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Section I. Operation Streamline and the Criminalization of Immigrants  

“We’re going to keep focusing enforcement resources on actual threats to our security. 
Felons not families, criminals not children, gang members, not a mom who is working 
hard to provide for her children” 
 -President Obama, declaring his Executive Action, November 20, 2014 
 
“Many of our community members who have fought for this change now wonder if they 
will be excluded and persecuted. Many could now be fast-tracked for deportation, 
because they have been branded as criminals. We don’t support the arbitrary line 
between criminalized felons and spared families” 

-Carlos Garcia, Director of Puente, in response to Obama’s Executive Action 

 

Everyday at 12:30 pm, seventy migrants in shackles and chains are marched into a 

room in the Tucson federal courthouse and forced to experience the latest creation of the 

U.S. southern border security regime. Titled Operation Streamline, the procedure charges 

and deports migrants caught “illegally” crossing the U.S. Mexico Border. The process is 

quick: individuals are granted twenty minutes at most to meet with their attorney and 

stand before the judge for much shorter. Brought up in groups and asked to answer a few 

simple questions, by the end of the trial Streamline defendants are handed a misdemeanor 

conviction and jail time for up to 180 days. The whole event looks like a sort of mass trial 

- charging and sentencing migrants in seconds.1 

Streamline is part of a broader apparatus responsible for the continued and 

1 Throughout my thesis I use the words immigrant and migrant interchangeably to describe individuals  
from Mexico and Central/South America who leave their communities to migrate to the U.S. My choice to  
the use the word migrant stems from Nicolas De Genova, who writes “I rely on the category migrant and  
systematically reject the term immigrant in order to retain a sense of the movement, intrinsic incompletion,  
and consequent irresolution of social processes of migration” (De Genova 2005 3). The term migrant grants  
agency to those who choose to leave their communities and travel to the U.S. When I use the term  
immigrant it matches the language of my sources, such as when describing the immigrant rights movement  
or describing rhetoric used during my interviews. Further, when I speak of immigrants and the immigrant  
rights movement, I am referring to Latino immigrants (most commonly from Mexico and Central and  
South America). This is both due to the fact that Latino immigrants make up 46% of immigrants and 71%  
of undocumented immigrants living in the U.S. as well as my focus on the Latino immigration movement  
and Operation Streamline (the majority of individuals who go through Streamline are also Latino).  

 

                                                           



extensive criminalization of migrants in the U.S. Political scholar Lisa Cacho argues that 

when migrants are criminalized they are deemed “ineligible for personhood” such that 

they are seen as “criminal by being, unlawful by presence, and illegal by status [so that] 

they do not have the option to be law abiding, which is always the absolute prerequisite 

for political rights, legal recognition, and resource redistribution in the United States.”2 

The criminalization of migrants is thus used by the state to justify their continued 

oppression. While migrants have long been socially constructed as criminal, today the 

state is increasingly using its power to legally charge migrants because of their 

“unlawful” status. For migrants crossing the U.S. Mexico border, the cost of being caught 

can now include jail time and a criminal record that will likely bar them from ever legally 

entering the U.S. For migrants already in the U.S., immigration violations are 

increasingly being treated like criminal offenses that may result in extensive time held in 

immigrant detention centers.3  

Despite the massive increase in the criminalization of migrants, the largest and 

most politically powerful sectors of the immigrant rights movement have often left 

programs like Streamline off their agenda. Instead, these sectors have focused on passing 

immigration reform to provide a pathway to citizenship for undocumented immigrants. 

The decision to focus on reform versus organizing around issues of criminalization 

reflects a larger tension within the immigrant rights movement. In organizing for 

immigration reform, the movement often relies on highlighting the inherent value of 

certain immigrants in order to convince society that immigrants as a whole are deserving 

2 Cacho, Lisa Marie, Social Death: Racialized Rightlessness and the Criminalization of the Unprotected  
“New York: New York University Press, 2012, 6.  
3 Stumpf, Juliet P, “The Crimmigration Crisis: Immigrants, Crime and Sovereign Power,” in Governing 
Immigration Through Crime, Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2013. 
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of citizenship. The movement counters negative constructions of immigrants with the 

image of the “good immigrant” – such as “the straight-A undocumented student with a 

perfect record...or with data showing that Latinos are assimilating or...are more patriotic 

than whites.”4 But in doing so, the movement necessarily works within a binary that 

contrasts the good immigrant who deserves to stay in the U.S. with the bad immigrant 

who deserves to be deported. Engagement with this binary limits the success of the 

movement because those seen as the bad immigrant are necessarily excluded from future 

immigration policy.5 

Perhaps the ultimate bad immigrant figure lies in the image of the criminal, who 

is socially constructed as entirely undeserving of U.S. citizenship or rights. As scholar 

Martha Escobar suggests, many immigrant rights advocates actively contribute to this 

construction by conveying the message that “immigrants are not criminals, immigrants 

are hard workers.”6 But what about immigrants who are criminals? Do they deserve to be 

abandoned by the movement? As the line between the good, hardworking immigrant and 

the bad, criminal immigrant is blurred in the face of increased criminalization, the 

movement cannot continue to organize around notions of deservingness and expect to 

gain justice for all migrants living in the U.S.   

During my research I spoke to Jenny, an immigrant rights activist in Tucson, 

about this issue. She clearly understood and agreed with what I was saying, yet, she also 

4 Gonzales, Alfonso, Reforming Without Justice: Latino Migrant Politics and the Homeland Security State, 
New York: Oxford University Press, 2014, 9. 
5 For example, President Obama passed an executive action in the fall of 2014 that would provide relief for 
undocumented individual's who had citizen children, a good work record and who could pass a criminal 
background check. While his program will provide much needed relief to millions of immigrants, it was 
designed with the specific intent of allowing the state to now focus on deporting those who Obama stated 
“deserved it most” - those with criminal records, otherwise known as the “bad immigrants.”  
6 Escobar, Martha, “No One Is Criminal” in Abolition Now! Ten Years of Strategy and Struggle Against the 
Prison Industrial Complex, ed. The CR10 Publications Collective, Oakland: AK Press, 2008, 57 
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explained how sometimes mobilizing around someone's worth is a political necessity. As 

she stated:  

Sadly though, the way that you often need to play with [rallying support for a 
campaign] is to be able to contextualize that within notions that humanize...they 
are necessarily going to fit within a narrative of deserving...Until we seriously 
shift our norms of what we recognize as valuable humans that is not going to 
change.7  
 

Jenny speaks to a powerful conundrum that the movement faces. If the immigrant rights 

movement both critiques the role of deservingness but also understands its power, how 

can it engage in a new strategy that moves away from reinforcing notions of 

deservingness? In order to better understand the answer to this question I turn to recent 

mobilization efforts against Operation Streamline, which on the surface seem to move 

away from deservingness altogether. In doing so, I ask – what enables organizing around 

Operation Streamline to move away from notions of deservingness? What can these 

efforts show about the larger potential for a different form of organizing around 

immigrant rights in the U.S.?  

As I am interested in how movements recreate notions of deservingness, I 

primarily relied on activists within the immigrant rights movement to help answer my 

research question. During January and February of 2015, I conducted interviews with ten 

activists engaged in anti-Streamline work. The activists I interviewed represented the 

broader makeup of individuals involved in anti-Streamline and immigrant rights 

organizing, and thus they ranged in age and profession, including multiple attorneys, 

graduate students, anti-prison/immigrant rights activists and local professionals. Through 

our discussions, I attempted to unpack the world behind anti-Streamline activism. I paired 

my interviews with an analysis of popular discourse surrounding Operation Streamline in 

7 Jenna Sanders, Interviewed by Kate McMurchie, Tucson, AZ, January 8, 2015 
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order to understand how the media explains and interprets Streamline as well. Together, 

this research helped me answer my question.  

In the following pages, I argue that organizing against Operation Streamline 

points to the possibility of an immigrant rights movement that can move away from 

reproducing notions of deservingness and thus encourage a more inclusive politics. The 

anonymous nature of the Streamline procedure limits the ability of organizers to focus on 

the value of individual immigrants and rather prompts a critique of how Streamline fits 

within the broader issue of criminalization. Streamline thus serves as a potential focal 

point for the convergence of the immigrant rights movement and movements around 

criminalization and mass incarceration. The joining of these movements provides a 

starting point in challenging the immigrant rights movement's reliance on the good/bad 

immigrant trope.   

I begin my argument by exploring the way in which the immigrant rights 

movement creates and reinforces notions of deservingness, followed by an in depth look 

at how movement strategy can either reinforce or challenge the good/bad immigrant 

binary. In doing so, I set up the larger debate within the immigrant rights movement over 

the proper strategies for securing justice for migrants in order to show where Streamline 

activism fits in. Next, I set up the needed historical background behind Operation 

Streamline and the activism surrounding it. Finally, I take all this information and apply it 

to my own research, drawing out how exactly anti-Streamline activism moves away from 

a reliance on deservingness. In doing so, I hope to present an alternative vision of the 

immigrant rights movement that can truly bring justice to all migrants.

 5 



Section II. Deservingness and the Immigrant Rights Movement  

Deservingness in U.S. Immigration Policy 

 In order to better understand how the immigrant rights movement mobilizes 

around notions of deservingness, it is important to understand where and how such 

frameworks are created. A significant body of scholarship argues that groups are socially 

constructed as either deserving or undeserving by powerful social forces.8  Helen Ingram 

and Ann Schneider, leading scholars in the field of “deservingness,” argue that the 

creation of public policy legitimizes these social constructions, ensuring the further 

oppression of groups seen as undeserving.9 Immigration policy is particularly important 

for institutionalizing notions of deservingness because it legally dictates who is 

considered worthy of full political and social access to the state.10  Mae Ngai argues that 

immigration policy has historically created categories of racial difference that are then 

enshrined through law.11 Ngai traces this process to immigration law in the early twenties 

that first created the distinction between European legal immigrants and other (Chinese, 

Indian, African) illegal immigrants - thus hardening the racial hierarchy that already 

separated these groups in American society. Immigration policy and debate today 

continues to create these distinctions both legally and in the minds of the American 

public. For example, during the congressional debate surrounding the 1996 Illegal 

Immigration Reform and Immigrant Responsibility Act (IIRIRA), members of Congress 

8 Gordon, Linda. “Who Deserves Help? Who Must Provide” in The Annals of the American Academy, 577, 
September 2001. 
9 Ingram, Helen M. and Anne L. Schneider, “Public Policy and the Social Construction of Deservedness,” 
In Deserving and Entitled, ed. Anne L. Schneider and Helen M. Ingram, 1-28, New York: State University 
of New York, 2005. 3. 
10 Newton, Lina, “‘It is Not a Question of Being Anti-immigration’: Categories of Deservedness in 
Immigration,” In Deserving and Entitled, ed. Anne L. Schneider and Helen M. Ingram, 139-172. New 
York: State University of New York, 2005, 140. 
11 Ngai, Mae M, Impossible Subjects: Illegal Aliens and the Making of Modern America, Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 2004, 7. 

 

                                                           



constructed different immigrant groups as either deserving or undeserving policy 

recipients. Lina Newton argues that this led to the creation of two categories of 

immigrants: “a good immigrant, portrayed with…[hard work, patriotism, self-betterment, 

the desire to become American] and a qualitatively distinct immigrant who was, in 

essence, a problem requiring a legislative solution.”12 Christina Gerken echoes Newton’s 

discussion: arguing that throughout 1996 even immigrant and human rights organizations 

mobilized around the distinctions between documented and undocumented immigrants, 

further validating the idea that some are more deserving than others.13 Here, Gerken 

points to the larger discussion my research stems from: how the immigrant rights 

movement creates and reinforces notions of deservingness surrounding immigrants in the 

U.S. 

 

Strategy in the Immigrant Rights Movement: Abolition or Reform? 

 Christina Gerken ends her book by asking how the immigrant rights movement 

can move beyond the limits imposed when working within the good/bad immigrant 

binary. Gerken’s question speaks to a larger body of work that looks at the strategies 

undertaken by different sectors of the immigrant rights movement. Particularly, I draw 

from Alfonso Gonzales's definition of the two major factions within the movement, what 

he defines as immigration reformers and oppositional forces: 

Immigration reformers...seek to defend the rights of migrants by reforming the 
current immigration system within the dominant policy framework, whereas the 
oppositional sector seeks transformative change that breaks with the good 
immigrant – bad immigrant binary and addresses the structural causes of 

12 Newton, Lina, “‘It is Not a Question of Being Anti-immigration,’” 150. 
13 Gerken, Model Immigrants and Undesirable Aliens, 242. 
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migration.14 
 
Gonzales's definition is particularly important for my work because he argues that 

reformers necessarily rely on and reinforce the good/bad immigrant binary. 

Comparatively, oppositional forces actively challenge the existence of such binaries. 

With this definition in mind, I now turn to the greater discussion of movement strategy in 

the immigrant rights movement.   

 

The Immigrant Rights Movement and Reform 

 As previously defined, immigration reformers focus their work on reforming the 

immigration system in order to make it more just and humane. Professional, middle-class 

Latinos usually lead reform work, as they serve as the representatives between the 

broader Latino community and the nation’s major political forces (who are often strongly 

anti-migrant).15 When navigating between anti- and pro-migrant forces, Gonzales argues 

that reformers must engage with and concede to the dominant anti-migrant bloc in order 

to gain broader support for immigration policy. But, such engagement locks reformers 

into a “game of perpetual compromise” where they have to work within the established 

terms of the debate as set by the anti-migrant bloc – such as accepting increases in border 

militarization as a “fair” tradeoff for immigration reform.16 Further, reformers 

relationship to anti-migrant forces limits them to working within the good – bad 

immigrant binary, causing them to embrace the good immigrant while disavowing the 

bad. 

14 Gonzales, Alfonso, Reforming Without Justice: Latino Migrant Politics and the Homeland Security 
State, New York: Oxford University Press, 2014, 9. 
15 Gonzales, Alfonso, Reforming Without Justice: Latino Migrant Politics and the Homeland Security 
State, New York: Oxford University Press, 2014, 10. 
16 Ibid., 9. 
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 In general, immigration reformers embrace notions of deservingness in order to 

counter the powerful influence of anti-migrant forces.17 Thus, reformers attempt to shift 

the negative social construction of immigrants by presenting them as socially and 

economically valuable to the state. In particular, anti-migrant forces push the social 

construction of immigrants as criminal as a way to dissuade public opinion on 

immigration issues.18 Consequently, immigration reformers engage in strategies that 

actively attempt to disrupt this connection, such as emphasizing how immigrants are law 

abiding or using slogans like “we are neighbors, not criminals.”19   

Engaging in assimilationist tactics can be successful in shifting popular and 

political understanding of immigrants. In their study of undocumented students, Roberto 

Gonzales et. al observe how youth use their identity as hard working community leaders 

to leverage their claims for political membership.20 In doing so, undocumented students 

(or DREAMers) have emerged as a powerful political force within the immigrant rights 

movement. Likewise, Lisa Martinez argues that the 2006 immigrant rights marches were 

particularly successful because immigrants emphasized their “Americanness” by waving 

American flags and singing the national anthem in order to distance themselves from 

17 Cho, Eunice Hyunhye. “Beyond the Day Without an Immigrant” in Immigrant Rights in the Shadows 
Citizenship, ed. Rachel Ida Buff. New York: New York University Press. 2008; Chavez, The Latino Threat, 
28; Gonzales, Roberto G. et. al, “Challenging the Transition to New Illegalities: Undocumented Young 
Adults and the Shifting Boundaries of Inclusion” in Constructing Immigrant “Illegality”: Critiques, 
Experiences and Response, ed. Cecilia Menjivar and Daniel Kanstroom, New York: Cambridge University 
Press, 2014; Newton, Illegal, Alien or Immigrant, 35. 
18 Gonzales, Alfonso, Reforming Without Justice: Latino Migrant Politics and the Homeland Security 
State, New York: Oxford University Press, 2014. 
19 Gerken, Model Immigrants and Undesirable Aliens, 244. 
20 Gonzales, Roberto G. et. al, “Challenging the Transition to New Illegalities: Undocumented Young 
Adults and the Shifting Boundaries of Inclusion” in Constructing Immigrant “Illegality”: Critiques, 
Experiences and Response, ed. Cecilia Menjivar and Daniel Kanstroom, New York: Cambridge University 
Press, 2014, 172. 
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symbols of Mexico or other Latin American countries.21 In both examples, immigrant 

rights groups used understandings of deservingness to disrupt their negative social 

construction, ultimately leading to political success. At the same time, engaging with 

notions of deservingness can limit the overall success of the movement, because it sets up 

a binary between the good, deserving immigrant and the bad, undeserving immigrant. As 

Alfonso Gonzales states, engagement with the good - bad immigrant binary necessarily 

forces activists to “agree to police the 'bad immigrant' to save the 'good immigrant.'”22 

Thus, I now turn to a greater discussion about the limits of the immigrant rights 

movement when focused on reform. 

 

The Problem with Immigration Reform 

While the work of immigration reformers can lead to political success, they 

necessarily rely on, and thus reinforce, the distinction between which immigrants are and 

are not seen as deserving of citizenship and rights.23  Using the New Sanctuary 

Movement as an example, Grace Yukich shows how the immigrant rights movement 

chooses representatives that reflect the image of the ideal deserving immigrant.24 For 

example, sectors of the New Sanctuary Movement specifically limit their campaigns to 

people that can pass certain markers – such as having a family or having a clean criminal 

record. But, as Yukich argues, this inherently reinforces the good – bad immigrant 

21 Martinez, Lisa M, “Mobilizing Marchers in the Mile-High City: The Role of Community-Based 
Organizations” in Rallying for Immigrant Rights: The Fight for Inclusion in 21st Century America, ed. Kim 
Voss and Irene Bloemraad, Berkeley: University of California Press, 2011, 135. 
22 Gonzales, Alfonso, Reforming Without Justice: Latino Migrant Politics and the Homeland Security 
State, New York: Oxford University Press, 2014. 151. 
23 Gonzales et. al, “Challenging the Transition to New Illegalities,” 176. 
24 The New Sanctuary Movement is a movement built around providing sanctuary to immigrants who are 
currently involved in deportation proceedings. By allowing migrants to take sanctuary in churches as they 
fight their cases, the movement attempts to disrupt the deportation regime. Taking sanctuary requires 
rallying the community to support individuals' campaigns to stay in the U.S. 
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binary. While Yukich draws her argument from the New Sanctuary Movement, scholars 

posit similar arguments surrounding other sectors of the movements.25 Such scholarship 

highlights the limitations of using reform as the central goal for the immigrant rights 

movement. For example, in her study of undocumented students, Emily Cabaniss argues 

that while the use of deservingness by DREAMers has been successful in gaining 

political power for undocumented students, they have been unable to challenge the 

negative social construction of immigrants as a whole.26 As these scholars demonstrate, 

when the movement organizes around reform, they necessarily reinforce the boundaries 

that continue to marginalize migrants in the U.S. 

Looking at how the immigrant rights movement distances itself from criminality 

highlights the specific harm caused by reinforcing notions of deservingness. As discussed 

earlier, immigration reformers attempt to disrupt the link between immigrants and 

criminals. But, in doing so, Martha Escobar argues that: 

the identity of the immigrant and the identity of the criminal become mutually 
exclusive, largely constructing immigrants as innocent while criminalizing 
unspoken 'others.' When the innocence of immigrants is articulated, we are left to 
ask 'if immigrants are not criminals, then who are? If immigrants are innocent, 
then who is guilty?'27 
 

Here, Escobar shows how rhetoric like “we are not criminals” necessarily positions 

immigrants in opposition to “real” criminals. Within the immigrant rights movement, 

such rhetoric creates further distance between the good immigrant and the bad immigrant 

25 Nicolls, Walter J., “From Political Opportunities to Niche-Openings: the Dilemmas of Mobilizing for 
Immigrant Rights in Inhospitable Environments,” Theory and Society 43, no. 23 (2014); Fujiwara, Lynn. 
“Immigrant Rights are Human Rights: The Reframing of Immigrant Entitlement and Welfare,” Social 
Problems 52, no.1 (2005): 99. Cabaniss, Emily, “Storytelling in the Political Mobilization of Young 
Immigrant Rights Activists,” (PhD diss., North Carolina State University, 2014). 
26 Cabaniss, Emily, “Storytelling in the Political Mobilization of Young Immigrant Rights Activists,” 
(PhD diss., North Carolina State University, 2014). 
27 Escobar, Martha. “No One Is Criminal” in Abolition Now! Ten Years of Strategy and Struggle Against 
the Prison Industrial Complex, ed. The CR10 Publications Collective, Oakland: AK Press, 2008. 57. 
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- suggesting that the bad immigrant deserves to be criminalized while the good immigrant 

does not. Since criminality is necessarily associated with black bodies, when immigrants 

claim they are not criminal they are also communicating that they are not black. This is 

representative of a larger issue wherein the immigrant community is forced to pit itself 

against African American communities. In doing so, they prove that they are the hard 

working, deserving minority compared to African-Americans who are the inherently lazy 

and criminal other.28 Lisa Cacho argues that this process stems from the state as the state 

“recruits people of color to demand their due recognition as deserving U.S. citizens or 

law-abiding immigrants, but the manner of their recruitment requires that they do so by 

disavowing another devalued racial other.”29 Doing so masks and thus reinforces the 

interconnected structures of power that ensure the further oppression of immigrants and 

people of color in the U.S. This in turn limits the potential for solidarity and coalition 

building between African American and Latino immigrant communities. 

 This discussion shows the limits imposed on immigration reformers when they 

work within the boundaries marked by the anti-migrant bloc. In doing so, they 

necessarily reinforce the binary between the good and bad immigrant and thus limit the 

ability to create meaningful and lasting change for Latino immigrants in the U.S. 

Therefore, how can the immigrant rights movement engage in a politics that challenges 

the good/bad immigrant binary as well as builds coalitions between similarly oppressed 

groups? To answer that question I now turn to literature that discusses oppositional forces 

within the immigrant rights movement. 

 

28 Cacho, Social Death; De Genova, Nicholas. Working the Boundaries: Race, Space and ‘Illegality’ in 
Mexican Chicago. Durham: Duke University Press, 2005. 
29 Ibid., 15. 
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The Potential for Radical Politics in the Immigrant Rights Movement  

 Though made up of a broad range of groups and organizations, oppositional 

forces in the immigrant rights movement share a few key characteristics. For one, they 

are generally led by or closely linked with the migrants and families who are directly 

affected by the immigration system.30  Therefore, they are often less connected to 

partisan politics or the labor hierarchy and do not have the same institutional resources 

and budgets as immigration reformers. Further, oppositional forces reject reform as the 

primary goal of the movement. Instead, as Alfonso Gonzales argues, they “[advance] a 

self-conscious critique of global capitalism and US foreign policy and [argue] that unless 

these structural conditions are changed, no immigration reform legislation will ever get to 

the root of the problem.”31 Finally, and most importantly for my work, oppositional 

forces directly reject the use of the good/bad immigrant binary and fight for justice for all 

immigrants, including those with criminal records. 

 Due to the variety of groups that fit under the definition of oppositional forces in 

the immigrant rights movement, my work is particularly interested in those that connect 

with the anti-prison movement through the shared framework of abolition. The anti-

prison movement calls for the abolishment of the prison system as part of a larger social 

justice strategy aimed at challenging the ways mass incarceration and criminalization 

further the oppression of people of color in the U.S.32 While the abolishment of prisons 

may seem like an unattainable goal, anti-prison activists purposely center around 

abolition in order to prompt a reimagining of a world where imprisonment is not 

30 Gonzales, Reform Without Justice, 11. 
31 Ibid,, 12. 
32 Sudbury, Julia, “Reform or Abolition? Using Popular Mobilisations to Dismantle the 'Prison-Industrial 
Complex,'” Criminal Justice Matters 77 no. 1, 2009, 26. 
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needed.33 As anti-prison activist Rose Braz explains, “abolition means a world where we 

do not use prisons, policing and the larger system of the prison industrial complex as an 

'answer' to what are social, political, and economic problems. Abolition is not just an end 

goal but a strategy today.”34 I use this understanding of abolition because it shows how 

organizing around the seemingly impossible (such as world without Operation 

Streamline) can encourage movements to refuse success that comes at the price of 

reinforcing someone else's oppression.  

 So what does abolition look like in regards to the immigrant rights movement? 

Using abolition as a framework illuminates the role nation-state borders play in policing 

and controlling the mobility of certain bodies.35 Further, it points to how the 

criminalization of people of color is essential to both the immigration and penal system in 

the U.S. Abolition provides an important analytical tool for understanding the ways in 

which these two seemingly disconnected systems are actually intimately connected. 

Further, abolition in the context of immigration directly challenges the good/bad 

immigrant binary.36 Andrew Burridge, Jenna Loyd, and Matt Mitchelson speak to the 

necessity in bridging the gap between prison and immigration activism in order to build a 

stronger movement, stating: 

[we need] to develop an abolitionist analytic practice which can connect 
movements against state violence, and to see the challenging of prisons and 
border walls as a central dimension in struggles against colonialism, capitalism, 
white supremacy, and heteropatriarchy within and beyond the United States.37  

 

33 Davis, Angela, Are Prisons Obsolete? New York: Seven Stories Press, 2003.   
34 Gonzales, Reform Without Justice, 11. 
35 Burridge, Andrew.“‘No Borders’ as a Critical Politics of Mobility and Migration.” ACME: An 
International E-Journal for Critical Geographies 13, no.3 (2014): 466. 
36 Ibid. 
37 Loyd, Jenna, Matt Mitchelson and Andrew Burridge. “Introduction: Borders, Prisons and  
Abolitionist Visions” in Beyond Walls and Cages: Prisons, Borders and Global Crisis. Athens: The  
University of Georgia Press. 2012. 8. 
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Here, they speak to the importance of building a movement in collaboration with both 

anti-prison and immigrant rights activists. Such work is already being done; for example, 

there are immigrant rights groups and anti-prison groups collaborating on campaigns 

against jail expansion or health care abuses faced by incarcerated citizens and 

immigrants.38 At the same time, the connection can, and needs to be, much stronger, for 

using abolition as a framework could force the immigrant rights movement away from 

using notions of deservingness. The roots of abolition directly challenge the idea that 

certain individuals deserve justice at the price of others. Therefore, in order to challenge 

deservingness, the movement should find moments to organize around that can use 

abolition as a framework. My work attempts to enter this discussion by using Streamline 

to show where and how the immigrant rights movement can collaborate with other social 

movements surrounding criminality.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

38 Loyd, Jenna, Andrew Burridge and Matthew Mitchelson. “Thinking (And Moving) Beyond Walls and 
Cages: Bridging Immigrant Justice and Anti-Prison Organizing In the United States,” in Social Justice. 
36.2, 2009-2010.  
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Section III. Methods 

In the following pages I answer the questions: what enables organizing around 

Operation Streamline to move away from notions of deservingness? What can these 

efforts show about the larger potential for a different form of organizing around 

immigrant rights in the U.S.?  

To do so, in January and February 2015, I interviewed nine individuals engaged 

in anti-Streamline work as well as witnessed two presentations about Streamline (see 

Appendix A). The majority of individuals I interviewed were both white and citizens. 

While this is not representative of the immigrant rights movement as a whole, it does 

mirror the specific demographics of anti-Streamline work (as I discuss further in the next 

section). To recruit interview subjects, I relied on a snowball sampling method based on a 

few initial contacts. Next, I conducted interviews with my subjects ranging from thirty 

minutes to an hour and a half long. The majority of interviews were held in person in 

Tucson, Arizona though I also conducted three over the phone with individuals located in 

Austin, TX, Yakima, WA and Tucson.39 I also witnessed the Streamline procedure in 

person during my stay in Tucson.  

To analyze this information I transcribed all interviews verbatim and then re-read 

them to develop a coding system. As I was interviewing, transcribing, and reading over 

each interview, I listened and noted main themes - which I eventually identified as: the 

role of deservingness, the limitations of anti-Streamline work, criminalization, and what 

people talk about when they talk about Streamline. I then re-read each interview to code 

for these themes.  

39 Tucson is the primary center of anti-Streamline organizing. 

 

                                                           



 Next, I conducted a discourse analysis of media surrounding Operation 

Streamline using written material I compiled from the Internet. In total, I analyzed 

eighteen articles and blog posts discussing Streamline (ranging from newspaper articles 

to individual blog posts). Similar to how I analyzed my interviews, I coded the main 

themes in each article and then brought this information together to analyze. My 

discourse analysis frames the information I gained from my interviews, providing a 

broader understanding of how notions of deservingness are used or not used surrounding 

Operation Streamline.  
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Section IV. The World of Operation Streamline 

 Operation Streamline began in Del Rio, Texas in early 2004, though it did not 

start in Tucson until in 2008. Designed as a way to deliver harsher consequences to those 

caught crossing the border, Streamline charges migrants for illegally entering the United 

States. Lisa, a long time immigrant rights activist and public defender in Tucson, 

recounted standing in front of the federal courthouse on Streamline’s first day when 

U.S.40 Marshal David Gonzalez told reporters that he believed the process was a waste of 

time and money.41 Yet, as Lisa explained to me, despite many early reservations from 

Tucson officials and activists, Streamline took off, quickly moving from prosecuting 

thirty migrants a day to up to seventy within the year. Streamline charges migrants who 

are caught crossing the border with two crimes - 1325, a misdemeanor for illegal entry, 

and 1326, a felony for illegal re-entry. Illegal entry refers to any individual who enters 

the U.S. without legal documentation while illegal re-entry refers to anyone who reenters 

the U.S. without legal documentation after they have already been deported. Migrants are 

encouraged to plead guilty to their 1325 charge so that the state will drop the harsher 

felony charge in return. But, as Lisa explained, the process is predetermined, regardless 

of the circumstances, every migrant who goes through Streamline will plead to the 

misdemeanor charge and receive up to six months in prison. As Lisa stated, “You can pay 

the best lawyer in the entire world and you are going to come out the same way.”42 

The actual courtroom experience goes as follows: seventy migrants are marched 

into the courtroom, called in front of the judge in groups of seven for questioning, 

charged with illegal entry, and then escorted out to where they are transported to an 

40 The names of some of my interview subjects have been changed.   
41 Lisa Davis, Interviewed by Kate McMurchie, January 6, 2015, Tucson AZ.  
42 Lisa Davis, Interviewed by Kate McMurchie, Tucson, AZ, January 6, 2015.  

 

                                                           



immigrant detention facility to serve their sentence. After serving their sentences, 

migrants are deported back to Mexico or Central America. Prior to entering the 

courtroom, each migrant has spoken briefly with their attorney, though the quality of 

legal representation under Streamline has been called into question by legal organizations 

such as the ACLU. For example, study conducted by the University of Arizona found that 

60% of migrants deported through the Tucson Streamline had no conception of their legal 

rights and 40% were told by their lawyer to simply accept their charges without question. 

In fact, only 1% of defendants had a lawyer that actually explored their potential legal 

immigration options, despite the fact that a number of individuals who go through 

Streamline could probably fight a legal immigration case (such as those who could claim 

asylum or those with U.S. citizen family members).43   

 Streamline stems out of a long increase in border militarization and the 

criminalization of migrants. In 1994, the Clinton administration introduced Operation 

Hold the Line and Operation Gatekeeper (in San Diego and El Paso respectively), a series 

of initiatives designed to build up the boundary on the border and to deter migrants from 

crossing in urban areas.44 The continued construction of the wall was met with more 

border patrol agents in the region and an “ever-expanding enforcement apparatus that 

includes surveillance cameras, walls, roads, checkpoints and facilities for detention and 

prosecution.”45 The increased security on the border and the physical border wall pushed 

migration flows towards the Arizona desert, which is commonly recognized as one of the 

43 The Center for Latin American Studies, “In The Shadow of The Wall: Family Separation, Immigration 
Enforcement and Security” from Preliminary Data from the Migrant Border Crossing Study. March 2013. 
30.  
44  Borderlands Autonomist Collective, “Resisting the Security-Industrial Complex: Operatoin Streamline 
and the Militarization of the Arizona-Mexico Borderlands,” in Beyond Walls and Cages: Prisons, Borders 
and Global Crisis, ed. Jenna M. Loyd, Matt Mitchelson and Andrew Burridge (Athens: The University of 
Georgia Press, 2012): 192. 
45 Border Autonomist Collective, “Resisting the Security,” 191. 
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most dangerous routes across the border.46 The growth in high tech surveillance, border 

patrol agents, and the physical border wall has made crossing the desert increasingly 

dangerous and led to a high number of migrant deaths. 

The increase in the border militarization has mirrored a broader joining of the 

civil immigration system with criminal law. Indeed, legal scholar Juliet Stumpf argues 

that in many ways criminal and immigration law are now intertwined as criminal offenses 

increasingly result in deportations, immigration violations are increasingly handled as 

criminal offenses and the procedures surrounding civil immigration law increasingly 

resemble criminal processes.47 The effect of the increased criminalization of migrants id 

massive. Michelle Alexander, scholar and author of the book The New Jim Crow, argues 

that the mass incarceration system in the U.S. ensures a continued cycle of 

criminalization in African American communities. This in turn creates a separate caste of 

individuals (felons) who can be legalizing discriminated against based on their criminal 

record.48 Geoff Boyce, PhD student and activist in Tucson, used the analogy of the mass 

incarceration system when describing the effect of criminalizing migrants. He saw 

Streamline and other programs like it as creating a similar caste system among 

immigrants because they ensure that migrants will be unable to ever legally enter the 

46 Not only is the route longer, but the extreme heat and temperature fluctuations make it extremely 
difficult for migrants crossing the desert. Further, the Border Patrol only exacerbates the situation - as No 
More Deaths reports accounts of border patrol abuses including: “individuals suffering severe dehydration 
are deprived of water; people with life-threatening medical conditions are denied treatment; children and 
adults are beaten during apprehensions and in custody; family members are separated, their belongings 
confiscated and not returned; many are crammed into cells and subjected to extreme temperatures, deprived 
of sleep, and threatened with death by border patrol agents.” (No More Deaths, “A Culture of Cruelty: 
Abuse and Impunity in Short-Term U.S. Border Patrol Custody,” 2011, Accessed May 9, 2014). 
47 Stumpf, Juliet P, “The Crimmigration Crisis: Immigrants, Crime and Sovereign Power,” in Governing 
Immigration Through Crime, Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2013, 60. 
48 Alexander, Michelle, The New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration in the Age of Colorblindness, New York: 
The New Press, 2010.  
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country again.49 As he stated, “it's an escalating cycle of criminalization that keeps 

people perpetually disenfranchised regardless of the larger politics of immigration 

reform.”50 Indeed, Streamline is a perfect example of how this cycle of criminalization 

functions, because those charged by Streamline will likely never be able to legally enter 

the U.S. again. Therefore, not only is it more dangerous to cross the border today, but the 

ramifications of being detained by immigration enforcement either on the border or in the 

interior are significantly harsher. 

The increase in border enforcement and programs like Streamline are part of a 

larger strategy under the Department of Homeland Security titled the Consequence 

Delivery System (CDS).51 CDS is built around the assumption that migrants will be 

deterred from crossing the border if the consequences of doing so are more serious (such 

as threats to their safety or potential jail time).  Despite Border Patrol’s assurance that 

these programs “work,” those involved in the immigrant rights movement argue that CDS 

does not accurately account for why people migrate. As Lisa explained to me, “when you 

see why people migrate, how the hell can you say a 180 days, three years in prison is 

going to deter you? Not if your family is here, not if you are starving, not if whatever it is 

that compels human beings [to migrate].”52 Concrete data on the success of CDS in 

deterring migrants has largely been inconclusive - though, as discussed, CDS has been 

successful in making the desert more dangerous and providing thousands of migrants 

49 It is almost impossible to gain legal access to the U.S. after you have been deported under a criminal 
charge, as migrants are when they go through Operation Streamline and other programs that specifically 
criminalize migrants. As Geoff explained “once you go through Streamline you have a criminal record in 
the U.S., which can bar you from ever being able to lawfully enter...so that their only option to come back 
to the U.S. is unlawful entry which because they have a prior deportation makes them more likely to again 
be criminally prosecuted for a felony instead of a misdemeanor.” 
50 Geoff Boyce, Interviewed by Kate McMurchie, Tucson, AZ, January 6, 2015. 
51 Borderlands Autonomist Collective, “Resisting the Security-Industrial Complex,” 192. 
52 Lisa Davis, Interviewed by Kate McMurchie, Tucson, AZ, January 6, 2015. 

 21 

                                                           



with a criminal record.53 

Streamline occurs every day of the week, year round, in seven border towns 

across the Southwest.54 One individual I spoke with estimated that in Tucson alone 

between 80,000 and 100,000 people have gone through Streamline since it began in 2008, 

making it almost a million people total when you include the seven border towns where 

Streamline occurs.55 That is almost a million people who will be barred from future legal 

relief or hope of U.S. citizenship. While Streamline is not the only way that migrants are 

charged for crossing the border, its sheer scope has significantly expanded the 

criminalization of migrants in general.56 

 

The World of Anti-Streamline Activism 

 Despite the number of people who are “streamlined” every day, Streamline has 

stayed off of the agenda of most major immigrant rights organizations. In fact, I found 

that anti-Streamline organizing is primarily located in Tucson.57 Anti-Streamline activism 

technically started when Lisa and her organization rallied against a 2008 proposal to 

move the procedure to the Davis Air Force Base where the trials would be closed to the 

public. They were successful in halting the move, ensuring that Streamline would remain 

open. Since 2008, a number of other activists and organizations have joined Lisa in 

53 The Center for Latin American Studies, “In The Shadow of The Wall: Family Separation, Immigration 
Enforcement and Security” from Preliminary Data from the Migrant Border Crossing Study. March 2013. 
30.  
54 Streamline occurs in the following Border Patrol Sectors: Yuma and Tucson in Arizona, Las Cruces in 
New Mexico, and El Paso, Del Rio, Laredo, Brownsville and McAllen in Texas. 
55 Emrys Stanton, Interviewed by Kate McMurchie, Walla Walla, WA, January 22, 2015. 
56 Lisa Davis, Interviewed by Kate McMurchie, Tucson, AZ, January 6, 2015. 
57 Bob Libal, who works for Grassroots Leadership in Austin, TX, confirmed my findings, noting that 
while he knew of a few groups outside of Tucson involved in anti-Streamline work, they were all largely 
organizations dedicated to other issues that took up Streamline stuff on the side. Tucson was the only place 
he knew of that had a group solely dedicated to Streamline. 

 22 

                                                           



fighting Streamline, including No More Deaths, Borderlinks, American Friends Service 

Committee and Grassroots Leadership. After a Tucson conference in 2012, a number of 

organizers came together around their shared passion for ending Streamline, eventually 

forming under the title “End Streamline Coalition” (ESC). ESC has remained the primary 

body dedicated to organizing around Streamline in Tucson. The coalition is made up of 

fifteen to thirty local community members who meet weekly to discuss strategies aimed 

at ending Streamline. Their work includes encouraging judges and lawyers to recuse 

themselves from the procedure, public protests in front of the courthouse, bringing 

educational delegations to witness it in person, street theater, and local presentations and 

press conferences. Most recently, the coalition is attempting to document Streamline 

daily so they can bring clear examples of legal abuses to the attention of the Arizona Bar 

Association. 

While ESC is certainly the main body involved in anti-Streamline work, there are 

other organizations that focus on it as well. For example, arguably the most successful 

action surrounding Streamline occurred in October 2013 when a group of local activists 

led by leaders from the National Day Laborers Organizing Network and Puente (an 

immigrant rights organization based in Phoenix) successfully shut down Streamline. 

Together, the group blocked the busses carrying migrants into the courthouse, halting all 

Streamline operations for the day. Those involved in the protest were arrested, though 

their trials have served as an opportunity to bring further public attention to Streamline.  

Throughout our discussions, interviewees highlighted the limitations of the 

current anti-Streamline organizing. For one, some found it problematic that immigrants 

themselves were not the primary leaders of the movement. As one interviewee stated, “it 
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needs to be immigrant led campaigns on this kind of stuff or their voices need to be very 

close, if people like me [a white man] are involved, I can’t be the one calling the shots on 

it and I felt like the ESC doesn’t have that connection or immigrant leadership.”58 Many 

attributed this to the fact that immigrant led groups in Tucson do not see Streamline as a 

priority, especially in comparison with the other issues that their community faces. 

Instead, ESC is made up of mostly retired older white folks, as well as a few younger 

activists and professionals. Many noted that this demographic limited the type of action 

the group was willing to engage in: in general group members did not seem willing to go 

to extreme measures. In fact, a number of the individuals I spoke with had ended up 

leaving the group because they no longer felt like it was a productive use of their time. 

 While these critiques focus on ESC, another limitation mentioned by interviewees 

was the lack of broader attention surrounding Streamline in other border cities and among 

national immigrant rights groups. Even within Tucson there is a general lack of public 

understanding and knowledge about Streamline - as Matt Lowen, who works at AFSC 

Tucson, explained, “I have really smart friends [in Tucson] who sometimes don't know 

about Operation Streamline.”59 Many noted how miseducation about Streamline 

nationally mirrored the broader lack of connection between national immigrant rights 

groups and those in the border region. For example, groups outside the borderlands 

supported Senate Bill 744 in 2012 despite the fact that it would have rapidly and grossly 

increased border militarization (including tripling the size of Streamline in the Tucson 

sector).60 As many individuals explained, organizations and activists in the borderlands 

felt like the rest of the country was willing to sacrifice the border in order to pass 

58 Emrys Stanton, Interviewed by Kate McMurchie, Walla Walla, WA, January 22, 2015. 
59 Matthew Lowen, Interviewed by Kate McMurchie, Tucson, AZ, January 8, 2015. 
60 Geoff Boyce, Interviewed by Kate McMurchie, Tucson, AZ, January 6, 2015. 
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immigration reform. In general, many saw this tension as a barrier to bringing Streamline 

to the attention of the national stage.  

The anti-Streamline activists I spoke with noted how Streamline is a key example 

of the limits of reform, for immigration reform often comes at the price of increased 

border militarization. Thus, the tactics used by anti-Streamline activism often attempted 

to challenge the very system behind Streamline, such as shutting down the procedure for 

the day. Even the name of the “End Streamline Coalition” reflects how activists saw 

Streamline as something that needed to be abolished. At the same time, the current anti-

Streamline activism differs from the definition of oppositional forces in some key ways, 

such as their lack of immigrant leadership. As I will discuss more in depth later, this 

speaks to the fact that the potential for Streamline activism does not always reflect the 

organizing that currently exists.  

 While individuals noted the limitations of the current organizing around 

Operation Streamline, they still saw it as a necessary and important project. Streamline's 

ability to snatch people up and criminalize them quickly without much public attention or 

knowledge is frightening. Emrys, an activist in Tucson, explained, “I imagine 

[Streamline's power] would be super scary to like the entire undocumented population of 

the United States and so just saying this out loud - this is a disaster.”61 Further, Lisa 

worried that in the future Streamline could be used as a model for a way to quickly deal 

with drug offenses, thus massively contributing to the criminalization of African 

Americans in the U.S.62 Emrys and Isabel’s sentiments matched the passion that the folks 

I talked to felt about the horrific nature of Streamline. Therefore, despite the limitations 

61 Emrys Stanton, Interviewed by Kate McMurchie, Walla Walla, WA, January 22, 2015. 
62 Lisa Davis, Interviewed by Kate McMurchie, Tucson, AZ, January 6, 2015. 
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surrounding anti-Streamline work, they saw it as necessary to continue mobilizing around 

it in some way. 
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Section V. Deservingness Under Operation Streamline 

In order to challenge notions of deservingness, the immigrant rights movement 

must find issues to organize around that create the space to address the varied systems and 

powers that contribute to the oppression of immigrants. Indeed, the Borderlands 

Autonomous Collective suggests that anti-Streamline activism can fit within such a 

movement. They argue that Streamline demonstrates how “borders are mechanisms that 

produce criminality and the production of criminality validates and reproduces the 

security-industrial complex and the socio-territorial claims of the state.”63 Thus, it can 

serve as a sight of action grounded in resistance against the border regime and the prison 

industrial complex.64 Using this understanding of the possibility of anti-Streamline work, I 

now turn to my analysis of interviews and public discourse to show how Streamline has the 

potential to serve as a unifying point for the immigrant rights movement. 

 

What People Talk About When They Talk About Streamline 

My conversations with activists highlighted Streamline’s ability to serve as a 

symbol of the broader problem with the immigration and criminal justice system in the 

U.S. In fact, throughout my interviews folks used Streamline as a way to talk about a host 

of other issues surrounding immigration. The most common topics discussed included: 

private prisons, the misuse of federal money surrounding the border, the legally unethical 

nature of the procedure, human rights, how it speaks to the future of immigration 

enforcement, the problem with criminalizing migrants, the problem with border 

63 Borderlands Autonomist Collective, “Resisting the Security-Industrial Complex: Operation Streamline 
and the Militarization of the Arizona-Mexico Borderlands” in in Beyond Walls and Cages: Prisons, Borders, 
and Global Crisis, eds. Loyd, Jenna M., Matt Michelson, and Andrew Burridge, Athens: The University of 
Georgia Press, 2012. 201. 
64 Ibid,.  

 

                                                           



enforcement, the limits of immigration reform and the split in the immigrant movement 

between the border and the interior. For example, Matt Lowen, who works for American 

Friends Service Committee on anti-prison issues, explained how “right now it's easy to talk 

about [Streamline] and then one step over to talk about mass incarceration.”65 For Matt, 

Streamline became a way to articulate a broader critique of prisons and the criminalization 

of migrants. For example, I witnessed Matt give a presentation to a group of students about 

Streamline where he used the procedure as an example of the complicated criminalization 

and prison system in Southern Arizona.66  Similarly, Leslie, from the ESC, described 

Streamline in the context of the Consequence Delivery System, stating: 

So we understand Streamline as a completely invented system for the fact that they 
created this policy [Consequence Delivery System] that has mixed results, so we 
critique Streamline as sort of a egregious system for a bad policy...its got these 
constitutional issues and these ethical issues.67 

 
Here, Leslie shows how Streamline is incorporated into a broader critique of border 

enforcement. For the ESC and others, Streamline became a tool to articulate the problems 

with the immigration system and the criminalization of migrants in the U.S. Importantly 

activists did not use notions of deservingness to further their critique of Streamline. Rather, 

they focused on what they saw as the concrete problems with the issue. 

 Similar to my interviews, popular discourse surrounding Streamline uses the 

procedure as a tool to speak about other issues within the immigrant rights movement. The 

most common themes articles discussed include: the legal concerns embedded in the 

procedure, the human impact of criminalizing migrants, private prisons, the racist nature of 

the system, the overwhelming cost, the misuse of resources, and the lack of rights provided 

65 Matthew Lowen, Interviewed by Kate McMurchie, Tucson, AZ, January 8, 2015. 
66 Matthew Lowen, Presentation, Tucson, AZ, January 8, 2015. 
67 Leslie Carlson, Interviewed by Kate McMurchie, Tucson, AZ, January 7, 2015. 
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to immigrants. Just like activists did in interviews, these articles used Streamline as a way 

to articulate a larger critique without using notions of deservingness. For example, No 

More Deaths writes on a fact sheet about Streamline, “Operation Streamline has not only 

forced immigrants into dangerous and utterly unaccountable private prisons, but has helped 

reinforce an industry with a direct financial stake in driving the criminalization and 

incarceration of immigrants.”68 Here, No More Deaths draws the connection between 

Streamline and private prisons in order to articulate a critique of the private prison industry 

and the criminalization of migrants.  

 As these discussions show, Streamline was particularly important in highlighting 

the connection between immigration and criminalization.69 Throughout my interviews, 

folks stressed the importance of understanding Streamline as just one example of the larger 

apparatus used to criminalize and deport migrants.70 Even so, our discussions continually 

focused on how Streamline served as a particularly horrific and educational illustration of 

such criminalization. For example, David Wolf, a immigration attorney and member of 

ESC explained this, stating, “It is certainly one of the most clear examples of how the 

system works because it is so clear that Streamline proceedings have absolutely nothing to 

do with the stated goal of the criminal justice system.”71 Similarly, Leslie explained how 

Streamline could be used as a tool to bring awareness to the problem with criminalizing 

migrants, stating, “another sort of important part of the raising awareness [about 

Streamline] is [telling people]...we do criminalize migrants, we actually incarcerate them 

and here is what it costs you, the taxpayer, to incarcerate immigrants who are guilty of 

68 No More Deaths. “Fact Sheet: Operation Streamline.” March 2012. 
69 Bob Libal, Interviewed by Kate McMurchie, Walla Walla, WA, February 6th, 2015. 
70 Bob Libal, Interviewed by Kate McMurchie, Walla Walla, WA, February 6th, 2015; Lisa Davis, 
Interviewed by Kate McMurchie, Tucson, AZ, January 6, 2015; Matthew Lowen, Interviewed by Kate 
McMurchie, Tucson, AZ, January 8, 2015. 
71 David R. Wolf, Interviewed by Kate McMurchie, Walla Walla, WA, February 1, 2015. 
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trespassing.”72 For Leslie, Streamline was an easy way to explain to people how the U.S. 

government directly criminally chargers migrants. This is because there is almost no way 

to talk about Streamline without also talking about the way migrants are criminalized for 

crossing the border. Thus, it serves as an excellent tool for bringing issues surrounding 

immigration and criminalization together. 

Activists saw the focus on criminalization within anti-Streamline organizing as 

something that was missing from the broader immigrant rights movement. Emrys 

described how criminalization seems to fall “underneath a lot of organizing” within the 

movement, which presents a problem when programs such as Streamline are charging 

thousands of migrants every day. Geoff agreed with Emrys, arguing that even grassroots 

organizing around immigrant rights in Tucson was, “SB1070 related, policing related but it 

is not a critique of the police in general, mass incarceration in general.”73 Lisa explained 

how this was a problem, arguing that the movement's focus on gaining citizenship through 

immigration reform ignored other issues Latino immigrants faced, such as racial 

oppression. As she stated, “generally [the national immigrant rights movement is] on this 

march: legalization, legalization, legalization. So I tell them, what good did it do Oscar 

Grant, Eric Garner now and Brown and all of them, what good does it do to have 

papers?”74 A number of anti-Streamline activists agreed with Lisa’s sentiments and thus 

found it important that Streamline encouraged a critique of both the immigration and 

criminal justice system. This focus on criminalization thus inherently pushed Streamline 

away from engaging with notions of deservingness because it presented the criminal, bad 

72 Leslie Carlson, Interviewed by Kate McMurchie, Tucson, AZ, January 7, 2015. 
73 Geoff Boyce, Interviewed by Kate McMurchie, Tucson, AZ, January 6, 2015. 
74 Here, Lisa refers to African American U.S. citizens who were killed by U.S. police during 2014 - Lisa 
Davis, Interviewed by Kate McMurchie, Tucson, AZ, January 6, 2015.  
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immigrant as someone worthy of discussion. 

 

Moving Away From The Good/Bad Immigrant Binary  

When asked about the use of deservingness, anti-Streamline activists agreed that 

their work tended to stray from a reliance on such frameworks. Their own understanding of 

the nature of the procedure reflected this. Rather than employing a deserving framework to 

explain why they organized around Streamline, individuals focused on the specific 

problems with the nature of the procedure. For example, David described the problem with 

Streamline, stating, “I guess the whole point of Streamline and all of this is that we are 

prosecuting migrants, right, and are denying rights to human beings. The issue isn’t 

whether they are good or bad people, the issue is that they are people.”75 Here, David 

clearly challenges the good/bad immigrant binary by suggesting that Streamline is 

problematic regardless of who experiences it. This is strikingly distinct from rhetoric that 

uses notions of deservingness to critique the immigrant rights movement. Similarly, Matt 

explained how Streamline was an inherently rigged system worth fighting against.76 In 

doing so, he did not use a deserving framework, but again saw Streamline as a problem no 

matter whom it affected. Both Matt and David focused on what is wrong with Streamline 

as a whole rather than how it effects specific individuals. 

The lack of deserving binaries surrounding Streamline activism is partially due to 

the nature of the procedure. For one, migrants who go through Streamline are kept 

relatively anonymous, thus limiting the ability of anti-Streamline organizers to focus on 

certain migrant’s inherent value. When asked whether ESC engages in deserving rhetoric, 

75 David R. Wolf, Interviewed by Kate McMurchie, Walla Walla, WA, February 1, 2015. 
76 Matthew Lowen, Presentation, Tucson, AZ, January 8, 2015. 
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Leslie stated, “our discussions certainly haven’t taken on any of that as a topic or we 

haven’t consciously reflected that because mostly we are just looking at these people as 

charged with 1325 or 1326.”77 For ESC, organizing around a single individual's story did 

not make sense because, for the most part, the migrants going through Streamline were 

treated exactly the same and given little to no distinguishing characteristics from each 

other. 

The ability to mobilize around notions of deservingness under Streamline is further 

limited by the fact that everyone who goes through Streamline leaves with a criminal 

record. Joseph saw this as an immediate barrier for engaging in the type of deserving 

framework used by the immigrant rights movement, for, as he explained, people with 

criminal records are usually excluded from immigration reform and thus often excluded 

from the work of immigration reformers.78 Further, as both Isabel and David described, 

Streamline justified the social construction of immigrants as criminals by ensuring that 

migrants are deported with a criminal record.79 Therefore, anti-Streamline activists were 

limited from organizing around migrants who had been through the procedure because they 

necessarily fit the image of the bad immigrant. 

 In general, I found that popular discourse also does not rely on notions of 

deservingness when discussing what is wrong with Streamline. As discussed earlier, 

articles stuck to a broader critique that discussed factors such as private prisons or 

criminalization in general. Rather than relying on the story of an individual who had gone 

through Streamline, discourse attempted to connect with readers by showing the overall 

77 Leslie Carlson , Interviewed by Kate McMurchie, Tucson, AZ, January 7, 2015. 
78 Joseph Ames, Interviewed by Kate McMurchie, Tucson, AZ, January 8, 2015. 
79 David R. Wolf, Interviewed by Kate McMurchie, Walla Walla, WA, February 1, 2015; Lisa Davis, 
Interviewed by Kate McMurchie, Tucson, AZ, January 6, 2015. 
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problem with it as a system. At the same time, I did find articles that used the stories of 

migrants who speak out during the procedure as a way to explain Streamline to readers. 

For example, a Washington Post article describing Streamline ends with the following 

story: 

Sometimes, the migrants ask to say a few words. On Jan. 21, a Mexican 
man in one of the groups addressed Judge Jacqueline Reteaua after he 
pleaded guilty. “I would like to say, I didn’t really want to come to the 
United States. I had a little shop over there in Michoacán. The mafia told 
me I had to pay them 500 pesos a month, and I didn’t have that much 
money to pay them,” he said, referring to a sum of about $37. “I had to 
leave Michoacán because they threatened me” 80 
 

While these stories seem to use individual experiences to gain sympathy for migrants put 

through Streamline, the stories are different from those used by the model movement 

strategy for they do not mobilize around a value based understanding of specific 

characteristics or identities. Instead, they highlight the true reality of why many individuals 

migrate to the U.S. In doing so, they do not reinforce the idea that certain individuals are 

more deserving of rights than others. This distinction shows how stories of migrants can be 

used without engaging in the good/bad immigrant binary. Even when these stories are used 

to discuss Streamline, they stray from reinforcing a deserving understanding of immigrant 

rights. 

 The anonymous nature of Streamline, as well as its inherent connection to 

criminalization, limits its ability to fit within frameworks of deservingness. Neither popular 

discourse nor anti-Streamline activists used deserving rhetoric when discussing Streamline, 

showing its ability to stray from such norms. By not encouraging a deserving framework, 

80 Joshua Partlow, “Under Operation Streamline, Fast-Track Proceedings for Illegal Immigrants.” The 
Washington Post, February 10, 2014. http://www.washingtonpost.com/world/the_americas/under-operation-
streamline-fast-track-proceedings-for-illegal-
immigrants/2014/02/10/87529d24919d11e397d3f7da321f6f33_story.html. 
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Streamline opened up space for activists and popular discourse to talk about a host of other 

issues surrounding the immigrant rights movement. It is important to note that my 

interviewees did not necessarily see their decision to not use rhetoric’s of deservingness as 

an active choice. In fact, some of them noted how they used these frameworks in their 

work with other parts of the immigrant rights movement.81 Rather, the very nature of 

Streamline inherently limited their engagement with deservingness at all. This is important 

because it speaks to the power in choosing sites of activism that actively disrupt the 

potential to reinforce notions of deservingness.   

 

Understanding the Limitations of Streamline Activism 

While anti-Streamline organizing has the potential to serve as a meeting point 

between criminalization and immigration, it is important that this is done in the right way. 

While most interviewees agreed that such activism does not rely on deserving frameworks, 

Joseph did point to the potential for rhetoric surrounding Streamline to actually reinforce 

some of the underlying assumptions created by the good/bad immigrant binary. As he 

states, “talking about Streamline [was] designed to challenge some of that rhetoric…. like 

hey look you can be a felon just for crossing the border here…but I’m not sure that 

actually challenges the logic of it.”82 In Joseph’s example, rhetoric surrounding Streamline 

inadvertently reinforced the separation between criminals and migrants by claiming that it 

is unfair to charge those in Streamline in comparison to others who criminalization is just. 

This positions migrants in opposition to those criminalized by the criminal justice system 

in the U.S. by inferring that those charged in Streamline are done so unfairly in comparison 

81 Jenna Sanders, Interviewed by Kate McMurchie, Tucson, AZ, January 8, 2015; Bob Libal, Interviewed by 
Kate McMurchie, Walla Walla, WA, February 6th, 2015. 
82 Joseph Ames, Interviewed by Kate McMurchie, Tucson, AZ, January 8, 2015. 

 34 

                                                           



to others whose criminalization is just. Such rhetoric functions similarly to claims made by 

the immigrant rights movement, such as “we are not criminals,” that distance the 

oppression of immigrants from the oppression of criminals. Joseph's example highlights 

the potential for rhetoric surrounding Streamline to inadvertently reinforce problematic 

notions of deservingness. 

Matthew Lowen saw this as a larger reflection of the difference in how criminals 

and criminalized immigrants are positioned in society. As he states; 

You can imagine being an immigrant and crossing a border without papers and that 
that’s an ok thing and it’s a noble thing. But you can’t imagine being in prison as a 
noble thing...Maybe a better way to say…it’s always already assumed that people 
in prison did something wrong where as well at least up to this point many of 
us...can imagine or understand that being an immigrant who is then being 
criminalized is a different situation. Which of course is also problematic language 
and then that is where you get rhetoric like you know well we’re not criminals 
which is really problematic in terms of joining efforts that have largely been siloed 
in terms of efforts.83 
 

Here, Matt speaks to a larger disconnect between organizing efforts surrounding 

immigrants and criminals. Like Joseph, he worries that discourse surrounding Streamline 

had the potential to reinforce this separation if it was not articulated correctly. This larger 

discussion speaks to the problem with claiming that migrants do not deserve to be criminal 

- rhetoric that can easily be used when critiquing Streamline. Thus, in organizing around 

Streamline it is important that efforts stray from reinforcing the separation between the 

criminal and the immigrant. If ending Streamline means disavowing those criminalized by 

the mass incarceration system, we are closing pathways for millions of people and limiting 

our ability to create meaningful and powerful change. Rather, we must bring together the 

immigrant and the criminal through Streamline, using it as a focal point for a potentially 

powerful coalition and revolutionary change. 

83 Matthew Lowen, Interviewed by Kate McMurchie, Tucson, AZ, January 8, 2015. 
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Streamline and The Immigrant Rights Movement 

 Therefore, what does anti-Streamline organizing show about the larger potential for 

a different form of organizing around the U.S. immigration system? Streamline illustrates 

the potential for an immigrant rights movement that does not reinforce notions of 

deservingness. Anti-Streamline organizers used Streamline to articulate a larger critique 

about immigration and criminalization and in doing so they did not rely on deserving 

claims. Whether or not this was an active choice, it shows how choosing focal points like 

Streamline can encourage a more radical form of politics. Streamline highlights how 

different systems of power, like immigration and mass incarceration, are interconnected. 

Thus, Streamline has the potential to serve as a focal point for the convergence of the 

immigrant rights movement and organizing around criminalization and mass incarceration. 

Doing so would open space for an abolition focused immigrant rights movement that 

challenges notions of deservingness.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 36 



Section VI. Conclusion 

“Let's get everybody who's been criminalized together and figure out how to undo this 
state of affairs” 

-Ruth Wilson Gilmore 
 

 During our interview, Geoff Boyce and I were talking about the potential for anti-

Streamline activism when he stated: 

I think that being around Streamline has really, for me at least but I think for a lot 
of other people too, has really raised the recognition of the need to focus on the 
criminal justice system and mass incarceration system in our analysis rather than 
simply thinking of these things in terms of immigration.84 

 
As Geoff articulates here, Streamline clearly shows how the issues of immigration, mass 

incarceration, and criminalization are intertwined. Thus, the immigrant rights movement 

cannot simply tackle these issues in terms of immigration. Doing so ignores the way the 

criminalization of citizens and the criminalization of immigrants are part of the same 

system. Rather, the immigrant rights movement must join together with other movements 

fighting the oppression faced by people of color in the U.S. By adapting abolition politics 

as a framework, the movement can do just this. Abolition naturally challenges the idea 

that some individuals are more deserving of justice than others by imaging a world where 

justice does not have to come at the price of someone else’s oppression. By adapting 

abolition as a framework, the immigrant rights movement will be forced to move beyond 

their use of deservingness. As I have argued, finding focal points like Streamline can help 

build coalitions between the immigrant rights movements and other abolition movements, 

encouraging a stronger overall movement that addresses the various powers that 

subjugate migrants and citizens of color in the U.S. Thus, focal points like Operation 

Streamline can both serve as cites of coalitions as well as challenge the use of 

84 Geoff Boyce, Interviewed by Kate McMurchie, Tucson, AZ, January 6, 2015. 

 

                                                           



deservingness by the immigrant rights movement.  

 Despite this potential, anti-Streamline work is not a priority in the immigrant 

rights movement. I spoke to Jenna about this and she explained, “I think that the issue is 

that it’s really hard to channel into anything meaningful [surrounding Streamline] 

because it’s not really clear how you stop something like Streamline.” Here, Jenna clearly 

articulates something that I witnessed in others throughout my interviews. Many of the 

activists I spoke with were disillusioned with the current state of anti-Streamline work.  

In fact, some had quit attending ESC meetings altogether and no longer saw Streamline 

as their main focus. I attribute this in part to exactly what Jenna said – it's not clear how 

to actually end Streamline. I end with this example because I think it only reiterates the 

importance of anti-Streamline work. It may not be clear how to end Streamline, but it is 

also not clear how to end mass incarceration, or the criminalization of people of color, or 

any other major issue our society faces. Indeed, it is easier to organize around something 

that seems more attainable – like immigration reform – than issues that have no clear 

answer. But choosing reform, even if it's easier, encourages a form of politics that 

naturally creates distinctions between those who do and do not deserve rights. Therefore, 

the immigrant rights movement must organize around the harder goals. Doing so opens 

up the possibility for a new movement, with bolder claims and the ability to secure justice 

and rights for all migrants and citizens of color in the U.S. Streamline just offers a place 

to start. 
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Appendix A - Interviews 

Bob Libal 
Executive Director at Grassroots Leadership in Austin, TX 
 
David R. Wolf 
Immigration Attorney  
Former Member of End Streamline Coalition 
 
Emrys Stanton 
Immigrant Rights Activist in Tucson, AZ 
Participant in Shutdown Streamline Protest 
 
Geoff Boyce 
PhD Candidate in Geography at University of Arizona 
Immigrant Rights Activist in Tucson 
 
Lisa Davis  
Public Defender in Tucson, AZ  
Member of End Streamline Coalition 
 
Joseph Ames 
Immigrant Rights Activist in Tucson, AZ 
Participant in Shutdown Streamline Protest 
 
Leslie Carlson 
Member of End Streamline Coalition 
Immigrant Rights Activist in Tucson 
 
Lois Martin, Presentation, Tucson, AZ, January 7, 2015 
Member of End Streamline Coalition 
Presentation to University of Notre Dame Students Before Operation Streamline 
 
Matthew Lowen 
Program Coordinator at American Friends Service Committee 
Member of End Streamline Coalition 
 
Matthew Lowen 
Presentation to Group from Brown University at Borderlinks in Tucson, January 8, 2015 
 
Jenna Sanders  
PhD Student and Immigrant Rights Activist in Tucson 
Participant in Shutdown Streamline Protest 
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