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I.

Introduction

(These notes ultimately became the framework for the article Voices from the Barbed Wires of Despair). 


For some of us critical legal theory which centers factors like race, ethnicity, gender, or sexual orientation offers an opportunity for creating and writing ourselves whole.  For LatCrit theorists it has meant claiming and reclaiming the facts, history and identities we, the individuals broadly represented by the umbrella term “Latinas and Latinos,” have been denied in most American history, literature, education and textbooks.  This essay inquires into terms and concepts I have used to piece together the parts of the fragmented self LatCrit scholars have liberally referred to as  the “Latina.”  In doing so I focus on three aspects of the significance of this project a) on the challenge to the politics of identity posed by a deconstruction of a term which, along with terms like “Hispanic,” grows out of the circumstance of racial and ethnic oppression by European/Anglo-American culture, b) on the significance of oral history and narrative as a methodology essential to the quest for social justice by critical theorists; and c) on a specific topic which employs this deconstructive perspective and methodology in illustrating the harshness of the discrimination and inhumanity effected by the U.S. war against brown-skinned Latina/os in the Southwest at or near the U.S.-Mexico Border.  

The part of this project into what it actually means for the politics of identity and for a radical scholarship agenda like that of Latina/o critical legal theory to adopt and own the term “Latina” grew out of reflections on a challenge put forth by human rights activist and educator Luz Guerra at LatCrit II--the question of how members of LatCrit could (or could not) presume to examine the histories and problems of indigenous peoples of the Western hemisphere within a “Latino” context, without, apparently critically examining the term “latino” or “latina” for its relationship to Native history.
  I was deeply affected by Ms. Guerra’s passionate appeal that we consider carefully the historical roots of the text, meaning and application of the term “Latina” or “Latino” in our theories, our scholarship or our lives.  The strongest challenge lay in the potential for internal contradiction produced for those of us who might unconsciously align our use of the term “Latina/os,” with the cause of the oppressed indigenous, and fail also to clarify that some indigenous people’s efforts today to preserve their culture, dignity and identity as “Indians, ” depends on their being seen as distinctly not “latinos/as.”
 

I recall being disturbed by my inability then to clarify even for myself when and why I choose the term “Latina” over Hispanic or Chicana, Mexicana, Tejana or even “Mexic Amerindian” woman, a term proposed by feminist writer activist Ana Castillo, which most closely identifies my own heritage.
  I knew I had to think long and hard about it.  And I did.  And I have done so more  intensely since the death of my mother this last Spring.  Thus the first part of my essay is a kind of travelogue into the glossary for describing one Latina identity, the only one I can comment on with some authority--mine.
  I do so recognizing that my findings simply confirm definitions which have been captured by the Spanish academic term “mestizaje” which has traditionally defined the crossbreeding by Indians and European heritages which produced new races throughout Central and South America after the invasion and conquest by Spain, France, England and other European countries.  But in this essay I also use a “newmestiza “ 
and marimacha 
 consciousness.  In Borlderlands/La Frontera, Gloria Anzaldúa described the new mestiza consciousness as a way of learning “to be an Indian in Mexican culture, to be Mexican from an Anglo point of view.”
  I also introduce a marimacha consciousness, the vantage point of world experience in which one learns to be lesbian/jota 
 among heterosexual Anglos or Mexicanos, and, as Anzaldúa notes, juggling cultures and subcultures, operating in a pluralistic mode, taking in the good, the bad and the ugly, rejecting and abandoning nothing.
  

II.

SOLO PALABRAS? /JUST WORDS?

Sometimes if feels as if the only thing I have left are the memories and the stories.  At least that is how it feels  when I think about what it means to assert my identity as a Latina, a Mexicana, a Chicana
 or a marimacha.
  When María de la Luz Arriola de Rosales, recently passed away it seemed that I had lost all of the important connections to the traditions that helped me keep intact my identity as a Latina/Mejicana
/Chicana.  The search for the pieces of my identity in its wholeness as a “Latina” really began in 1994 with the death of Petra Rivas de Arriola, whom to me was the keeper of the essential stories.  Her storytelling personified the pride she had in her Indian roots and a custom as old as human life in the Americas.
  A more intense self-scrutiny into the question of  “Why I am Latina” and not just “American,” as the critics of multiculturalism like to stress, 
 developed post my attendance at the first legal scholarship conference ever dedicated to presentations centering the Latina and Latino experience in the United States of America, or “LatCrit I.”
  In that event, in a deeply personal speech, I publicly explored the risks of engaging in “outsider scholarship”
 when one’s intersectional
 identity as a feminist, lesbian and/or  Latina is perceived as a threat to the status quo  in the legal academy. 
 

For me to assert a perspective requiring “tolerance for ambiguity,”
 or what I have called a marimacha andmestiza 
 consciousness is to allow myself to enter a completely non-rational, non-linear source of imagery, feelings and memories intersecting with the desire for linear terms, concepts, boundaries and facts.  For example, in my self-reflection I conjure up the images/stories/visions that connect me to any of these labels--Chicana, Mexicana (Mejicana), Tejana, Mexic Amerindian, marimacha, Latina.  These in turn draw upon the social, political and historical perspectives which ground my choice of label.  Of course, those personal images aren’t always accompanied by adequate words for description.  Sometimes I am remember a feeling or times in my life when I hardly had words, either in English or Spanish, to capture an important experience.  Sometimes I am filled with doubt, am I doing this right?  Or, if I am contemplating the role of sexuality in Latina/Mexicana life, and among women like myself who defy heterosexist norms I may question, Should I be doing this?  Should I reveal so much?  And then a painful memory--how the strong presumption of heterosexuality among Mexicans and in my family cast for so many years my partners into invisible “friends” or “roommates” but never the equivalent of a married spouse.  These are the doubts nurtured by the weighty history of European dominant cultural attitudes which erased throughout the Americas the signs of my indigenous roots and in the U.S. those of my mestizo /a culture.  These are the signs of external/internal oppression which asks,  Why is this even important?  Who is affected by my choice of one label or the other?  Does anybody really care?  Another turbulent fact peeks out of the memory file of my self-inquiry---a story snaps me back into the legitimacy of my quest, like my proud Mexican-American father’s hurt over his “repatriation”
 as a child in the early thirties to Chihuahua, Mexico with his father, sisters and thousands of Californians of Mexican descent--a response of U.S. politicians to the Depression era unemployment.  A stinging reminder that after the U. S.-Mexico war, Americans of Mexican descent would always be seen as foreigners, undesirables and threats to Anglo white supremacy.   

So to use a gendered perspective as I said is to invoke a multi-dimensional inquiry which risks personal discomfort. It could force one to confront the critical voices of internalized oppression based on race or sexuality, or whatever.
   Remember, that I am speaking here of discovering what underlies the term “latina” and in doing so then, I am having to look at what in means to have become Latina in European=American history; how the blending of cultures has produced these various identities.  When I read the autobiography of Rigoberta Menchú, the life story of an activist peasant who has struggled for the liberation of her people, the Quichés, from the oppression of ladino
 government officials and landowners in Guatemala since she was a young girl, I had to seriously think about what it means for the indigenous today to be striving to preserve their distinctly distinctly non-European or non-mestizo customs, languages, and identities which pre-date the Spanish conquest and what it means to make that a struggle between life and death. Yet as I read parts of her story and her people’s traditions, customs, rituals and nature I also kept finding parts of my “India self,” aspects of my grandmother’s indigenous pride and resemblance and strains of the indigenous in the mestiza/o identity of peoples now living throughout the Americas.  Rigoberta’s life story told me I could no longer ignore the task of problematizing, at least for my own writings as a “Latina scholar,” the political, historical, social and moral content of that term. 


India. I learned from the youngest age to hate the physical signs of my Indian roots.  “Tienes patas the India!”  I can still feel the sting of those words coming from my mother as she insisted that I put on shoes while playing outside and criticized not only my small dark eyes  (“ojos de piojo”)
 but also my short wide feet.  Allegedly my wide feet were destined to be only wider and as ugly as those of an Indian who never wears shoes if I didn’t obey.  In truth there was a deeper sting in the words used to describe the alternate Indian self embedded in my rebellious tomboyish ways.  The term “pata” in Spanish refers not to the human foot, but rather, to the paws of an animal.  Thus “patas de India” evoked the images of Indians as dark, loathed animals, an indoctrinated attitude among mestizos and other mixed-race groups throughout Mexico, Central and South America.  For example, Rigoberta Menchú recalled her painful realization that the dominant attitudes by rich and even the poorest ladinos in Guatemala viewed the Indian as their inferior saying, “Yes, we’re poor but we’re not Indians.”
 



Yet do I have a right to say “soy India”? What does it mean for me to attempt to re/claim an ancestral heritage I know little or nothing of today because I can only speculate from whence it came, or surmise the moment in history of its particular erasure, oppression, assimilation to the dominant European/white culture? The moment when my ancestors were suddenly more “mestizos” and Europeanized and less India/o, more self-loathing of the India/o because of her identification with the oppressed, subjugated, different, “ignorant,” Indian class?


Luz Guerra has argued that the terms “Latina/o” or “Hispanic” or whatever-hyphenated (e.g., Mexican-American) may be construed as an unquestioned acceptance of the construction of our identity from the perspective of the oppressor
--the white European/Anglo/White American’s notion of identity.  By unconsciously using it we ally ourselves with the values of our internalized colonizers.
   We are then constructing false identities, looking through the eyes of the oppressor.   In time who we are, or were vanishes, like a rare bird becomes extinct, because not knowing, or forgetting, we lose the language capable of preserving our identities.
  


Upon deep reflection I do claim the label--India.  because the very ambiguity of the term as applied to someone like me, who is mestiza, a racial identity produced by the historic intermixure, creates the potential for external constructions which, depending on the context, can make me more or less “India,” one of a subjugated, oppressed class.  I speculate--what if I had been born with the dark skin of my little sister? Or the pale skin of my older sister?   The pale sister must constantly reclaim her Mexican identity, especially living in the Northwest.  On a recent visit to their home I hear my niece humorously complain that she wishes her skin were as rich in brown as mine so people would believe that she is Mexican.  Hearing her pride in her Mexican heritage I am warmed at the thought that my sister hasn’t let her children sit too comfortably in their white privilege.   I speculate that the brownest of us in my family are those whom Anzaldúa callsmestizaindias,  the women whose features have reproduced the traits of an ancient Indian lineage in very dark hair, skin color and height.  The physical traits that have been the object of derision and discrimination under white supremacist attitudes throughout the Americas. 


Yet,  I do possess some power over the self-construction of my identity.  Because my ancestral great great great great.....grandmother(s) is/are unknowable to me I am left to speculate as far back as maybe three generations.  The blank spaces of that past, that period between first European contact and maybe the early 19th century suddenly depresses me.  Until I am reminded of the living spirit of customs and traditions, of those things that are the basis of one’s culture.  For example, in Menchu’s autobiography I had a profound spiritual moment when she stated to her interviewer that  “the basis of our culture is the maize.”
  Of course.  The connection to a life that is characterized by ritual, prayer, customs and traditions, surrounding the planting, growing, harvesting, storing, preparing, cooking and eating of a food that has been at the root of survival for millions of indigenous peoples since the beginning of time.


What has dawned on me as I have been drawn to the stories of people like my Abuelita Petra Rivas, is that by taking that step into the nontraditional archives of my personal history I have the opportunity to explore the genetic streams that have created my own mestiza ,  or mixed-breed,  identity.  By also using the lenses of gender I  have the opportunity to reach beyond the racial, ideological, cultural and biological strands of my existence and my Latina identity, to an exploration into that new mestiza consciousness that Gloria Anzaldua calls the internal “struggle of borders.” From that new mestiza consciousness, I can examine the clashes between white, Mexican, indigenous  and  chicana cultures, and between masculine and feminine cultures.


In the U.S. it is thanks to “Chicanismo,”
 in academia and among creative writers that some of us can reclaim a positive history of our Indian heritages lost in Mexico and in the U.S. because of both European contact and the U.S.-Mexico war.    In my own case I began to dig in the last two generations.  I have travelled in the regions of Mexico where two of my grandparents were from.  There I find the Huichól and the Cora, peaceful Indians who have lived in the mountains of the Northwestern part of Mexico, near the regions of Nayarit where the Arriolas were from.  But that only accounts for the maternal side of my lineage.  For years I had presumed that my father’s heritage was somewhere in the Indian tribes that had lived in the northern deserts of Mexico, lands today called Chihuahua and Monterrey.  Lands occupied at one time by the Yaqui indians, those who practiced the deeply mystical peyote culture described in the books of the writer Carlos Castaneda.
  Until I learned that the family’s connections to Chihuahua had more to do with the period of repatriation and poverty.  The correct story about my paternal lineage to Indios/as  would take us to Zacatecas.   Both of his grandparents originated from those territories and had found themselves moving north to Arizona and California to flee the poverty and social turmoil wrought by the Mexican Revolution before the 1920’s.  


Española.  Among Mexicans the dominant culture was that of the Europeans, Spaniards and others who settled throughout Mexico creating a criolla/mestizo culture.
   And of course racialism is often at the root of one’s closeness or distance to the Indianism in one’s heritage.   Though obviously negated by my family, I always felt the  gnawing presence of the India in the stories of my Abuelita about life on a hacienda, those feudalistic land grants owned by Spaniards politically connected to the Porfirista government.
  The same lands which had been worked by india/os for generations who were now peones and agricultural laborers for their white masters.  On the Arriola side of my family there seemed to be no connection to Indian roots through my mother’s father, Pedro Arriola.  They showed their Europeanism in their fair skin, hair and eyes.  Not surprisingly the skin color translated into better economic status in Mexico.  In the tiny village where my Abuelita met Pedro most of the business and government posts had been held by Arriolas.


Cara Bonita:  The love/preference of Europeanism in hair, eyes and skin color was something I learned from my mother and other elders.  It was a contradiction we lived with, for like so many other Mexican families, our family bore all the signs of intermixture and a virtual rainbow of colors in physical features.  The Arriolas no doubt had nurtured their own style of racism.  Another family story told of the disdain for my grandfather’s choice of a wife-- a beautiful and dark skinned woman with no property and little education, my very Indian looking grandmother Petra Rivas, the live-in-maid of a long-time friend of the family.  No doubt his choice was deemed at odds with his status as the town and region’s representative of the government, the one about to be overthrown by the brown peasant class heading the 1910 Revolution.


Contemporary Chicano scholars argue that at least among Chicano/as or Mexicana/os of the Southwest there are ancestral roots dating pre-Cortéz, pre-Columbus and even pre-Mexica, the civilization encountered in Mexico City by Fernando Cortéz.  They claim a heritage to the Aztecas and geographic roots to portions of North America known today as Utah.
  Other indigenous peoples were detribalized by boundary agreements their grandparents were never a party to, such as the Cocopah, the Yaqui, the Kickapoo and the Tohono O’odham who are now organizing themselves in an alliance “without borders” and seeking to nullify the application of the immigration laws on human rights grounds.
 Pofessor Luna has decribed how many Mexicanos lands were lost and/or stolen with the aid of the American rule of property law after the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo.
 


Do I have Huichol or Cora Blood in me? When I travel in Mexico I go running to the places where there is art produced by the Huichol, one of the surviving indigenous populations in Mexico that has lived historically in the states of Nayarit and Jalisco.  These would be the indigenous roots that might be in my lineage on the Arriola side of the family.  On the Rosales side there are stories about the family having once migrated, in the period following the Mexican Revolution, from Zacatecas. I know little to nothing about the indigenous roots of the Rosales.  My more immediate ancestor lived in Southern California and other close relatives lived and died right across the chain linked fence in the state of Chihuahua, across from El Paso.   For some “Chicanos” the roots are undoubtedly older, they may obviously claim lineage to the ancient “Mexicas” who were conquered by Fernando Cortéz, and themselves were descended from the Aztecas who seemed then to have lived in el norte and travelled south.  A bit of history which should make us laugh at the bigots who say, “Go back to where you came from.” 
  It certainly asks us to re-think the notions of illegality used to describe the constant flow of migrants at the U.S.-Mexico border.  After all radical scholars have in fact reclaimed that identity by referring to the lands now occupied by the U.S. and oppressive anti-Mexican states like Texas as the “Homeland.”
 


II. 

From the roots on up to the ground:  Using stories to locate the humanity of Latino/as denied by contemporary Law and Public Policy at the U.S.-Mexico Border.


Some years back I began a journey using the sources of memory to locate a cause and reason to find the human story in the law and policy surrounding the immigrate raid.   I remember giving a talk at one of the first LatCrit conferences and telling a story about a time when I lived with relatives in Guadalajara and knew that these second cousins were dependent on my parents’ money for “rent” and money orders sent by my cousin’s husband who was working as an undocumented worker in a poultry factory in Southern California.  I remembered the times when the money didn’t come.  When we had to live on beans and tortillas because there wasn’t enough to buy a chicken or meat or fresh vegetables. 

The Faces of Despair in INS Raids,
 as I named my project grew out of my involvement in LatCrit theory and the impact of that scholarship movement forced me to confront the internalized oppressors within my own identity.  My training in both law and feminist history has also encouraged me to use traditional and nontraditional archives of legal and historical documentation.
  As for LatCrit theory, role models for me have been people like Margaret Montoya who has used personal history to honor our repressed identities and cultural values.  We need to use these same self-affirming tactics to reclaim the humanity of the undocumented Mexican living today as a virtual slave labor source in the United States of America. 

 The U.S.-Mexico Border- Voices from the Barbed Wire 

The Voices of Movement in the Dark at the Border (stories from news articles)


“Get in! “Get In!  - 
The coyote, the people smuggler has ordered the group of 13 people to climb into the five foot deep drainpipe which is at the Port of Entry between San Diego California and Tijuana,  Mexico.  A heavy thunderstorm hits during the crossing.  


A Young woman with a child seeking to reunite with family on the other side says to herself - This is crazy. 


They cross.  The rains get heavier.  The waters will gush through.  At the night’s end Only the mother and child come out alive.


The facts - It is a 1600 mile long border.  It cannot possibly be closed at every point even if the white people in Arizona, Texas and California, who live along the border would love it to be that way.  Just building a fence high enough to keep them all out.   There are weak spots but there are no guarantees.  About 300 people diee every year trying to cross or re-cross the border.  They die in stuffed vehicles, trucks, freezing in the night, drowning in the Rio Grande, shootings, from heat exposure, and lack of food and water.  

The Voices of Those Wanting to Work 


Jose S. Jimenez has come all the way from Aguascalientes to work because “it  hasn’t rained in Mexico for months so we haven’t worked.” Yes. He knows about the heat of the desert in trying to cross illegally but it’s a matter of survival.  He has to take the risk.   

The Tragic Discoveries:  August 19, 1998 - A report from an area of Southern California known as the Salton Sea:  The Border Patrol found seven people dead under a grove of salt cedar trees Thursday.  A day earlier they found another body nearby.  They linked those bodies to another body of a teenager found in the area the month earlier.  There had been 22 altogether.

The Voices of Forgiveness and Regret Over U.S. Policy:


There is none. 

 The Legal and Regulatory Schemes and What they Purport to Do: 


With heavy steel and intensified 24 hour patrol in common pass routes, the Border patrol program pushes crossers further into less travelled areas.  This means 100 degree heat and hundreds of death from exposure and dehydration.  About 300 per year according to the Center fo immigration Research in Houston just since 1993.


Between 1993 and 1996 there were 1,185 undocumented migrants who died crossing the border; most of the deaths were in Texas which accounts for 1200 miles of the border.  


The Border patrol officer recounts the story of the young woman they found sitting in shade with a Bible in her lap; she had gotten sick, couldn’t keep up with the relatives.  They had left her behind to get help.  She was found dead several hours later with a T-shirt she had placed over her head to shield her from the sun.   


Under the pressure of human rights groups the Border Patrol must acknowledge that it has to save people from dying even as they chase them down for crossing illegally.

The Reasons for Leaving back Home and Militarization  


The land back home has been affected by crop failure, drought, infestation.  there is no work.  Go north.  Find work.  Even if you will pay taxes that you will never be able to reclaim.  Even if those taxes will go to fund the building of barbed wire fences, and helicopters to hunt down and shoot down, bandits and thieves and drug smuggler, and oh yes, your sister who is trying to connect with the only brother she has because mother and father and other close relatives have died from disease or old age.

NAFTA and Maquiladoras   


There is a good and a bad side to the story about the maquiladoras.  

From a gendered perspective, it seems that the border factories have been changing attitudes about women in the workplace.  When economic crisis hit in Mexico sending hundreds of thousands of men across the border to work in fields and other menial jobs, women have like the Rosie the Riveter of the forties era in the U.S. come to the border factories. They have broken into the male dominated industrial workplace.  A blue collar tradeswoman has been created by way of the maquiladora women; paradoxically she experiences a kind of liberation from traditional gender roles which may exist in the village she has left in the deep interior.  


Here’s the bad - the pay is very low.  The average is 80 cents per hour.  The companies are U.S. American, Canadian, Japanese and Korean, German.  They will be putting together cheap appliances, televisions, living in shanty towns where the schools are far away reuiring them to send their children to school on buses.  These are not safe jobs.  Under NAFTA there are no regulation which impose nondiscrimination policies on employers.  There is no OSHA to bother a company.  there is no S.Ct. ruling saying that women should not be kept from working because they are or might become pregnant.      Therefore a woman who works too long in the factories where chemicals are being used may find herself quitting after a while because the chemicals are peeling her skin.  She may be laid off because the boss has demanded another pregnancy test and he doesn’t want to pay for maternity leave benefits.   She may decide to sleep with the supervisor who has been pestering her for sex because she needs that little raise he promises her to pay for her children’s medical expenses. 


Maquiladora jobs don’t offer a future.  Employers recruit young women with no skills training.  Needing the money the young women take the work but hate it because it is about work without every seeing the sun, breathing in polluting chemicals, no safety gear, constant treats of near electrocutions, pollution around the jobs and around the company housing, and constant production quotas.  Boring and dangerous work that you can’t live with and you can’t live without.  Hire the women when they’re young, before they know too much, get rid of them when they’re close to thirty when they’re tired, they’ve married and have children, they’re restless and capable of beginnin g to complain about wages and working conditions.  Oh yes, by the way, there plenty of “labor rights” in NAFTA for employers, but nothing for the workers.  Nothing even remotely close to Title VII in this country.  Clinton gets to be thought of as a great president on economic issues because we can still guarantee business a source of cheap labor. 


The Maquis are binational or multinational factories.  They sit on their bulldozed hills like raw-concrete forts, and the huts of the peasants ring their walls.  Some of them have Japanese names, some of them have American names.  All along [the highway in this border town] you can see them up there, receding into the hazy distance.  Headstones for the graveyard of American union labor.  


[Negra had a job at Imperial Toys for a while.  It was a thrill--{no more digging through Tijuana’s city dump for things to use, sell, eat],  . . . At Imperial she was earning a few cents an hour, but all she had to do was stand in one place on the assembly line.  Fourteen hours a day.  [she was pregnant at the time]  She was allowed two bathroom breaks, she says. She had to eat lunch standing up.  When she tired, eight months pregnant now, and sat down after becoming dizz, she was fired and thrown out.  

 Drug Enforcement? Or Scapegoats for a Tale of Corruption? 


The Government politicians say spend more money on border patrol, on raids of entire cities.  Doing so one can create the illusion that there is control of the increasing Hispanic population.


There goes a smuggler.  Oh wait!  He is wearing a uniform.  He is a border ptrol officer who only earns $22,000 per year.  He gets paid to hunt down people and to shoot them them down.  And now he is going to jail for smuggling people just after getting off work. 

Notes from my journal:  This is disgusting me.  This is disgusting me.  This is disgusting. This is the hypocrisy of the law and the public policy that sorrund the militarization of the U.S. Mexico Border.  These are the voices of despair in the communities which are hit by the enforcement of these conflicting laws just because they are brown. 

 The Immigration Reform and Control Act.  

The statute is not being enforced.  Too convenient a source of cheap Labor: Think of all those domestic servants who cross the border to work as servants.  Where do they go home to? The colonias are places of dirt, disease, bad or no medical care, no benefits, and so on.   Don’t try to pass the border to connect with family who might have migrated further north to find work that can support the family.  Oh now, these are the bandits and thieves that have become the focus of a militarized zone.  Oh-oh what happens if they decide the woman they’re working for just doesn’t pay enough and why doesn’t she join her husband who got across to Chicago ?

Historical Explanations:  The Bracero Program  (Not unlike what was done to women; 


Of course, the history is clear.  We had a a Bracero Program.  From 1942-to 1964 Agricultural business needed, wanted the cheap Mexican labor. Come one, come all.  Don’t bring in too much of your family.  But we’ll provide you with housing.  Sure, just leave behind the new wife and the child.  When the war was over we sent women back into the home.  We sent Mexicans back to their country; or have tried to.   But there’s been too long of a history of an open border.  You can’t keep the people from coming.  It’s always been an open border.  Until it became a region of hostility and barbed wires.  

The institutionalized racism in all of these policies reflected at or near the border: 


In March of last year - San Bernardino County prosecutors in California apprehended a group of racist militia members who were planning to kill illegal immigrants at the border.  They had a large cache of powerful weapons and had been training for months on how to take hostages and conduct other paramilitary activities for the sole purpose of launching a bloody mission at the U.S. border with Mexico.   In preparing for their mission they had surveillance teams working along the border and they engaged in sniper training, combat training and armed repelling training. 


The activities are not limited to the border itself.  Suspicion for being stopped, searched, interrogated at the border is just being Brown skinned and near the border.  A well known author and professor at U.C. Brkeley and his friend are driving I-10 on their way back to New Mexico.    they are Mexican-American ciitizens.  Several generations.  They are authors who write a newspaper from Berkeley, California.   They are educated.  They are stopped and their car is searched and they are 100 miles from the border.  But they are suspst because they are brown skinned and they are in Arizona. 

Chandler, Arizona.  A city in which in 1996 the INS worked with local police to raid the entire town and apprehended dozens of brown-skinned legal residents and citizens along with undocumented immigrants.  Their suit has just settled for $3.5 million in damages for violation of their civil rights and liberties.

The arrests are frequent but this does not stop the flow inmigrants.  In Tucson area alone there were 272,000 arrests.  

Close the Border?  Of course not.   Who would clean the houses; who will pick the fruits and the vegetables: who sew the shirts, jeans and make the cheap purses you can buy at Target?  Who will make the cheap television and the great applicances you can buy for your friends shower or wedding gift?  We can’t afford for the prices to go up at Wendy’s or Taco Bell or McDonald’s Wal-Mart or Macy’s.    No we need these poor, brown, cheap workers to fulfill the American Dream at the cost of their Own lives and their own families and their own communities, and their own children’s education.  We need it for our gluttonous, suburbanized  two car existence, racially segregated neighborhoods with Christian families, who send their kids to Christian white schools with crisp neatness and the opposite of the life of those on the border, those dirty, desperate people just dying to take away our niceties and our comfort, “those dirty little Indians.”

Searching for a Social Justice Theory of Compassion


 Between NAFTA, and a Militarized Zone to Fight Drugs and the Influx of Mexicans and other Latin Americans we are left with 

· hypocrisy - why do we let it persist? 

· -cheap labor and unprotected lives

· unnecessary deaths

· not a truly closed border

· a public rhetoric that calms the rest of the white U.S. 

· -the stereotype of the Mexical illegal alien - a foreigner in his own land

· -the stereotype of the lazy Mexican against the “thief” and “drug smuggler” Mexican coyote   


Here’s the obvious fact everyone knows:  Immigration law enforcement doesn’t solve anyone’s problems.  Immigration raids are ineffective and abusive tactics do not stop unathorized migration.  Neither the highest fences, nor the thickets walls, nor the thickets barbed wires, nor the hundreds more  Border Patrol agents will stop the migration.  


The other truth - we don’t want it closed.  But we also don’t want to end the poverty, the illusory war on drugs, the ecological disasters nor the corporate exploitation we facilitate through trade agreements which encourage jumping borders one way and getting the most out of a desperate class of people caught up in a border existence that invites them to be used for cheap wages and when they’re been used up to risk their lives crossing to other side in hopes of just a little bit of wages for hard work and a better future. 


This is a problem that is bigger than all of us.   If we are looking for a unified theory of social justice, we have to look beyond the politics of identity to the politics of compassion, one which says there are human rights that are universal.  That the truth is most transgressions against our human civil rights in the U.S. and in places where U.S. businesses operate, are taking place against people of color.  That the massive violations of human and civil rights that could take place in Chandler, Arizona, under the guise of “immigration control” where for 5 days hundreds of Latinos were forced to prove their legal status, including pregnant women and children,  solely because of the color of their skin, could happen because the program, coined Operation Restoration, is an expression of this nation’s deepest fears of people who are different and vulnerable and greatest resistance to accountability for human rights violations.  
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