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Introduction 

In early September, shortly after the Trump administration’s decision to cancel 

the Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) program, I received a letter in the 

mail. Inside was a fundraising flyer from Casa Latina, a Seattle-area nonprofit I had 

worked for over the summer, an organization dedicated to providing employment and 

educational opportunities to the local Latinx community.1 The flyer contained a single 

photo: a middle-aged woman alongside her teenage daughter. A caption encouraged the 

reader to donate in order to “create generations of opportunity” for families like theirs. 

The mother was a member of Casa Latina’s worker collective, and importantly, her 

daughter was a DACA recipient. 

 The emotional weight of the letter’s appeal was clear, and the fear the family 

felt undeniable. Still, the appeal to DACA struck me as odd. I had spent the entire 

summer working alongside Casa Latina’s members, nearly all of whom are 

undocumented adult day laborers and housekeepers – in short, the type of migrants 

who are explicitly ineligible for protection from deportation under DACA. Like the 

family in the flyer, some may have children or relatives with eligibility, but the vast 

majority were themselves written out of the policy. In conversations with coworkers 

and community members, it became clear to me that not everyone supported utilizing 

DACA as a strategic tool for activism and community organizing. There was a tension 

between the public representations of migrants and the networks of political solidarity 

that the organization hoped to build.  

                                                 
1 I spent May-August 2017 working at Casa Latina’s Day Worker Center. More information on Casa 
Latina can be found on their website: casa-latina.org.  
 

http://casa-latina.org/
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 Such a tension is reflected more broadly in the fractured ideological landscape 

precipitated by DACA since its inception in 2012. Some on the political left have 

heralded the policy as a courageous step towards the protection of America’s most 

vulnerable and exceptional young people. Some on the right have cried foul, pointing 

out that allowing “illegal immigrants” to stay in the country undermines respect for the 

law. Yet, responses to DACA do not simply fit into the Left/Right political binary. The 

right has its share of DACA proponents: after all, why punish children who, through no 

fault of their own, were brought to this country and who embody the “American 

Dream”? Still others on the left critique the narrow scope of the policy, pointing to the 

millions of immigrants who are ineligible under DACA (Nevins 2012). In short, the 

policy has sparked lively debate across the United States.  

 My thesis project arises out of these ideological conflicts and representational 

tensions. Public discourses about DACA are not just about DACA: they are doing 

important political work. To uncover the nature of that work, I pose the following 

question: How did discourses in the print media surrounding the rollout of DACA 

interact with, (re)produce, and/or contest the boundaries of the American “nation”? I 

am interested in the ways that DACA became a site where “the nation” was articulated, 

formed, and contested. This is a thesis about nation-building, about the discursive 

processes through which the national community is at once imagined and made real. 

Ultimately, though, far more is at stake than just theoretical debates: I firmly believe 

that discourses can set the terms of political possibility. Particularly for those interested 

in emancipatory social movements, it is critical to better understand the mechanisms of 

national social imagination if we are to stage successful political counter-imaginations. 
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I approach my question by performing a discourse analysis of news articles, op-

ed commentaries, and editorials published by the New York Times in the months 

immediately before and after the unveiling of DACA by the Obama Administration in 

June 2012. I theorize the national print media as a critical actor in the production of the 

collective national imagination, a rich site of debate wherein a national “common 

sense” understanding of immigration policy is reproduced. When it comes to DACA, 

discourses in the New York Times created hierarchies of deservingness among 

undocumented immigrants on the basis of their legal culpability, future potential, age, 

and threat to the nation. Racialized differences in the perceived contribution that 

migrants make to the nation were mobilized to reproduce the subordination of poor, 

brown migrants. This process of national imagination temporarily assimilates the work 

of undocumented migrants, subsuming them into the nation without ever relieving the 

basic fact of their precarity. Ultimately, it is through these precarious contradictions 

that the reproduction of the nation is secured. 

I begin by outlining the fraught relationship between the nation and the 

immigrant, tracing the ideological role that various classes of migrants play in the 

maintenance of U.S. nationalism. I then turn to the theoretical framework which 

sustains my analysis, drawing upon Benedict Anderson’s theory of imagined 

communities, Michel Foucault’s work on power and discourse, and Antonio Gramsci’s 

work on hegemony and consent, understanding the print media coverage of DACA as a 

‘hegemonic discourse.’ Next, I analyze how articles in the Times constructed 

hierarchies among undocumented immigrants. I pay particular attention to the ways in 

which narratives about assimilation and national growth interacted with race and legal 
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status, and how they reified racialized hierarchies of disposable labor. Finally, I 

highlight the importance of undocumented migrant precarity to the project of national 

imagination. I conclude by turning to the possibilities for thinking resistance, 

examining several alternative practices that might support a radical politics of counter-

imagination. 
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The U.S. Nation and the (Im)migrant 

Constructing the deserving immigrant 

On its most basic level, DACA is a case study in deservingness politics. The 

policy marks a select few migrants – the so-called ‘DREAMers’ – as deserving of 

(temporary) inclusion into the political life of the nation, while explicitly excluding 

millions of others. Scholars Anne Schneider and Helen Ingram offer a framework 

through which public policymaking becomes an important site where notions of 

deservingness are inscribed, perpetuated, and altered. They write, “The social 

constructions of target groups through public policies…convey powerful messages 

about who matters in our society and who does not” (Schneider and Ingram 2005, 19). 

Policies frequently hinge upon the construction of demonized “others,” marking 

divisions along intersecting lines of race, ethnicity, gender, class, and sexuality 

(Schneider and Ingram 2005, 27).  

Immigration policy has long been a site for the construction of such hierarchies. 

Lina Newton, for instance, has applied deservingness theory to the Congressional 

immigration reform efforts of the 1990s. Analyzing statements made by members of 

Congress during debates over the 1996 Illegal Immigration Reform and Immigrant 

Responsibility Act (IIRIRA), Newton shows how policymakers constructed different 

types of immigrants: some immigrants were of the deserving type, insofar as they 

embodied traditional liberal values of hard work, patriotism, and self-betterment. At 

the same time, other immigrants were represented as deviant and undeserving – as 

“freeloaders reaping the benefits of hardworking citizens” (Newton 2005, 151). The 
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distinction justified restrictions in immigration law and social welfare, effects that 

Christina Gerken notes fall along “racist and heterosexist” lines. Gerken, though, is 

careful to attend to the broader ideological forces underpinning the IIRIRA discourses. 

She writes that we must not neglect “[the] explicit focus on ‘rational’ neoliberal reform 

measures…” (Gerken 2013, 8). The discourse was distinctively neoliberal in character, 

imbued with personal responsibility like never before (Gerken 2013, 13). As I will 

show, these notions of deservingness remain persistent in contemporary debates over 

DACA, and are useful to understand the ideological work done by the policy. 

Some scholars have begun to connect deservingness theory to DACA 

specifically. Fanny Lauby has shown how rallying behind the archetypal DREAMer 

divides the undocumented community in the United States, posing a significant 

challenge for Latinx rights activists interested in building coalitional movements 

(Lauby 2016, 374). Still, deservingness scholars tend to place their analytic focus on 

social constructions within the nation, without challenging the construction of the 

nation itself. My project thus takes the important insights of deservingness theory as a 

crucial starting point, but reflects the focus back onto the nation; whereas 

deservingness theory examines constructions of “national membership,” this project 

poses questions about constructions of “national membership.” 

National imaginings 

My chief aim in this project is to interrogate the political work done by DACA 

discourses in the production of the U.S. nation. Benedict Anderson theorizes the nation 

as an “imagined community” (Anderson 2006, 5). The work of nationalist ideology, 

according to Anderson, is to imagine a cohesive nation where there is none. He notes, 
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“...the members of even the smallest nation will never know most of their fellow-

members, meet them, or even hear of them, yet in the minds of each lives the image of 

their communion” (Anderson 1983, 6). That the nation is imagined, however, does not 

make the feeling of national membership any less real. Anderson argues that regardless 

of actual social inequalities and conflicts within a nation-state’s borders, the nation is 

“always conceived as a deep horizontal comradeship” (Anderson 2006, 7). The idea of 

the nation presupposes a kinship or national solidarity that may not exist in actual 

practice. Because national consciousness is artificial and does not arise naturally, the 

nation must constantly be reconstructed and reproduced. 

The continual construction of national kinship has material underpinnings. 

What Anderson calls “print capitalism,” the mass distribution of newspapers and books 

across the nation, is an important mechanism in achieving national camaraderie. He 

writes, “the newspaper reader, observing exact replicas of [their] own paper being 

consumed [everywhere around them]…is continually reassured that the imagined 

world is visibly rooted in everyday life” (Anderson 2006, 35). In understanding the 

workings of national imagination, material technologies of nation-making take on 

renewed importance. Anderson points to several such technologies: newspapers, 

novels, censuses, maps, and museums. These institutions produce and circulate the 

imagined nation within culture. Maps, for instance, make the physical shape of the 

nation instantly recognizable and infinitely reproducible, allowing for the transfer of 

that shape onto posters, magazines, stamps, and tablecloths – the nation is constituted 

as a visual sign rooted in the everyday (Anderson 2006, 175).  
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Newspapers are of particular importance for Anderson because they are able to 

unify the nation both spatially and temporally. He posits, “...We have seen that the very 

conception of the newspaper implies the refraction of even ‘world events’ into the 

specific imagined world of vernacular readers; and also how important to that imagined 

community is an idea of steady, solid simultaneity through time” (Anderson 2006, 63). 

The “national” newspaper bundles together spatially and temporally distant events into 

a coherent, unified narrative; individual readers physically separated by thousands of 

miles are linked by the simultaneity of their news consumption. The steadiness of this 

imaginative “mass ceremony” across time – “incessantly repeated at daily...intervals 

throughout the calendar” (Anderson 2006, 35) – confirms and reconfirms the imagined 

nation in the mind of the newspaper reader. In this sense, the nation is continually 

remade by and through the dissemination of national news.  

Assimilating the (im)migrant subject 

In important ways, the nation is also reinforced by the myths it tells about itself. 

Political theorist Bonnie Honig focuses on a prevailing nationalist myth: the idea of the 

United States as a nation ‘of immigrants.’ This myth, writes Honig, “allows a 

disaffected citizenry to experience its regime as choiceworthy, to see it through the 

eyes of still-enchanted newcomers whose choice [is] to come here…” (Honig 2001, 

75). In this example, a national imaginary serves to obscure realities that render 

citizens “disaffected,” refocusing attention onto the presumably desiring immigrants 

crowding the border. The U.S. nation is fictively constructed as a place anyone would 

be lucky to live, founded in “individual acts of uncoerced consent” – a nation “of 
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immigrants” (Honig 2001, 75). This vision privileges a particular assimilative 

trajectory: the ‘natural’ progression of immigrant to citizen. 

While anthropologist Nicholas DeGenova recognizes the role that “desiring” 

immigrants play in sustaining nationalism, he points to the other side of that coin: the 

nation also views immigrants as “desirable.” He writes, “The figure of the immigrant 

[assumes] its fullest significance for U.S. nationalism – as fetish…the promise of 

assimilation for U.S. nationalism…is the eventual obliteration of the immigrant 

through Americanization” (DeGenova 2005, 85). There is a teleological character to 

narratives of assimilation: the end point is always full assimilation into society. Honig, 

too, notes the ways in which the immigrant’s very foreignness serves to “reinvigorate” 

and even “restore” the nation (Honig 2001, 76). Immigrants thus “perform a crucial 

ideological service” in the process of imagining the nation, because the U.S. nation 

depends upon this teleological unfolding to reproduce itself (DeGenova 2005, 85).  

         Yet, as important as the myth of the immigrant is to the maintenance of U.S. 

nationalism, certain immigrants face discursive obstacles to full assimilation into the 

nation. For instance, J. David Cisneros has identified the common media portrayal of 

“immigrant as pollutant,” drawing parallels between the ways that mainstream media 

portrays immigrants and environmental disasters, underscoring nativist, racist, and 

xenophobic assumptions about immigrants through implicit visual cues (Cisneros 

2008, 570-1). Leo Chavez takes a similar approach, noting how Latinos are often 

homogeneously lumped together as an invading force in print media discourses. This 

“Latino Threat narrative” constructs Latinx immigrants as unwilling and unable to fully 
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assimilate, precluding them from full citizenship and membership in the national 

community (Chavez 2008, 2).  

What becomes clear is that while the “desiring” immigrant is desirable, not all 

immigrants are equally desired. Here, it is crucial to point out that the common term 

“illegal alien” operates as a racialized category, not just a legal one. Anthropologists 

Nicholas DeGenova and Ana Ramos-Zayas describe this dynamic: 

The figure of the ‘illegal alien’ itself has emerged as a mass-mediated sociopolitical 
category that is saturated with racialized difference, and moreover, serves as a 
constitutive feature of the specific racialized inscription of “Mexicans” in general, 
regardless of their immigration status or even U.S. citizenship. (DeGenova & Ramos-
Zayas 2003, 3, my emphasis) 

 
The legal category is intricately tied up with race, such that actual immigration status 

gets pushed to the side; instead, “Mexican” ethnic identity and “illegal” entry are 

collapsed, rendered synonymous in the public imagination. While the “illegal alien” is 

often racialized as specifically Mexican, the term serves to identify racial others more 

broadly. As migration scholar Joseph Nevins contends, “[illegal alienage] is rooted...in 

notions of undesirable ‘Others,’ who have typically been nonwhite, non-English-

speaking people from relatively poor countries” (Nevins 2002, 147). Discourses about 

“illegal aliens” permit coded discussions in which references to illegal status actually 

refer to migrants who are predominantly poor and predominantly brown (Neuman 

1995, 1429). This dynamic is a reflection of how the institution of U.S. citizenship 

itself, as DeGenova and Ana Ramos-Zayas argue, is “a mode for producing inequality 

and racialized subordination” (DeGenova & Ramos-Zayas 2003, 3). 

         The figure of the undocumented migrant thus occupies a fraught place within 

the nation. As Honig puts it: “nationalist xenophilia tends to feed and (re)produce 

nationalist xenophobia as its partner” (Honig 2001, 76). This xenophilia/xenophobia 
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partnership is simultaneously irreconcilable and productive. Following Honig, theorist 

Ali Behdad posits, “instead of undoing or undermining one another [they] coexist and 

reinforce one another…” (Behdad 2005, 17).  Expounding upon this fundamental 

contradiction, immigration historian Mae Ngai argues that so-called “illegal aliens” are 

conceived as “impossible subjects”: their inclusion into the nation is “simultaneously a 

social reality [by virtue of their physical presence] and a legal impossibility” (Ngai 

2004, 4-5). Legal theorist Linda Bosniak makes a correlative point, writing, “foreigners 

enter the bounded national territory from the outside and, once present, are assigned the 

status of alienage...the border effectively follows them inside” (Bosniak 2006, 4). 

Assimilation into the nation, at least for the racialized undocumented migrant, is 

virtually a contradiction in terms. 

DACA, as a policy explicitly aimed at young undocumented migrants, provides 

a window into the complex dynamics of assimilation. It is the work of this thesis, by 

way of DACA, to think through the contradictory relationship between the (im)migrant 

subject and the shifting boundaries of the nation. At play are deeply held nationalist 

myths, contradictions, and social imaginaries – and also the lives of millions of 

migrants. 
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Producing Discursive Truths 

 
Michel Foucault’s work on power, knowledge, and discourse provides a useful 

framework through which we can examine DACA discourses. Foucault argues that 

“power is everywhere,” explicitly rejecting a conventional understanding of power as 

entirely concentrated and top-down. Instead, he proposes that power is diffuse, 

permeating all parts of social existence, “deployed and exercised through a net-like 

organization” (Foucault 1980, 98). Importantly, Foucault theorizes power as a 

productive force, not necessarily as a negative one: “Power doesn’t only weigh on us as 

a force that says no, but...it traverses and produces things, it induces pleasure, forms of 

knowledge, produces discourse. [It is] a productive network which runs through the 

whole social body” (Foucault 1980, 119).  

 Power produces discourse. Foucault posits, “a discursive formation is not…an 

ideal, continuous, smooth text…It is rather a space of multiple dissensions… whose 

roles must be described” (Foucault 1972, 155). Foucauldian discourse does not arise 

out of dissent and conflict, but actually is constituted within those relations. 

Additionally, Foucault’s theory of discourse disrupts any distinction between 

representation and practice. Critical theorist Stuart Hall writes, “Discourse…is about 

the production of knowledge through language… But since all social practices entail 

meaning, and meanings shape and influence what we do…all practices have a 

discursive aspect” (Hall 1997, 44).  

Discourse is critical in the formation of particular “regimes of truth,” governing 

the boundaries of meaningful topics. Regimes of truth – defined as “types of discourse 
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which [a society] accepts and makes function as true” (Foucault 1980, 131) – are 

constitutive of reality. That is, what we “know” at a particular time about any given 

topic (i.e. crime, immigration, sexuality) has a real bearing on our institutions and 

social practices. Following Foucault, anthropologist James Ferguson writes,“The 

question is not ‘how closely do these ideas approximate the truth,’ but ‘what effects do 

these ideas (which may or may not happen to be true) bring about?’” (Ferguson 1990, 

xv). The point is that social reality is constituted within and through discourse. Paying 

attention to the “working out” of social meanings – that space wherein the boundaries 

of what is an acceptable statement are negotiated – is important if we wish to 

understand the ways that discourses constitute reality (Ferguson 1990, xv). Indeed, 

Joseph Nevins points out that “discursive facts” generate “ways of seeing” the world. 

For instance, the category of the “illegal alien” has implications for a whole host of 

social relations, not just those confined to legal proceedings (Nevins 2002, 150).  

 However, the question remains: How do discourses become dominant and what 

is their relationship with power? To unpack these questions, I turn to Antonio 

Gramsci’s theories of hegemony and consent. Gramsci theorizes two complementary 

types of power in the cultivation of hegemony: power by coercion and power by 

consent. Coercion is exercised in “political society,” comprised of institutions like the 

state, the bureaucracy, the military, the police, and the courts. Power by consent, on the 

other hand, is exercised within “civil society”: non-coercive organizations like 

churches, trade unions, schools, and the press (Saba 1982, 6). Gramsci does not believe 

that these two forms of power operate separately from one another – rather, each 

reinforces the other. Indeed, power is a result of what Paul Saba aptly describes as a 
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“hegemonic equilibrium” between moments of force and consent (Saba 1982, 6). Thus, 

Gramsci’s understanding of power, in general quite different from Foucault's, shares 

one important similarity: both theorists are interested in the operation of power that is 

non-coercive. 

Gramsci recognizes the importance of coercive power at the level of the state, 

but argues that hegemony in modern capitalist society is only achieved through the 

active cultivation of consent in civil society. He warns, “The belief is common that 

obedience must be automatic...that...it must come without any demonstration of 

necessity” (Gramsci 1971, 145). Any successful hegemonic bloc must move beyond 

mere force or coercion, instead employing the instruments of civil society to cultivate 

what Gramsci calls the “national-popular collective will.” Although Gramsci believes 

that a hegemonic bloc shares an initial class interest, it is also crucial for a hegemonic 

project to expand outward and incorporate others who may not share their interests – 

this implies an element of active persuasion. Indeed, consent is achieved – and a 

hegemonic equilibrium reached – when ideology is “proposed by the worker himself, 

not imposed from the outside” (Gramsci 1971, 303). Building a winning hegemonic 

bloc is therefore a complex balancing act, the result of what Paul Saba has called a 

“dynamic ideological struggle,” a struggle that is waged within the institutions of civil 

society (Saba 1982, 7). 

 Gramsci identifies several different sites within civil society where this process 

occurs: churches, trade unions, schools, and the press. This thesis examines the press, 

taking seriously the enormous role and power of the media in modern capitalist society.  
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Following Gramsci, sociologist Todd Gitlin describes: 

As the mass media have suffused social life, they have become crucial fields for the 
definition of social meaning – partially contested zones in which the hegemonic 
ideology meets its partial challenges and then adapts...News organizations…[are 
constantly] balancing here, absorbing there, framing and excluding and disparaging, 
working in complicated ways to manage and contain cultural resistance. (Gitlin 2003, 
292) 

 
In other words, the media plays a particularly important role in the (re)production and 

management of consent. Paying close attention to the ways in which the non-coercive 

power of consent is secured in the media is a crucial part of understanding how 

discourses become dominant.  

However, Gramscian hegemony and Foucauldian discourse seem to be at odds 

conceptually. After all, Foucault holds that discourse produces what is real, collapsing 

any distinction between representation and practice. If we take Foucault seriously, then 

a Gramscian ideology critique – that is, a focus on misrepresentations of what is real – 

becomes hard to reconcile. Where do we draw the line between what is real and what is 

misrepresented? Can we work with both theorists at once? Edward Said’s work on 

Orientalist discourse serves as an exemplar for pulling these two different theorists 

together. Said begins Orientalism by citing Foucault:  

Without examining Orientalism as a discourse one cannot possibly understand the 
enormously systematic discipline by which European culture was able to manage – and 
even produce – the Orient…[and the corresponding] limitations on thought and action 
imposed by Orientalism (Said 1979, 3). 

 
Analyzing Orientalism as a discourse illuminates a great deal. Said sees Foucauldian 

discourse as a useful framework for understanding the otherwise confounding “internal 

consistency” of Orientalism. He writes, “Orientalism as I study it here deals 

principally...with the internal consistency of Orientalism and its ideas about the 

Orient...despite..any correspondence, or lack thereof, with a ‘real’ Orient” (Said 1979, 
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5). Elsewhere, Said notes the “wide space” opened up by certain “truths” postulated 

within Orientalist discourse, alluding to the Foucauldian notion of discourse as a 

productive social phenomenon (Said 1979, 15). 

Said also cites Gramsci as part of his analytic approach. He is especially 

interested in understanding how Orientalism operates through a Gramscian notion of 

consent to become hegemonic. He writes, “[It is] the result of cultural hegemony at 

work that gives Orientalism the durability and the strength I have been speaking about 

so far...a collective notion identifying ‘us’ Europeans as against all ‘those’ non-

Europeans” (Said 1979, 7). In this way, Said conceptualizes Orientalism as a 

“hegemonic discourse.” Indeed, it is precisely by employing Gramsci’s notion of 

consent that Said is able to puzzle through the ways in which Orientalism is hegemonic 

both inside and outside of Europe. Gramsci provides Said with the tools to denaturalize 

common sense portrayals of the Orient. Said goes on, “The imaginative examination of 

things Oriental was based...exclusively upon a sovereign Western consciousness out of 

whose unchallenged centrality an Oriental world emerged” (Said 1979, 8, my 

emphasis). Here, his work is to think through how Orientalism maintains itself as a 

relatively unchallenged, common sense ideological representation of the Orient, a 

Gramscian task. 

Orientalism as a discourse exhibits the productive limitations to thought and 

imagination highlighted by Foucault, with their corresponding real effects. At the same 

time, it exists as a common sense ideological representation of the Orient, a product of 

socio-political imagination. It makes certain kinds of claims intelligible and certain 

kinds of reality legible, while occluding others. Holding Gramsci and Foucault 
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together, Said is able to critique the ways that Orientalist discourse misrepresents the 

Orient, all while suggesting that Orientalism constitutes important elements of reality. 

Following Said, I approach DACA coverage in the New York Times as a “hegemonic 

discourse,” calling attention to the misrepresentations of migrant and nation that 

abound in the newspaper, while also recognizing that the discourse constitutes a real 

nation-migrant experience. It is, to borrow Said’s phrase, “something more formidable 

than a mere collection of lies” (Said 1979, 6).  

 
 

 

 

 

 



18 
 

Representations of DACA in the New York Times 

For this project, I centered my analysis on news articles, editorials, and op-ed 

commentaries that were published in a major national print media outlet: the New York 

Times. The NY Times is one of the most circulated newspapers in the country – in 

2012, its daily circulation topped 1.8 million people (Haughney 2013) – and is widely 

read among the United States’ policy and intellectual elite. I performed a discourse 

analysis on articles about DACA that appeared in the NY Times between May 15 and 

September 15, 2012 in order to capture immigration debates both immediately before 

the policy was announced and while it was actually being implemented.  

 On June 15, 2012, the Obama Administration unveiled its Deferred Action for 

Childhood Arrivals program at a ceremony on the White House lawn. By executive 

order, DACA provided certain young, undocumented migrants with renewable two-

year deferrals from deportation proceedings. To qualify, there were a variety of age 

constraints: only migrants between the ages of fifteen and thirty-one were eligible, and 

they had to have arrived in the United States before their sixteenth birthday. 

Additionally, eligible migrants had be currently attending school, be military veterans, 

or have graduated high school. Finally, migrants with a felony criminal conviction or 

substantial misdemeanor record were barred from applying for deferrals. For the 

hundreds of thousands of youth who met the eligibility criteria, DACA status provided 

them with employment authorization papers that allowed them to work legally for the 

length of their deferral (Immigrant Legal Resource Center 2013). As of 2017, some 
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800,000 “Dreamers”2 were active DACA participants. On September 5, 2017 the 

Trump Administration announced plans to end the program, with the last deferrals 

granted in March 2017 (Nakamura 2017).  

 DACA was widely covered on the pages of the NY Times. To begin my 

research, I pored over the NY Times historical newspapers database, looking for articles 

that covered DACA explicitly and for those that made reference to either the policy, 

undocumented/illegal migrants, the Dreamers, or immigration reform. In my initial 

search, I accumulated more than thirty articles that met my search criteria. From there, 

I selected the twenty that contained the most substance, eliminating several articles that 

were essentially reruns of other articles or that contained only vague passing references 

to my topic. I then began an initial process of  “coding” each document, noting 

countless themes that recurred across the sources. In particular, I paid close attention to 

the ways that invocations of race, the nation, and legal status interacted during debates 

about DACA. Following Benedict Anderson’s method in attending to both content and 

form, I also examined the formal elements of the newspaper’s layout: images, 

headlines, pull quotes, and captions.  

 Ultimately, I “coded” my codes, identifying the three overarching stories told in 

the articles: stories about deserving and undeserving migrants; stories about migrant 

work and innovation; and stories about assimilation. Throughout my analysis, I provide 

close readings of selected articles from my larger primary library, posing a variety of 

questions of each. What is the identity of the “immigrant” subject in this piece? How is 

                                                 
2 The term “Dreamer” is commonly used by reporters, policymakers, and activists to refer to the 
undocumented youth who are eligible for DACA. It references the DREAM Act, a Congressional 
proposal that would provide such migrants with a path to citizenship. The bill has been introduced 
repeatedly in Congress over the past decade but has never passed (Lauby 2016).  
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the “nation” constructed? What do the formal elements of the page reveal about the 

author’s assumptions and conclusions? In each article, I intend to note the story that is 

told – through both words and visual cues – about the relationship between immigrant 

and nation. 
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Migrant Hierarchies and “the Dream” 

The question of the deserving immigrant was central to debates about DACA in 

the New York Times: what types of immigrants deserve to stay in the United States, and 

on what grounds? While several different categories of immigrants emerged, it was the 

“Dreamers” – the young, undocumented students eligible for deferrals under DACA – 

who dominated the discussion. Indeed, while other migrants were demonized, the 

Dreamers were positively constructed as deserving immigrants with a remarkable 

uniformity across news, opinion, and editorial commentary. Such hierarchies, I argue, 

are crucial for the reproduction of the national imaginary, providing the nation with a 

select, homogenous group of desirable immigrants. 

 Much of the Dreamers’ positive social construction rests on the view that they 

embody a well-worn trope of American nationalism: “the American Dream.” In a 

series of board editorials published in The Times just as DACA was being implemented 

in the summer of 2012, the editorial board describes Dreamers using the language of 

hard work, opportunity, and future-oriented success. In one editorial, the board calls 

Dreamers “young strivers,” also characterizing them as “law-abiding, hard-working 

young people” (“Down payment” 2012, A18). Another editorial notes that Obama’s 

policy “opens the future” for young students (“A step toward” 2012, A22). The 

emphasis placed on the youth of the Dreamers is not incidental; rather, it is precisely 

their youth that allows them to strive for a future, confirming their potential to fulfill 

the American Dream. This potential is reinforced visually throughout the coverage.3 

The first news article about DACA to run in the Times in June 2012 features two 
                                                 
3 All images cited in the text are reproduced in the appendix.  
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photographs: the first is of four migrant students in cap and gown, graduating from 

U.C.L.A.; the second is of a student attending a protest, holding a sign that reads ‘We 

are the future of America’ (Figure 1). The effect is to evoke a sense of opportunity and 

possibility; these migrants are deserving of our support because of the future potential 

they hold. As the editorial board notes, “DACA protects students who should not be 

deported anyway”: certainly not, because that would mean deporting the embodiment 

of “the Dream” (“A step toward” 2012, A22).  

 The Dreamers’ positive social construction also rests on a romanticization of 

their childhood innocence: they were ‘brought here’ as children, and cannot be blamed 

for their legal status. On its most basic level, the notion that Dreamers are not to blame 

for being undocumented is a reflection of a key DACA provision: only those who 

arrived in the United States prior to the age of sixteen were eligible for deferrals under 

the program. But the pervasiveness of the narrative in reference to Dreamers 

throughout the Times coverage also serves a clear hierarchical purpose. Consider the 

following example from the editorial titled, “A Step Toward a Dream”: 

It shows common sense and a smart use of resources to focus on removing dangerous 
criminals, recent illegal immigrants and repeat offenders instead of young people who 
had no choice when they were brought here illegally, have deep American roots, clean 
records and dreams of higher education. (“A step toward” 2012, A22) 

 
The blame for Dreamers’ undocumented status lies squarely with an implicit, rarely-

mentioned ‘other’: their parents. Jasmin Darznik makes this point explicitly in her op-

ed about her own experience as a child immigrating to the United States, writing, 

“many thousands of children are brought to America by their parents...before they have 

any concept of citizenship, much less of belonging” (Darznik 2012, SR4). The 

Dreamers are thus absolved of responsibility for their legal status, the moral culpability 
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of their situation located somewhere in the past with another set of immigrants. Even 

the sentence construction, with its passive voice, implicitly reminds the reader that 

whatever they may think of undocumented migrants in general, they should withhold 

from judging these young migrants in particular.  

Here, it is important to note a crucial discursive silence: the Dreamers’ parents 

seem to melt away into the background of the conversation. Indeed, this older 

generation of migrants is largely illegible within the conversation on social 

deservingness; when mentioned at all, it is typically only in passing reference to their 

children. In September 2012, students were applying for deferrals, and the Times ran its 

first story about the divisions the policy was creating within the undocumented 

community. Titled “Divided by Immigration Policy,” the story initially appears to 

recognize the many migrants left out by DACA’s narrow scope. On its first page, the 

article includes a photo featuring the silhouettes of a man, a woman, and a young child 

riding a bicycle (Fig. 2). This is paired with a pull quote, which reads, “In one family, 

some may be eligible to work while others may be deported” (Leland 2012, NJ6). The 

image and the pull quote – which can be consumed before reading the text of the article 

– confirm that the story is about migrant families being divided by DACA.  

In its effort to highlight divisions among migrants, however, the article 

ultimately ends up producing a homogeneous vision of the deserving migrant and 

erasing actual difference. The article follows three pairs of migrants – siblings, friends, 

and a married couple – as they engage with the repercussions of DACA. In each case, 

one person is eligible for a deferral while the other is not. However, the article presents 



24 
 

all of the migrants as peers, each belonging (in principle, at least) to the deserving class 

of Dreamers. Consider the case of two friends profiled in the article: 

The two friends are alike in many ways: They are ambitious, serious, drawn to political 
discussions...Both are in college studying political science...But the difference in their 
ages when they immigrated – he at 15, she at 16 – means a sharp distinction in the way 
they approach their futures now (Leland 2012, NJ6).  

 
The two friends are framed as equally deserving peers, each ambitiously pursuing the 

American Dream by attending college. Emphasis is placed on the arbitrariness of their 

different treatment, which in this case comes down to a bureaucratic, technical issue – 

not one of deservingness pedigree. Each of the three stories in the article unfolds in this 

way. “In some cases,” the article notes, “the difference between being eligible for work 

or deportation is just a couple of months” (Leland 2012, NJ1). Completely absent from 

this account are the millions of adult migrants whose exclusion from DACA is a 

feature of the policy, not a technicality. In fact, it is the fundamental sameness of these 

Dreamers – their homogeneous desirability in the eyes of the nation – that this story 

reinforces.  

 The positive figure of the Dreamer was reliably constructed in opposition to the 

figure of the demonized, undeserving deportee. An editorial published one week before 

the announcement of DACA takes the Obama Administration to task for its 

indiscriminate, aggressive deportation tactics, arguing that a distinction ought to be 

made between “criminal offenders” and those “who have earned a chance to stay” (“A 

failure” 2012, A26). Once DACA was announced shortly thereafter, the editorial board 

wrote that the policy “shows common sense and a smart use of resources to focus on 

removing dangerous criminals, recent illegal immigrants and repeat offenders” (“A 

step toward” 2012, A22). Just two months later, the board makes the similar claim that 
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DACA is a way for the United States to “get its enforcement priorities right – focusing 

on removing criminals and others who threaten community safety” (“Down payment” 

2012, A18). Both statements mark “criminal” immigrant populations as deserving of 

deportation, highlighting the importance of efficiency in immigration enforcement. But 

when it comes to the figure of the deportee, the crime in question may be the border 

crossing itself, which is conflated with other violent crimes to produce a broad 

category of undesirable immigrants. As far as actual criminal records are concerned, 

deportation scholar Tanya Golash-Boza points out that most supposed “criminal 

convictions” are minor infractions: for example, a simple traffic ticket places a migrant 

into Immigration and Customs Enforcement’s convicted criminal category (Golash-

Boza 2015, 9). The threatening, undeserving deportee thus comes to stand in for a 

generalized immigrant ‘other’ whose primary (or only) transgression is their 

unauthorized border crossing. Indeed, to make the immigration system “efficient” is to 

concentrate enforcement resources on these least deserving migrants. Claims to 

efficiency therefore walk hand-in-hand with the “innocent Dreamer” narrative: the 

undesirable, deportable migrant may even be the guilty adult who brought the Dreamer 

to the United States.  

DACA discourses in the New York Times expressed and reproduced hierarchies 

of deservingness among undocumented migrants. The Dreamers, constructed as 

romanticized embodiments of the American Dream, serve an essential function for the 

maintenance of U.S. nationalism: they represent the telos of the model immigrant 

turned citizen, in potentia. The desirability of this relatively small class of 
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undocumented migrants is only achieved through the demonization of a much larger, 

criminalized group of immigrants, one that purportedly threatens the nation’s survival.  
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(De)Racialized Contribution: Innovators vs. Workers 

In the days following the announcement of DACA, the New York Times ran a 

story about the reaction to the policy among Latinx migrants living in East Los 

Angeles. Many of the migrants interviewed invoked the familiar vision of the United 

States as a nation “of immigrants.” The article cites one migrant, María Cano, who told 

the paper, “Immigrants have helped build this society for many, many years, and I 

think it’s time we were recognized and given a chance” (Lovett 2012, 4). Her comment 

focuses on the contributions that immigrants make to the nation, expressing a desire for 

greater inclusion within it. This sentiment was echoed throughout the article: while 

interviewees applauded DACA as a positive development, they also called for a 

comprehensive immigration reform bill that would offer legal status to everyone in 

their community. To that end, the article concludes by quoting José Pérez, the manager 

of an East L.A. neighborhood farmers’ market: “This is a nation of immigrants. Why 

don’t we help these people who need to be helped?” (Lovett 2012, 4). In a sense, the 

comments from these migrants evoke a relation of reciprocity. Immigrants give and 

contribute a great deal to the United States – shouldn’t the nation “of immigrants” 

return the favor? Wouldn’t a nation “of immigrants” wish to incorporate – perhaps 

through the conferral of citizenship – the subjects that constitute it? The answer, it 

seems, very much depends. We have seen that not all immigrants are equal in the 

imaginary of the “immigrant nation.” Now, I turn to the ways in which this imaginary 

racializes certain migrant contributions to the nation while de-racializing others, 

thereby reinforcing the subordination of poor, brown migrants. 
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 The figure of the “immigrant innovator” appears prominently in a number of 

Times articles. One such article is titled “Immigrants Are Crucial to Innovation” and 

covers the legal obstacles that foreign university students face in remaining in the 

United States after graduating. Emphasis is placed on the contributions these student 

researchers make to the nation:  

A new study shows that foreign nationals played a role in more than three out of four 
patents at the nation’s top research universities…[and] nearly all the patents were in 
science, technology, engineering and math…the fields that are a crucial driver of job 
growth. (Martin 2012, B6)  
 

The problem faced by these students, according to the article, is that once they have are 

educated and innovating for the benefit of the country, the United States does not make 

it easy for them to stay. The “immigrant innovators” reflect another trope of American 

nationalism: the go-getter, do-it-yourself, entrepreneurial subject. They drive economic 

growth and push boundaries, harnessing their individual intellect for the benefit of the 

nation – they help to make America exceptional. Thomas Friedman echoes this 

sentiment in his weekly column, writing, “cutting edge higher education, government-

funded research and immigration of high-I.Q. risk takers…[these] are, in combination, 

America’s golden goose” (Friedman 2012, SR11).  

 What is perplexing about accounts of the ‘innovator’ is the way in which the 

word ‘immigrant’ essentially seems to vanish from the discourse. Of course, it appears 

in the headline of the article (“Immigrants are Crucial to Innovation”), but after that, 

other terms take its place. The following phrases are used in the text to refer to the 

innovators: “foreign nationals”; “top foreign-born innovators”; “foreign-born inventor” 

(Martin 2012, B6). Friedman is no different: “high I.Q. risk-takers” and “the smartest 

people from around the world” ought to be encouraged to stay in the United States 
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(Friedman 2012, SR11). The immigrant – a category deployed ubiquitously in 

discussions of the Dreamers – is suddenly nowhere to be found. Holding its place is a 

virtually de-racialized figure whose “foreign-ness” is desired by the nation.  

The image accompanying the Friedman article confirms the racial ambiguity of 

the innovator. The illustration depicts a U.S. flag laying on the ground so as to 

resemble a racetrack. Crouched in the ready position, about to begin running a footrace, 

is the vague outline of a human being: the figure is opaque, effectively de-racialized. 

Just a way up the track/flag, a knot blocks the runner’s path (Figure 3). Recall Bonnie 

Honig’s argument that the very foreignness of the immigrant serves to “reinvigorate” 

and even “restore” the nation (Honig 2001, 76). Taken with the content of Friedman’s 

article, the implication of this image is that the American flag must be untied – the visa 

restrictions for “innovators” lifted – and the de-racialized foreigner permitted to run the 

rest of the race. In other words, the innovator must be allowed to keep innovating, with 

the nation’s future reproduction hanging in the balance. 

 The de-racialized (immigrant) “innovator” is individualized on the pages of the 

Times, a luxury rarely enjoyed by undocumented migrants. To illustrate this point, 

consider two different photo captions. Appearing in separate articles within days of 

each other, each caption was paired with the photograph of a migrant. The first 

accompanies a smiling portrait of one of the aforementioned innovators: “Wenyuan 

Shi, a native of China, earned a patent in 2011 for the active ingredient in a lollipop 

that can help prevent tooth decay” (Martin 2012, B6). The caption notes his full name, 

his place of birth, and his innovative accomplishments. In contrast, this is a caption 

underneath a photo of an undocumented woman: “An illegal immigrant, the mother of 
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two boys born in the United States, in Alabama” (McWhorter 2012, SR8). The caption 

does not identify the woman, even by first name; her only identifying characteristics 

are as an “illegal immigrant” and a mother of two U.S. citizens. The former migrant 

has a biography and is individualized. The latter migrant, on the other hand, is an 

anonymous representative of mass migratory influx – one of a great many “illegal 

immigrants.”  

Crucially, this conversation about migrant contributions to the nation is imbued 

with racialized social hierarchies. While race itself is rarely invoked in the discourse, 

references to legal status abound. It bears repeating here that the category of the 

“illegal immigrant” is a coded, racialized term that signifies a particular group of 

migrants: those who are predominantly Latinx, poor, and brown (Neuman 1995; 

Nevins 2002). Although a caption or article in the Times might refer to an “illegal 

immigrant” and make no reference to race, the racial code is implicitly understood; the 

illegal immigrant being discussed has already been racialized. As DeGenova and 

Ramos-Zayas posit, the institution of U.S. citizenship produces and reproduces 

inequality and racialized subordination (DeGenova & Ramos-Zayas 2003, 3). It is in 

this context that the present discourse must be situated: while the nation desires the 

contributions of both “innovators” and undocumented migrants, the type of 

contribution desired ultimately expresses racial and economic hierarchies. 

 The “illegal immigrant” contribution to the nation is not framed as ‘innovation’ 

– it is framed as ‘work’. By way of example, we return to the married couple, siblings, 

and friends profiled in a story about DACA dividing deserving immigrants (Leland 
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2012). What is striking is that each migrant’s introduction, without fail, includes the 

work they do:  

Mr. Cruz got a job at a recycling center for cell phone parts…Ms. Sibri was 
volunteering at both the mayor’s office and a pharmacy...her mother cleaning houses, 
her father working in [a] kitchen…[Boni] worked in a restaurant kitchen; [Gilda] 
worked in a jewelry factory…” (Leland 2012, NJ6) 

 
Earlier, we saw how notions of work ethic were deployed to differentiate deserving 

immigrants from deportable immigrants. Here, that same work takes on a new 

dimension: as a reflection of a hierarchical type of contribution to the nation. The 

(raceless, legal, individualized) innovator creates jobs; the (racialized, illegal, 

anonymous) migrant fills them. Some migrants – the college-bound DREAMers, in 

particular – may be viewed as having the potential to become innovators, and hence 

can be de-racialized. But the point remains that discussions of migrant work tend to 

reinforce racial and economic hierarchies, rhetorically constricting the undocumented 

into low-paying service work. Indeed, as the Times editorial board wrote in July 2012, 

“...anti-immigrant policies are threatening to strangle economic growth...If Republicans 

started believing their own rhetoric about small business owners, they would see 

immigration not as a sea of troubles but as a deep well of capitalist energy, waiting to 

be fully tapped” (“Immigrants and small business” 2012, SR10).  

 Both the figure of the “immigrant innovator” and that of the “illegal immigrant” 

play productive roles in the process of national imagination. The intellectual prowess 

of the innovator ensures America’s future exceptionalism. Meanwhile, the illegal 

immigrant provides the nation with a mass influx of racialized workers whose 

‘otherness’ is exploited in the pursuit of exceptionalism and economic growth.  
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 “The Golden Door”: Assimilating the Impossible Subject 

While narratives about the material contributions of migrants to the nation 

loom large in the DACA discourse, certain articles focus on the positive social effects 

of migrant assimilation. In an op-ed published one week after DACA was announced, 

John Macdonald and Robert Sampson, professors and social scientists, argued that 

immigrants have had a “mostly positive impact” on the country. Responding to 

concerns about the effects that “mass immigration” has had on American society, they 

cite a number of positive contributions made by immigrants: “In fact, in the regions 

where immigrants have settled down in the past two decades, crime has gone down, 

cities have grown, poor urban neighborhoods have been rebuilt, and small towns..are 

springing back” (MacDonald & Sampson 2012, A29). The authors warn that while 

there has been a slowdown of migration in recent years, the “consequences of the 

slowdown may be the opposite of what the critics intend” (MacDonald & Sampson 

2012, A29).  

The article presents migrant assimilation within the United States in an 

uncompromisingly positive light. But although the article’s opening sentence locates its 

argument specifically in the debates over undocumented migrants – “Immigration is in 

the headlines again, with President Obama’s decision to stop deporting young illegal 

immigrants…” (MacDonald & Sampson 2012, A29) – the authors invoke a generalized 

“immigrant” throughout the rest of the article. The article lauds the assimilation of 

migrants, but in so doing it treats immigrants as a singular, homogenous group. The 

authors titled their piece “Don’t Shut the Golden Door,” highlighting the benefits 

reaped by the nation that opens its door for immigrants. But a question arises: How do 
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undocumented migrants, in particular, relate to this metaphorical “golden door”? In this 

final section, I examine two stories about undocumented migrant assimilation, tracing 

the ways in which such assimilation is fundamentally precarious. 

In one case, undocumented immigrants were presented in Times news coverage 

as veritable “saviors” of the United States. The article concerns the town of Postville, 

Iowa (population 1,400), which had seen its economy revitalized in the early-1990s 

with the opening of a meatpacking facility (and a corresponding influx of 

undocumented workers). Postville was the site of the largest immigration raid in United 

States history: on a single May morning in 2008, I.C.E. officials raided the town’s 

meatpacking plant, detaining 389 undocumented workers, the vast majority of them 

Guatemalan. After the raid, many of the remaining migrants packed up and left town, 

out of fear that officials would return. How did Postville cope with the loss of its 

Guatemalan population? “The raid,” writes the author, “upended a careful balance in 

Postville and left chaos in its place” (Jones 2012, SM38). While a number of other 

immigrant groups came through after the Guatemalans, none set down roots there, and 

the town still had not regained its previous economic or social equilibrium years later.  

The article’s title – “Our town could be yours” – posits Postville as a 

representation of America more generally. Various photos depict generic scenes of the 

small-town American heartland – a picket fence and a water tower; a quiet main street 

featuring a laundromat and a post office; a sprawling country highway (Fig 4). 

Together, the title and images serve to universalize Postville as a stand-in for towns 

across the nation. The article illustrates the way in which an idealized teleology of 

migrant assimilation was disrupted by mass deportation; migrants had ‘saved’ 
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Postville, but only temporarily. A pull quote describes it this way: “Postville, Iowa, 

was first saved by Russians and Ukrainians. Then Mexicans, Guatemalans, and 

Somalis. Oh, and very briefly Palauans. Who’ll be next?” (Jones 2012, SM35). The 

pull quote’s final question suggests that the temporariness of this assimilation is a 

feature, not a bug. Undocumented migrants thus serve to ‘save’ the United States, but 

only until the next group arrives. Indeed, a revolving – perhaps even “golden” – door 

of predominantly brown, poor bodies is required for the nation’s continued 

reproduction. 

The paradox of the “assimilated deportee” confirms the fact that the national 

imaginary depends on a steady stream of undocumented, precarious labor. In late-

August 2012, Boston College law professor Daniel Kanstroom wrote an op-ed taking 

the Obama Administration to task for its aggressive deportation policy. In large part, 

his argument rests on a description of long-time U.S. residents-turned-deportees as 

fundamentally American. He explains:  

These homesick exiles can be found around the world...Off the coast of Portugal are 
New Englanders who sport Red Sox caps and speak English with thick Boston 
accents...New Yorkers abound in the Dominican Republic...Their distinct dress, walk, 
and language mark them as outcasts...What vision of law justifies the deportation of 
those who have grown up, attended school and raised families? (Kanstroom 2012, 
A27).  

 
Bostonians abroad and New Yorkers wandering the Dominican Republic: Kanstroom’s 

description of these ‘American’ deportees exemplifies DeGenova’s concept of the 

“obliteration” of the immigrant through assimilation and “Americanization” 

(DeGenova 2005, 85). In a sense, by removing these immigrants from the nation via 

deportation, a part of the nation itself is excised. And yet, these migrants were still 

deported. Here, the paradox of the ‘Americanized’ deportee confirms and extends the 
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problem of Ngai’s “impossible subject.” The undocumented immigrant, even once 

subsumed into or consumed by the nation, still faces the risk of bodily expulsion.  

 Precarity thus plays a productive role in the national imaginary, helping to 

reinforce both xenophobia and xenophilia at once. As I have shown, this duality 

reappears consistently throughout the DACA discourse as one of its basic features: the 

desirable migrant Dreamer is constructed in opposition to the undesirable, threatening 

migrant; the de-racialized “innovator” is constructed in opposition to the racially 

subordinated worker. As I have argued, hierarchies of racialized subordination are 

reproduced through the precarious, contradictory construction of the undocumented 

migrant. The undocumented migrant is at turns the subject of the nation’s desire (as 

with the ‘Dreamer’), the object of its desire (as with the racialized ‘worker’), the 

subject of its reproach (as with the ‘deportee’), or even all of those at once (as with the 

impossible ‘assimilated deportee’). In this way, the national imaginary requires the 

simultaneous reproduction of xenophobia and xenophilia: ultimately, it is these 

contradictory, mutually reinforcing impulses that give new life to the nation. 
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Counter-Imagining the Nation 

I have shown that DACA discourses in the New York Times created hierarchies 

of deservingness between undocumented migrants in several intersecting ways: in 

terms of legal culpability, future potential, age, and threat to the nation. Through these 

hierarchies, the discourse reproduced the desirable figure of the “Dreamer,” along with 

its undesirable ‘other,’ the deportable illegal immigrant. Moreover, while the national 

imaginary desires the ‘innovation’ of certain raceless foreigners to reproduce itself, it 

also requires the racialized ‘work’ of undocumented migrants, thereby reinforcing the 

subordination of poor, brown bodies. Undocumented work is assimilated into the 

nation, but only on a temporary basis, ensuring the continued precarity of the 

impossible subject. Indeed, it is precisely through this contradictory precarity that the 

nation is continually reimagined. 

 Though the representations cited above dominate news media portrayals of 

migrants and the nation – they are, to recall Said’s phrase, part of the “hegemonic 

discourse” – I believe that opportunities remain for counter-imagining alternative 

visions of national inclusion. Foucault reminds us that a discursive formation is not an 

“ideal, continuous, smooth text” but rather a “space of multiple dissensions” (Foucault 

1972, 155). That is, the conflicts, frictions, and dissensions that characterize a 

discourse are also sites from which resistance might be mounted. I now want to turn to 

a number of possibilities for counter-imagination, both within and beyond the 

hegemonic discourse.  

 First, certain representations within the discourse are readily vulnerable to 

change. I am thinking in particular of formal elements such as images, captions, and 
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photographs. Recall the caption to the photograph that identified an adult woman as 

simply an “illegal immigrant.” That caption could be reworked to match the level of 

detail normally afforded other, more deserving migrant subjects: simply placing a 

name to the woman’s face and removing the marker of her legal status would begin to 

disrupt common sense representations of undocumented migrants, making her a real 

person. The political power of such minor alterations should not be overlooked. 

 However, I also recognize that powerful political and economic interests back 

up the dominant discourse. With this in mind, important resistive work may reside in 

the realm of grassroots political organizing. Fanny Lauby has suggested that social 

movements advocating on behalf of migrants might begin to change the stories that 

they tell policymakers and the media. She writes, “Long-term activists have 

experienced the tension created by [a] narrative’s inability to both effectively serve 

various immigrant populations and recruit more members…” (Lauby 2016, 384). 

Activists often choose to tell a particular story in order to get the ear of powerful 

stakeholders and the press. Lauby suggests several ways in which narratives could be 

reframed: sharing stories of older migrants, for example, or refocusing attention not on 

the migrants, but on the role of government in regulating fair labor markets and 

accessible educational opportunities (Lauby 2016, 384).  

 While the print media remains a powerful site for processes of national 

imagination, new technologies and forms of media carry disruptive potential. From the 

Arab Spring to Black Lives Matter, social media outlets like Twitter and Facebook 

have emerged in recent years as viable alternative platforms for social change 

movements. To be sure, such social media institutions are not inherently bastions for 
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radical counter-imagination, wrapped up as they are in the politics of corporate 

ownership, advertising, big data and surveillance. But the ability of the everyday 

person to immediately document and broadcast the ‘everyday’ – to produce their own 

news – might be a politically powerful alternative to the national imaginary found on 

the pages of the New York Times.   

Nicholas DeGenova writes that radical critiques of common sense, hegemonic 

U.S. nationalism are also implicated in questions of scholarship. He argues, “The 

critical knowledge of everyday life in the United States that migrants [themselves] 

articulate...the seemingly mundane experiences and perspectives of working men and 

women…[serve] the ends of a radical counternationalist critique of U.S. nationalism” 

(DeGenova 2005, 253). DeGenova calls on his fellow scholars to recognize that a 

human, deeply compelling critique of nationalism is lived and articulated by countless 

migrants each day. There is, admittedly, an irony in proposing that one of the best 

modes of resistance is to center the lived experience of migrants in one’s academic 

work; after all, this project is a study of media representations, not an ethnography. 

Nevertheless, the point is well taken: the collaborative production of knowledge must 

be a central component of any emancipatory counter-imagining. Whatever its form, 

resistance must reflect a commitment to a vision of national inclusion that does not 

require exclusion and inequality as its partner. After all, there is still room for 

imagination.  
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Appendix  

Figure 1 (Preston 2012b, A16) 
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Figure 2 (Leland 2012, NJ6) 
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Figure 3 (Friedman 2012, SR 11) 
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Figure 4 (Jones 2012, SM35-36) 
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