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 On April 2, the Associated Press announced that it was eliminating the term “illegal 
immigrant” from its style manual. “The Stylebook no longer sanctions the term 'illegal 
immigrant' or the use of 'illegal' to describe a person,” AP Senior Vice President and Executive 
Editor Kathleen Carroll explained. “Instead, it tells users that 'illegal' should describe only an 
action, such as living in or immigrating to a country illegally.”i In rejecting the term “illegal” as a 
descriptor of a whole person, the AP's decision indicates a movement away from the deceptive 
clarity of the divide between “legal” and “illegal” in our immigration conversation and toward a 
more appropriate complexity and precision. 
 
A number of factors paved the way for this change. Three-plus years ago, ColorLines launched 
its “Drop the I-Word” campaign, urging media outlets to stop using the term, which as 
ColorLines' Jorge Rivas points out, “is a racially charged slur.”ii These efforts were joined by a 
movement of young people and others who came out as undocumented, challenging the idea of 
undocumented immigrants as “shadowy” figures. Meanwhile, immigrant justice advocates 
became more aggressive in demands that the Obama Administration make good on promises to 
immigrant communities. 
 
The power of these efforts became clear following the 2012 elections, which marked a high point 
for Latino voting power and precipitated renewed public attention to immigration reform. 
Recognizing their “demographic disadvantage,” the Republican Growth and Opportunity Project, 
explained, “If Hispanic Americans hear that the GOP doesn't want them in the United States, 
they won't pay attention to our next sentence.”iii The conservative Hispanic Leadership Network 
was even more directive and warned, “Don’t use the word 'illegals' or 'aliens.'”iv 
 
Two weeks after the AP announcement, the bipartisan “Gang of Eight” introduced its much-
anticipated comprehensive immigration reform bill. The Senators did not give their legislation a 
title easily translated into acronym, as with the DREAM Act. Instead, they named it the “Border 
Security, Economic Opportunity, and Immigration Modernization Act of 2013,”v ensuring that 
any mention of the bill's formal title would start with reference to the border. Given this 
unwieldy name, news reports are calling the legislation anything from “the Senate immigration 
reform bill” to just “immigration reform.” Yet links to the legislation appear on thousands of web 
pages, and each writer who reproduces the bill's name is pairing “border security” and 
immigration reform, whether or not he or she wants to make this association. 
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This emphasis on the border, both explicit and implicit, is not limited to the bill's title. In the 
legislation's findings section, the drafters identify their primary goals as “securing the 
sovereignty of the United States of America and establishing a coherent and just system for 
integrating those who seek to join American society.”vi Although the drafters do not define 
sovereignty or discuss it in any other section of the 844-page bill, by speaking of “securing” 
sovereignty they are invoking the border, not in terms of place, but in terms of what the public 
expects the border to do: to exclude. Adding to the sovereignty language, the drafters go on to 
explain that “[w]e have a right, and duty, to maintain and secure our borders.”vii Moreover, the 
bill includes policy provisions to put more personnel near the border, increase funding for border 
enforcement, and expand workplace identity checks. 
 
Opponents of reform may see the border security language and these substantive provisions as 
political cover, but the new policies would have real consequences, and it is even unclear how 
border security measures would affect the “road to citizenship” provisions. It is this “road to 
citizenship” to which the bill drafters are alluding in the second half of the legislation's opening 
sentence, which refers to “integrating those who seek to join American society.” Even this 
aspirational and apparently inclusive language invokes a border of sorts, namely the dividing line 
between those who are part of “American society” and those who stand outside, clamoring to 
join. Taking undocumented immigrants as outsiders who must establish their merit, the bill 
makes the “road to citizenship” difficult and costly to navigate, with the numerous financial, 
employment, language, and other requirements it would impose on applicants.viii 
 
The current situation thus presents both opportunity and peril for the immigrant rights 
movement. The ongoing fight to eliminate the I-word belongs to a broader effort to establish the 
full humanity of people marked as outsiders by the term, and the AP decision is a significant 
milestone in that fight. In policy terms, the Senate immigration reform bill provides an important 
starting point for reversing the legal exile in which millions of people in the U.S. reside—it could 
place millions of people on the “legal” side of the border.  
 
However, both the justificatory language of the bill and its substantive provisions illustrate the 
degree to which the “border” continues to circumscribe the national conversation about 
migration and the policy emerging from that conversation. This problem affects not just elected 
officials but many in the diverse movement for immigrant justice, among whom I include 
myself. As a whole, the movement is still struggling to develop a language and promote a 
conversation that adequately addresses the border and its implications for justice and equity. 
 
 
 
 Advocates for immigrant justice are well aware that the figurative border of public debate 
is as deceptively simple as the division between “illegal” and “legal.” The border as enacted is 
not a simple line (or fence or wall) between the United States and Canada or the United States 
and Mexico. Although many rights attach to everyone present in the country, the border shapes 
the legal status of people in numerous ways even once they've physically crossed into U.S. 
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territory.ix As a set of functions, the border reaches deep into the territory of the United States; in 
recent years, these functions have moved ever further into the “interior,” with an increase in 
checkpoint and other enforcement operations, a spike in deportations, and state and local 
governments now engaging in immigration enforcement.x 
 
Yet the border is also increasingly permeable. This affects not only migrants but all people in the 
United States. “Cross-border relationships have always existed,” notes legal scholar Linda 
Bosniak, “but their intensity has accelerated to the point that most of us are embedded, 
irremediably, in various fields of interaction that traverse national borders.”xi However, the 
advantages of border relaxation are not equally shared; capital has increasingly benefited from a 
freedom of movement that labor does not enjoy, although globalization has fostered the linkages 
that spur migration.xii Similarly, the United States government steps beyond that border to 
enforce U.S. law, or to to take action outside any clear legal framework, as has become apparent 
in recent revelations about debates over extrajudicial executions and renditions.xiii 
 
Therefore, rather than being simply a place, the border consists of a set of functions that often 
reflect and reproduce inequality. It is because the moral implications of the border that many 
immigrant rights supporters have taken up the cause. Although the exercise of the border harms 
people in numerous ways, it is often in the realm of immigrant rights that activists and advocates 
experience the effects of the border most personally, because we are immigrants ourselves, come 
from immigrant families, or otherwise come face-to-face with immigrants in our lives and work. 
 
These personal connections bring activists into direct confrontation with the moral and ethical 
implications of the border. Yet immigrant rights groups have not always recognized that 
confrontation, or known or agreed on how to express it. For instance, when fighting for expanded 
access to health care, organizations debated whether to speak explicitly about embracing 
everyone, including immigrants without papers, or trying to win inclusion “under the radar.” 
Such debates raise questions about pragmatics, values, and the assumptions made about both. 
They also suggest that activists and advocates may remain rhetorically and conceptually confined 
by the border that so many find troubling.  
 
This confinement should come as no surprise. The border has proven very powerful as a lens for 
viewing the world, functioning as the sort of “terministic screen” discussed by literary theorist 
and rhetorician Kenneth Burke. “Even if any given terminology is a reflection of reality,” Burke 
explains, “by its very nature as a terminology it must be a selection of reality; and to this extent it 
must function also as a deflection of reality.”xiv This is not just a matter of messaging—of which 
words will prove useful for a particular issue campaign or election—but how, through our choice 
of terms, we express our understanding of how the world works. By necessity, this understanding 
will be incomplete. Indeed, according to Burke, “much that we take as observations about 
'reality' may be but the spinning out of possibilities implicit in our particular choice of terms.”xv 
 
Burke opens his discussion of terministic screens by looking at the function of photographs, 
noting how different shots of the same objects produce distinctions in texture and form. Indeed, 
visual images are central to the way that Americans understand borders, given that most live in 
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the “interior” and confront the border as a product of imagination. Given this distance, 
photographs provide a visual confirmation of the existence of the border while also portraying its 
characteristics. An online search for photographs of the “United States border” yields image 
upon image depicting portions fence running through the desert or into the ocean, of uniformed 
patrols, and of people attempting to cross the fence or walking through the desert.  
By providing an image of the border and these trappings of it, the photographs reflect reality. 
 
Additionally, beyond confirming the border's existence, the photographs produce a set of ideas 
about it: that it is a physical place; that it is a line susceptible to clear demarcation; and, that it is 
a site that is policed, most notably to prevent the passage of Mexicans. This forms much of the 
selected reality implied by the term “the border,” which becomes concrete to physically distant 
viewers who can conjure the border only as an imaginative act. According to Burke: 
 

Our presence in a room is immediate, but the room’s relation to 
our country as a nation, and beyond that to international relations 
and cosmic relations dissolves into a web of ideas and images that 
reach through our senses only insofar as the symbol systems that 
report on them are heard or seen. To mistake this vast tangle of 
ideas for immediate experience is much more fallacious than to 
accept a dream as an immediate experience.xvi 

 
Thus, visual images of the border put the border in the room described by Burke. However, 
absent from that room is the deflected reality—the portion of reality not depicted in the 
photographs—that consists of all the inconsistent and often abusive applications of the border 
that motivate so much immigrant justice activism. For most Americans, this more complex 
border simply is not part of the reality implied through the term “the border.” 
 
What, then, are the implications of our current imagining of the border—the possibilities that 
spin out from our use of the term? First is the idea that the United States contains a national 
community to which some belong and others do not, with the idea of belonging being highly 
racialized. Power to decide who may cross the border resides in the U.S. government, acting on 
behalf of the national community. Those who cross without permission, or who overstay visas, 
are attempting to disrupt the division between “us” and “them” and, in so doing, are committing 
a legal and moral wrong. Consequently, benefits (such as access to health care) that could accrue 
to such migrants are undeserved and represent something being taken away from the deserving. 
Finally, these migrants remain marginal to life in the United States and are themselves marginal. 
 
Hoping to avoid surfacing these implications, many immigrant rights advocates have often—and 
understandably—attempted to avoid any utterance of the word “border.” The term is almost 
entirely absent in a recent messaging guide, “How to Talk about Immigrants in America,” 
created by America's Voice, the Opportunity Agenda, and two communications firms; the word 
appears only in the guide's “don't” section, where, grouping damaging words together, the 
authors caution against saying “secure our borders,” “rule of law,” or broke the law.”xvii 
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On the other hand, immigrant rights groups don't always turn away from the reality that the 
border, as a set of unevenly applied functions, helps create. In its response to the Senate bill, 
JUNTOS expressed support for some aspects of the legislation and criticized others, and, 
notably, pointed out that “nowhere in this reform debate does either party make mention of the 
US foreign policies or the multi-national corporations that decimate the economy of the Global 
South and causes the very migration they wish to curtail.”xviii OneAmerica's website includes a 
fact sheet that discusses free trade policy as one of the “root causes of migration.”xix  
 
Furthermore, organizations working on to address human rights issues related to the border—
such as the Border Action Network and No More Deaths—do not avoid the term; these groups 
are there, and based on their location they are able to offer an alternate visual and linguistic 
depiction of the physical border. Ultimately, though, those who confront the border in the 
interior are physically positioned to continue avoiding discussion of the border, thereby 
contributing to the deflection of attention from those aspects of its reality that are hardest to 
visualize. 
 
 
 
 In 2003, I wrote a policy report for a driver's license campaign that adopted the “safety 
frame” common among such campaigns at that time. The report used messaging as racist as 
anything the opposition had to offer, playing on the fears of its white, U.S.-born audience. The 
report explained that the denial of driver's licenses to undocumented immigrants “threaten[ed] 
the safety and prosperity of all people in Idaho” and argued that our policy would fix that safety 
threat. “Licensed drivers can be located in state databases and identified,” I explained in the 
report. “Removing these restrictions [on driver's license issuance] will make it easier for local 
police departments, sheriffs’ departments, and prosecutors to protect our communities.” 
 
The organization had chosen this frame under the belief that the campaign would not succeed 
without appealing to the self-interest of white Idahoans. In addition to releasing this report, the 
organization collected letters of support from county sheriffs and others in law enforcement. In 
any event, the campaign did not succeed. Moreover, in doubling down on the logic of the 
border—and depicting immigrants as outsiders that needed to be policed—the campaign 
contributed to ongoing deflection of the broader reality that had motivated us in the first place. In 
truth, we saw the denial of driver's licenses as one more exercise of the border that advanced the 
exploitation of people deemed outside the “national community.” Discussing this directly, 
however, would have seemed like very poor strategy in the context of this campaign. 
Consequently, the organization instead chose a strategy of deflection, believing that this 
represented the pragmatic approach. 
 
How pragmatic, though, are these presumably pragmatic approaches? Looking at the shift in the 
immigration policy landscape in Utah, sociologist Julie Stewart tracked both state-level 
immigration bills and the accompanying narrative strategies used by immigrant advocates and 
anti-immigrant groups. In 2003, Utah's driver's license law (amended in 1999 to remove 
immigration-related restrictions) came under attack. In defense of the law, Stewart argues, 
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immigrant rights advocates used a “lower mimetic” narrative that emphasized “pragmatic 
concerns and procedural efficiencies.”xx  This narrative lacked the most powerful elements of 
storytelling, such as a heightened plot, strong character polarization, and emotion.xxi 
 
Initially, Stewart says, this approach worked. “The policy narrative surrounding [the original 
driver's license bill] was successful because it was so routinized that it was barely noticed by 
potential critics,”xxii Stewart notes. In other words, the immigrant rights advocates were able to 
fly under the radar. This didn't last long, though. “[O]nce immigrant opponents began to focus on 
immigration-related policies,” Stewart writes, “they developed a compelling, apocalyptic 
narrative to oppose all expansive immigration legislation.”xxiii 
 
This narrative approach pulled the rug out from under the immigrant advocates: 
 

The immigrant opponents successfully transformed the terms of the 
immigration debate away from a factual analysis of its impact 
toward emotion-laden rhetoric that introduced successively more 
negative images of immigrants. Immigration opponents wove 
narratives of immigrants as criminals and terrorists. They altered 
the terms of the debate away from pragmatism and toward passion, 
often inciting intense fear.xxiv 

 
The immigrant rights advocates didn't have the rhetorical tools to challenge their opposition and 
turned back to facts and critique. It didn't work. “Narrative analysts warn that if your policy does 
not have a strong story, with powerful imagery, it will be unlikely to resist apocalyptic attack,” 
Stewart explains. “This case affirms this.” Notably, it wasn't just the terms of the debate that 
shifted but the policy landscape as well. 
 
Throughout the 2000's, many mainstream immigrant justice campaigns used messaging that 
subtly embraced both the moral validity of the border and the immorality of crossing it without 
authorization. Thus, DREAM campaign messaging materials counseled advocates to tell 
lawmakers that undocumented youth had come to the United States “through no fault of their 
own,” preserving the moral innocence of children while reinforcing the culpability their parents. 
To counter the presumed criminality of undocumented immigrants, Media Matters Action 
Network continues to suggest the following talking point evoking the undocumented immigrant 
as ashamed, head-ducking penitent: “[T]hey come here to work hard and keep their heads down. 
The last thing they want is trouble with the authorities.”xxv 
 
In 2009, political scientist Drew Westen suggested that immigrant justice activists use messages 
that put the border front and center. “The first and most important job of government is to protect 
its people,” the message went, “and you can't protect your people if you can't protect your 
borders.”xxvi With this “tough love” stance established, it was argued, activists could pivot to 
legalization, packaged in hard language casting it not as a “reward for law-breaking” but as 
punishment. Westen recognized that his messaging would be objectionable to many advocates, 
and, indeed, its emphasis on “our permission,” “our language,” and “obeying our laws”—among 
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other features—reflected many of the implications that spin out from the border-as-imagined: 
lack of belonging, criminality, and cultural difference. 
 
 
 
 Fortunately, mainstream immigrant rights organization have developed more immigrant-
positive messages in recent years. “How to Talk about Immigrants in America” counsels us that 
the term “'[i]llegal is an ethnic slur that will soon sound like 'colored' or 'wop' (which stands for 
without papers).” Instead, according to the guide, advocates should “re-brand” immigrants as 
“aspiring citizens,” “new Americans,” or, as a last resort, “new American immigrants.” 
 
The messaging guide also proposes a “dignity of work” message that explains, “As Americans, 
we all do our part to contribute, and we're all the better for having hardworking new immigrants 
as contributing members of our communities.” Such messages attempt to erase the image of 
immigrants as morally suspect and undeserving and replace it with one of immigrants as people 
who, like us, “realize the value of working hard and doing your part in exchange for the 
blessings of liberty.” Thus, the message conveys, immigrants are deserving of Americanness and 
its benefits; they have worked hard for this privilege. 
 
These messages also place immigrants within the heroic narrative of American freedom. 
“[P]eople move to make life better for themselves and their families,” goes one suggestion. “It's 
hard to move – to pack up everything and go to a new place takes courage – but you do it in 
order to put food on the table.” This message then links immigrants' right to move to the values 
we (Americans) share: “[o]ne of the values we hold dear to our hearts is a deeply rooted 
belief in the freedom to be who you want to be, say what you want to say, and go where you 
want to go.” Support for immigrant rights then becomes a commitment to the nation and the 
values underlying its founding. 
 
Despite the advances, this rebranding of immigrants does not erase the border or address the 
implications that stem off from the border-as-imagined. Instead, it seeks to convince the listener 
that the immigrant is “us,” rhetorically pulling the immigrant from the immoral side of the border 
to the good, American side: undocumented immigrants are not immigrants at all, but incomplete 
Americans. In combination, these messages can be understood to tell a story about immigration 
reform as a mechanism for renewing the border, which here surrounds a nation compromised not 
by immigrants' “illegality” but by their incomplete inclusion. Immigration reform would 
reestablish the nation by formalizing the Americanness of undocumented migrants.  
 
There are good reasons to pursue this narrative, which seems well-crafted to the policy package 
in the Senate immigration bill, with its combination of legalization, border enforcement, and 
reform of the system for allocating immigrant visas. However, this set of policy measures 
embraces just some consequences of the border and contains its own limitations that activists are 
working to address. Given these limitations, we should not let this campaign or bill set the 
boundaries for our own long-term goals related to ideas and policy. 
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 Confronting the border may require a more sustained effort than can be achieved in the 
context of a legislative campaign. Yet we cannot avoid the border. Almost every term that 
conveys a commitment to immigrant justice has the border embedded in it. Even to speak of 
“immigrants” presumes an individual coming “inside” the nation from somewhere else, and 
outsiderness is built into the word (hence the use of the term “migrant” by many groups and 
scholars). (Hence messages that avoid the term “immigrant” altogether.)  
 
What, then, will it take to bring into view the reality deflected by our imagining of the border? 
“The immigrant rights movement, for all its vibrancy and depth, has been losing the policy 
fight,”xxvii Rinku Sen, Executive Direction of the Applied Research Center, wrote in September. 
“That’s because the movement has also been losing the profoundly racialized cultural fight over 
the nation’s identity, limiting our ability to frame the debate.” According to Sen, we need a 
cultural strategy that conveys the full humanity of immigrants. “Only the thoughtful integration 
of these tactics with traditional policy pushes,” Sen writes, “can get us out of a period dominated 
by bad news for immigrants.”xxviii This cultural project must “establish the stories, images, and 
archetypes that prime a person to expand rather than shrink the circle of concern. That project 
requires us to deal with how race is lived in America, not just how it is legislated.”xxix 
 
As Sen notes, that work has already begun, referencing the coming out of DREAMers across 
multiple media, state-based Welcoming Campaigns, and ARC's Drop the I-Word Campaign. 
These interventions are already paying off. The passage of immigration reform is far from 
guaranteed—to say nothing of possible tradeoffs—but if immigrant demands are back on the 
table, it's because of this renewed fight. Electoral strength cultivated through voter registration 
and turnout efforts is certainly part of the equation, but they alone can not account for the shift.  
 
Immigrant activists and their supporters have expressed this power in a way that makes their 
demands urgent and just, and that portrays failure to act as a wrong. Immigrants who have come 
out have disrupted the image of undocumented immigrants as penitents, keeping “their heads 
down” to avoid detection and censure. The youth, many of whom are also queer, drew on the 
coming out model presented by the gay rights movement,xxx and the refrain “undocumented, 
unafraid, and unapologetic” has a similar tenor to the chant “we're here, we're queer, get used to 
it.” The coming-out phenomenon thus has challenged a number of the implications of the border. 
 
Perhaps most specifically, the movement has taken on the idea of what it means to be an 
American. Journalist Jose Antonio Vargas' organization, Define American, confronts the 
question of how national identity is created and by whom, building on the slogan “We Are 
America” that immigrant rights groups began promoting in 2006. And, in their narratives, 
DREAMers do not plead for admission into the national community. Rather, they claim an 
already-established place within it; in fact, many narratives include the DREAMers' own surprise 
at learning that they were anything but American. 
 
These narratives reveal the complications of national identity and belonging, given the complex, 
deflected reality of the border. “The idea of citizenship is commonly invoked to convey a state of 
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democratic belonging or inclusion,” writes Linda Bosniak, “yet this inclusion is usually premised 
on a conception of a community that is bounded and exclusive.” As we know, the border does 
not work so neatly and consistently, and, if America is not contained by its borders, how can 
“Americanness” be contained?xxxi The deflected reality of borders means that it it may not be 
enough to acknowledge the DREAMers and their parents as Americans, rightly on this side of 
the border; it' worth questioning the degree to which the border should serve as a sorter for 
rights, responsibilities, and obligations.  
 
In an age of globalization and shifting geographies of power,xxxii immigrant justice advocates 
should liberate themselves from the conceptual constraints of the border, but this will take deep 
political and cultural engagement with activists and grassroots leaders of all backgrounds. After 
our driver's license campaign failed in Idaho, the Idaho Community Action Network and the 
Alliance for a Just Society decided to reflect on our strategy, and this reflection led us back to 
our roots in community organizing. We developed trainings on globalization and engaged 
ICAN's multiracial membership in thinking about how the phenomenon affected everyone in 
their communities—those born in Idaho and those born elsewhere. Later, we created a series of 
community dialogues that brought together people of diverse backgrounds to learn about the 
immigration system and explore it in relationship to their sense of justice.  
 
This kind of work doesn't make the headlines—and it doesn't receive much funding—but it's the 
kind of work that helps people wrestle with difficult questions and think about what a more just 
world would look like. No matter what level of success the immigrant rights movement achieves 
in the current round of immigration reform, there will be plenty of such work to do. The border 
will remain with us, and it will be up to us to engage activists and and grassroots leaders to 
explore questions about what the border is, what (if anything) we expect it to do, and how it fits 
in with our efforts to achieve justice and equity. 
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