort to shift language usage in order to elevate and advance 
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the efforts of Native American sovereignty movements. This example comes 
from the protectors at Standing Rock who used social media to make vis-
ible their effort to end the development of yet another crude oil pipeline 
through a Treaty-protected land and water system. They assert that the term 
activist is not an accurate portrayal of the work that Indigenous protectors 
do. The protectors reached audiences on a global scale and, within their 
posts, several women began posting live video feeds with an unequivocal 
message on terminology. They stated, “We are protectors, not activists” and 
then they would explain the connections between Native American trea-
ties, sovereignty, epistemology, and praxis. The term protector asserts a new 
intersectional social-political-cultural positionality that assumes the Treaty 
right to exercise political-cultural-sovereign authority to enact changes that 
protect that which Native American epistemologies assert as a human right 
and responsibility—to live on the earth with respect to the sacred and the 
generations to come. The term protector in the context of Standing Rock, 
applies directly to the power granted to the Lakota Sioux peoples under the 
Treaty of Fort Laramie (1851). The Treaty expresses the rules of engagement 
whenever U.S. interests, or non-Sioux interests, encroach on these, the lands 
and water systems beholding to the Sioux. It protects the rights of the Lakota 
Sioux peoples and their multifold responsibilities to their peoples, the land, 
and water systems—to themselves and to all in existence.

  In sharing, the protectors at Standing Rock gave the world new tools 
of liberation. It is not the first time that Native Americans or Indigenous 
peoples asserted complex Indigenous political positionalities and the urgent 
redress. Joy Harjo and Gloria Bird’s Reinventing the Enemy’s Language50 
adroitly showcases Native American women’s testimonials critiquing white, 
heteronormative, Christian supremacy, their negative impacts on Native 
American women and communities, and the language that supports the 
structures of oppression of Native Americans. The protector standpoint 
offers an opportunity not only to learn about the relationships between In-
digenous peoples and non-people entities (land, water, air, mountains, and 
more), it also gives us an opportunity to enrich the ways that we promote 
and think about social justice as a form of protection, and protection as 
humble stewardship.

  While some news syndicates and audiences adopted the terminology, 
there seems to be a missed opportunity to change the lexicon of imperial-
ism and subordination technologies on the larger scale. In short, the term 
protector was repeated, but less understood. Instead, news feeds appropri-
ated the term protector and equivocated rather than explored it as part-and-
parcel of the Treaty rights of Native American tribes. In this example, we 
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might consider how language is appropriated, in the capitalist sense, as a 
way for news to appear current. Similar in the case of the Hawaiian sover-
eignty movement, protests occasionally make mainstream news, but little 
is made clear about the history and relevance of the movement to today’s 
Indigenous Hawaiian rights, suffering, and protection of sacred sites, like 
Mauna Kea. The term protector, then, becomes a commodity that bolsters 
the viewership of the program, newspaper, blog, etc. To identify “feel-good” 
solidarity, including the appropriation of the term protector, we might ask 
ourselves what is gained and what is lost. What might we do to move beyond 
the commoditization of liberatory lexiconography?

  On the flip side, the matrix of power and individualism leaves us open 
to what Sandoval cautions against. In the mix of social media posts, verité 
footage also captures the lived experiences of allies who helped to occupy 
Standing Rock. Among them, likely well-intentioned allies speak of their 
reasoning for shoring up tents and committing their time and energy to the 
protection of Lakota rights vis-à-vis water. In most cases, they talk about the 
importance of protecting Indigenous lands and waters, acknowledging the 
connectedness of all living entities. The language of relationality abounds in 
these stories, just as the ethic of “seven generations,” and being on the right 
side of history seem prevalent. The lessons of communal existence were well 
honed. Often, at the end of the interviews, allies were asked to identify their 
heritage. Some appeared, phenotypically, to be Native American, but were 
not. Brown hair and skin served as mediums of positive identification and 
therefore garnered interviews. Their long testimonials also bore witness to 
the use of state-sanctioned police and military violence. At the end, however, 
camera crews were often surprised to learn that their interviewee was not 
Native American, nor did they see themselves as Indigenous. Respectfully, I 
understand, rather, that everyone is Indigenous in some part of their family 
history. Here, the focus is on those who are Native American and live within 
Indigenous cultural-intellectual systems. In some cases, a sort of quietness 
ensued when the interviewee’s phenotypes seemed to betray the interviewer 
who learned that their “subject” was an immigrant, or even a settler of sorts. 
What this easily calls to mind is the power of colorism and the seductive 
nature of positive racism (exoticization and passing). Some allies appeared 
to feel a sense of responsibility to speak about the issues when they accepted 
the interviewer’s request. I wonder the difference between their sense of 
responsibility and the egocentric sense that their voice in the struggle mat-
tered. In this sense, one is holding power and authority to speak on an issue 
in the first person, rather than as a clear and unequivocal ally, which can 
altogether collapse into appropriation. This is the stuff of which Sandoval 
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warns. It is an appropriated power that is relevant when considering using 
colonial terms in a new way—the term and the lexicon of queer liberation.

  To the question about using the term queer, I would argue that using the 
term queer is complex and can be problematic because, like phenotypical 
irrelevance, when power is seen within the marginalized, third world, dark 
skin/hair, nonnormativity, and “queerness” one may be induced to adopt the 
term in order to find comfort in one’s not-quite-normative lived experience. 
The appropriation of the term queer and simultaneous oppression of queer 
identities has been widespread in the West. As a term arising in the context 
of colonialism, queer was used to designate and induce a necessary, for the 
state, powerlessness. State-sanctioned violence against “queered” persons 
and communities is rooted in the notion that queer peoples can and should 
be equated with difference-as-bad, and extant threats, and even illness—the 
linkages in language are notable because the term queer—like Indian, Black, 
woman, immigrant, trans (a seemingly endless list)—stands in for myriad 
negative transgressions against colonial/Western supremacy. Like so many 
linguistic resurrections, in the context of decoloniality queer has been oc-
cupied as a term of power, agency, insight, brilliance, and strength, where 
different-as-bad-ass exemplifies power, agency, and survival in the face of 
abjection and struggle. In the middle of the two, coloniality/decolonial-
ity, the appropriation of queer has been used to qualify any practice that 
is resistant or adjacent to the confines of modernity, including everything 
from family formations, to dress codes, to sexual deviance. The latter, prob-
lematically invigorates the term queer as a justification for the very types 
of intimacy that continue to be used to mark queer and trans peoples, col-
lapsed through a fear of non-missionary-heteronormative sexualities, as 
deviant and illegal.51 In the current climate, a white, cis, heteronormative, 
able-bodied, capitalist can appropriate the term queer in defense of their 
desire for everything from nonnormative dress codes to non-hetero-binary 
intimacy. Every day, people who appropriate the term queer are not seeking 
liberation in the public sphere or facing state and societal violence like actual 
queer peoples. The subalternity of queer identity leaves one open to vast 
and multifold forms of violence, vulnerability to state and societal violence, 
unemployment, housing and food insecurity, and medical negligence.

  Another facet of the complexities of this discussion has to do with those 
who necessarily seek solitude and safety from hostile environments. Some 
forge ahead without critical decolonial strategies and end up fostering and 
giving power to oppressive regimes. One clue can be seen when one’s sense 
of rights overshadows his/her own settler positionality. As an example, Alyssa 
Howe’s “Queer Pilgrimage”52 explores an important part of the history of queer 
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subjectivity and freedom in the United States and details how San Francisco 
became a “homeland” and “mecca” to queer people escaping hostility, confine-
ment, and other forms of vulnerability to violence across the United States. In 
the essay, San Francisco is identified as a “tourist mecca” and “homeland” for 
queer tourists who embark on “pilgrimages” to the bay area’s Castro district. 
Drawing on Indigenous and Muslim ideologies, the “homeland” narrative is 
coupled with the Muslim sacred practice of pilgrimage. Donning religiosity, 
San Francisco—and the Castro—is made to be the rightful lands of non-
Indigenous settlers who seek refuge from the violent oppressions used to 
maintain heteronormativity that envelops the nation.

  It is completely understandable that any person wishes to secure and reach 
safe spaces. It is often empathy that silences criticism of oppressed strate-
gies for survival. For example, overtly expressed racism is often countered 
with empathy and pity; anti-queer sentimentalities are often countered with 
distanced notions of tolerance in diversity and legal discourses. It is the 
language that is questioned here, because language is the manner through 
which we are led to imagine our world, ourselves, and the laws that bind us to 
sociogenic systems. The language of “safe spaces,” or the “homeland” in this 
case, is the very same language that has been adopted on college and univer-
sity campuses throughout the United States wherever spaces—rooms—are 
condoned as “safe.” Diversity mandates, which yield campuses millions of 
dollars annually, meagerly offer spaces where students can come together, 
ally, and feel a sense of inclusion temporarily. Ironically, what is actually a 
form of induced self-isolation is presented as a provision in the form of safe 
spaces. Rather, if safe spaces were adopted campus-wide, attention would go 
toward the broader nature of hostility, abuse, and violence on campuses, in 
classrooms, and administrative spaces. So too, San Francisco’s Castro Dis-
trict was for a long time a site of state-sanctioned violence, where the use of 
the term gay bashing came to fruition as police and vigilantes entered into 
queer spaces in attempts to beat the queerness out of the United States.

  Given the brutality waged against and the vulnerability of queer peoples, 
it could become difficult and disheartening to engage in a critique that 
challenges oppressed peoples for appropriating the concept of Indigenous 
homelands or mecca. However, such critiques address the ways in which 
the appropriation ignores the genocide, deracination, and displacement of 
California’s Indigenous peoples, in order for the very same lands and waters 
to become havens for other peoples fleeing oppression elsewhere. The term 
mecca may have religious or sacred undertones, but appropriation requires 
no commitment to that decree.

 My critique here aims to identify the dangers of appropriation, within civil 
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rights efforts that move from healthy separatism—where we can acknowl-
edge that it is good to share time together and time with people who most 
closely share our experiences—to unhealthy division—where we can lose 
sight of our own sense of onus, make excuses that we have less work to do 
on ourselves than others, and where we have simplistically taken “a side,” 
where in reality, we created a side, boundary, and negation of Others.

  When I participated in an immigrants’ rights protest several years ago, 
because white supremacy and anti-immigrant of color violence has never 
stopped in the United States, I listened as people of color took to the mi-
crophone to assert their solidarity with “Mexicans.” I wondered why they 
(non-Mexican immigrants of color) thought the issue was about “Mexicans” 
when the legislation was opaquely broad and pointed at immigrants. Why 
did they think of themselves as safe from the threat of deportation and police 
violence? It brings the issue full circle for me. Decoloniality holds a basic 
tenet that the world/cosmos exists in great and necessary complexity. The 
work of the decolonial workers is to avert binary, Western, colonial, hierar-
chical power structures and assert life affirming alternatives. The projects, 
diverse in their global formations, seem to start with understanding the self 
as a complex natural phenomenon within complex, overlapping, intersect-
ing, and coexisting systems. From here humility, responsibility, diversity, 
and solidarity can become familiar co-equals, comfortable positionalities, 
and engender positive, humane, ways of being and engaging with other life 
forms.
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Artist Statements

rommy torrico

(A) Title: Untitled
 Most of my sentiment throughout the process of creating this piece was urgency 
and raw, powerful emotion. I realized it was necessary for me to reach beyond 
ache in order to truly uplift our divine trans siblings; those with us, those detained 
and those watching over us, and depict a world that they, and all of us, could be 
proud of. We own this resilience as part of the journey toward liberation, and 
this is my way of recognizing that that journey is anything but quiet; it’s fiery and 
dynamic and shameless and angry and hopeful and beautiful.

myisha arellanus

(B) Title: “Differed/Action”
 This painting reflects the huge risks and efforts that undocumented youth 
took in order to achieve an impermanent sense of protection, known as DACA. 
Its many symbolisms also serve to remind beneficiaries of DACA that the entire 
immigrant community continues to be criminalized.

molly fair

(C) Title: “Immigrants’ Rights Are Human Rights”
 With the proliferation of laws and enforcement policies that criminalize im-
migrants in the United States, detention centers have become a ubiquitous form 
of incarceration. This for-profit industry is growing, separating families, and 
subjecting people to physical, psychological, and sexual abuse. This graphic was 
created in solidarity with all those who continue to resist and struggle to survive. 
It was created for the project Migration Now! a collaboration between Justseeds 
Artists’ Cooperative and Culture/Strike.

adela c. licona and greg bal

(D) (E) Title: “re triptych”
 These photos were taken on our recent photo-tour of the Sonoran borderlands, 
which included visits to Sasabe, Lochiel, and both Nogaleses. We joined our pho-
tos in triptych style to highlight the ways the crudest borderlands technologies of 
control and containment are regularly used by the U.S. Border Control in ways 
that inhibit mobility and constrain movement and migration. We want to provoke 
ways of looking and seeing that contend with the many and multiple ways borders 
and borderlands technologies scar the landscape and also erase embodied, living 
histories. Edited together, our photos depict, too, the embodied implications of 



such mundane technologies of constraint and control. We mean for viewers to 
confront the contrasting sets of images with a degree of uncertainty.
 The shrouded wandering figure is one that symbolizes displacement and dis-
possession. The repetition of this diasporic figure here suggests not only the 
broad reach of neoliberal and neocolonial policies but also is meant to have 
viewers consider the consequences of continuing to work to contain all who are 
being presently dispossessed and otherwise displaced. What would the world 
be, and become, if all but 1 percent of its human inhabitants were detained and 
constrained?
 Our use of the black-and-white stark contrast photographs (photo credit, Li-
cona), and especially the negative space that gets produced through this stylized 
contrast and purposeful overexposure, means to move viewers to see the border 
as an imposed and arbitrary division and also to imagine the possibility of no 
border . . . a borderless world. In other words, the void produced by the black 
and white contrast is meant to be a productive space of the unknown and the 
imagined.
 Our use of vivid color photography (photo credit, Bal) is meant to depart 
from the black-and-white exposed contrast to suggest that these diasporic fig-
ures are vital beings, life forces who, while marked and constrained by mundane 
borderlands technologies, cannot be forever contained. Moreover, these figures 
(whose bodies and faces we cannot see but who are proliferated in our collabora-
tion) may be imagining other worlds and ways of being as well as other uses for 
these technologies—collectively and individually.

matice moore

(F) Title: “They Don’t Deserve This”
 This piece was completed in 2016 for the Visions from the Inside project orga-
nized by Culture Strike. I collaborated on the piece with a transgender identified 
woman named Christina.
 “My hope is that they close that place. That the people in charge of taking care 
of detained immigrants treat us like human beings . . . I hope to God that he also 
frees the many trans girls in there because they don’t deserve this.”—excerpt from 
Christina’s letter
 Christina’s testimony about the cruel guards, the denial of hormones and basic 
medical treatment, and of having to hide her trans identity exemplified the ways 
our immigration laws and policies constantly oppress, dehumanize, and require 
an extraordinary degree of resilience, particularly from those who already face 
extreme marginalization within our cultures.
 Whenever I carve a piece of linoleum, I am reminded of how light helps us 
make sense of the dark. As such, Christina’s story inspired me to imagine a God 



born from despair and perseverance, a God who transcends gender, who listens 
and frees us all.

felipe baeza

(G) Title: Untitled

maría inés taracena

(H) Title: Untitled
 Joselyn (left), from the Nicaraguan Miskito Coast, and Estefany (right), from 
Honduras, are members of Arcoíris 17, the first caravan of transgender and gay 
asylum seekers from Central America. This photograph was taken in front of the 
border wall in Nogales, Sonora, in August 2017, moments before Joselyn and Es-
tefany marched to the port of entry to apply for asylum. I wanted to capture their 
expressions up close as a way to highlight their confidence and resistance—two 
virtues that are often ignored in the coverage of LGBTQI resistance in Central 
America and at the U.S.-Mexico border. Joselyn and Estefany were sent to im-
migrant detention, from which they were released on humanitarian parole one 
month later. Joselyn resettled in New Mexico and Estefany now lives in the Bay 
Area. Joselyn won her asylum case. The status of Estefany’s asylum claim is un-
known.



“An extraordinarily important volume bringing together activists, artists, 
and academics, Queer and Trans Migrations models the wide range 

of approaches that can help us understand and challenge the 
heteronormative frameworks, settler-colonialist politics, and racialized 

logics affecting migration, detention, and deportation.”
—ERICA RAND, author of The Ellis Island Snow Globe

More than a quarter of a million LGBTQ-identified migrants in the 
United States lack documentation and constantly risk detention and 

deportation. LGBTQ migrants around the world endure similarly precarious 
situations. Eithne Luibhéid and Karma R. Chávez’s edited collection provides 
a first-of-its-kind look at LGBTQ migrants and communities. The academics, 
activists, and artists in the volume center illegalization, detention, and 
deportation in national and transnational contexts, and examine how 
migrants and allies negotiate, resist, refuse, and critique these processes. 
The works contribute to the fields of gender and sexuality studies, critical race 
and ethnic studies, borders and migration studies, and decolonial studies.
 Bridging voices and works from inside and outside of the academy, 
and international in scope, Queer and Trans Migrations illuminates new 
perspectives in the field of queer and trans migration studies.

EITHNE LUIBHÉID is a professor in the Department of Gender and Women’s 
Studies at the University of Arizona. She is the author of Pregnant on Arrival: 
Making the Illegal Immigrant and Entry Denied: Controlling Sexuality at 
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KARMA R. CHÁVEZ is an associate professor in the Department of Mexican 
American and Latina/o Studies at the University of Texas at Austin. She is the 
author of Queer Migration Politics: Activist Rhetoric and Coalitional Possibilities 
and Palestine on the Air.
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