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Let’s Empty the Clip:  

State-Level Immigration Restriction and Community Resistance 

 

Gwendolyn Ferreti, Ph.D. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2016 

 

Supervisor:  Martha Menchaca 

 

The following dissertation is an ethnographic study the immigration enforcement 

policy of ―attrition via enforcement,‖ as seen through Alabama‘s ―Beason-Hammon 

Alabama Taxpayer and Citizen Protection Act‖ (commonly known as ―HB56‖) came to 

be passed into law and implemented, the effects that it had on the Latino immigrant 

community residing in Alabama, and how the Latino community in Alabama resisted the 

law by engaging in formal, organized resistance. Alabama lawmakers. I demonstrate how 

the law was designed to push undocumented immigrants, particularly Latinos, to self-

deport by criminalizing routine, everyday activities necessary for social reproduction. As 

one of the co-sponsors was quoted saying, this law was conceived of to ―…to empty the 

clip and do what needs to get done (Rolley 2011)‖ to stop the growth of Latino 

communities in the state that they perceive as a threat of social decay. While the law 

initially paralyzed the Latino immigrant community,  

. The conclusions drawn from this study are based on ethnographic fieldwork 

conducted between 2010-2012 in Tuscaloosa, Alabama and draws from ethnographic 
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observations and semi-structured interviews with Latino immigrant residents and 

community organizers in my field site. 

 In this study, I provide a brief historical overview of Alabama history and the 

growth of Latino populations in the South to set the context for my analysis and share my 

own reflections on being a Brown woman anthropologist and activist scholar in the 

South. I argue that HB56 exemplifies institutionalized colorblind racism as evidenced by 

the use of a discourse of ―polite racism‖ by Alabama lawmakers who equated Latino 

immigrants as ―illegal.‖ Based on this analysis, I find that ―Attrition via Enforcement‖ in 

Alabama is a strategy of state-level immigration enforcement law and policy that 

criminalizes the everyday life of the emergent Latino population. I move to argue that the 

criminalization of life through immigration enforcement necessitates that we understand 

the border as something that ―follows you anywhere.‖ I argue that immigration 

enforcement strategies today make us understand the border as it is a fluid, lived 

experience that is reproduced in ordinary, everyday actions. Lastly, I document how 

Latinos in my field site demonstrated resistance to the law by employing opportunistic 

defensive tactics, which I characterize as ponerse trucha (making like the trout). While 

these tactics may have initially been for individual benefit, they demonstrate the 

existence of and reliance on a tight-knit social network amongst the Latino community in 

my field site. I then show how these defensive tactics eventually led the community to 

engage in formal organized resistance to challenge HB56 and in so doing came to engage 

the national immigrant justice movement.  
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INTRODUCTION 

Attrition Via Enforcement in the Heart of Dixie 

Standing in the parking lot of a small Mexican grocery store, Laura and I chatted, 

enjoying the crisp fall air and golden sunshine. She was coming out of the store and I was 

heading in. We stood in front of our cars while her kids ate chocolate-covered marshmallow 

lollipops (an imported Mexican candy), periodically tugging at her to go while my own son sat 

on the hood of my car. We hadn‘t seen each other in while since I committed to writing this 

dissertation and eventually she started reminiscing: 

―Ese año [2011] fue un año bien pesado, Wendy. Primero el tornado, después la 

ley [Beason-Hammon Alabama Taxpayer and Citizen Protection Act], luego al 

mes de que me embaracé de mi hijo mi papá en México se puso grave, y luego me 

botó mi patrona [por miedo de la ley después de años de trabajar con ella 

limpiándole su casa]. Yo ya quería que acabara ese año. / That year [2011] was 

really heavy, Wendy. First the tornado, then the law [Beason-Hammon Alabama 

Taxpayer and Citizen Protection Act], then a month after I was pregnant with my 

son my father in Mexico became very ill, and then my boss fired me [for fear of 

the law after years of working with her cleaning her house. I wanted that year to 

finish already.‖  

 

I nodded, we kept chatting, and eventually parted ways to the delight of the children. 

Laura and I met in 2010 at the local Catholic church in Tuscaloosa, Alabama, she is an 

undocumented Mexican woman married to an undocumented Guatemalan man and has two sons. 

She is a domestic worker and is heavily involved with the church. Laura, like many Latinos in 

Alabama, are marked by that year. The law that she referred to was the ―Beason-Hammon 

Alabama Taxpayer and Citizen Protection Act,‖ herein referred to as ―HB56.‖ The combination 

of that law and an F4 tornado that hit the city threw the Latino community in Tuscaloosa into 

crisis and became a landmark year for many.   

HB56 is a state immigration law, a copycat of the more famous Arizona SB1070 (aka the 

―Support Our Law Enforcement and Safe Neighborhoods Act‖). Like Arizona‘s law, HB56 
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espouses the idea of immigrant ―attrition via enforcement.‖ It is most well-known for requiring 

law enforcement agencies to inquire about a person‘s immigration status and mandated detention 

upon the lack of proof thereof (known as the ―papers please‖ provision, copied from Arizona 

SB1070). However, the law went much further and was touted (by both opponents and 

supporters) as the harshest state law in the country aimed at curbing undocumented migration. It 

criminalized mundane aspects of immigrants‘ everyday life that the state could control (such as 

nullifying contracts and making transactions with state agencies such as obtaining a vehicle or 

mobile home registration illegal). HB56 targeted first and second generation youth by 

establishing a coding system that required K-12 public schools to record a student‘s immigration 

status and that of their parents and it prohibited undocumented people from enrolling in state 

colleges and universities. The law also affected non-immigrant Alabama residents by 

criminalizing association to undocumented persons, making it a crime to harbor and transport 

anyone who one knew to be undocumented or had reason to believe was undocumented, 

requiring all employers to verify new employees‘ immigration status by using the ―E-Verify‖ 

federal database, making the solicitation of work on the streets (as done by day laborers) illegal, 

and establishing a photo-id requirement to vote. As the law was implemented, Latinos in 

particular became population under hyper scrutiny. HB56 created an environment where Latinos 

became the target of explicitly xenophobic and racist acts. As told by one of my contacts, an 

example of environment that the law created was that a White neighbor in a trailer park knocked 

on the door of a Mexican family. When the head of the household opened the door, her neighbor 

took her picture and told her that she was going to report her to ICE. The law enabled a 

permissiveness amongst native-born Alabamians to ―out,‖ belittle, and intimidate anyone that 

they perceived as ―illegal,‖ and this was most often anyone who was perceived to be Mexican. 
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The law signed into law by the governor in June 2011 and it went into effect in September of 

2011 after a temporary one-month stay by the Birmingham federal court.  

HB56 aimed for the ―attrition via enforcement‖ of undocumented immigrants in the state, 

popularly known as ―self-deportation.‖ Self-deportation is the concept that immigration 

restrictionists promote as an alternative to mass detention and deportation or the legalization of 

the millions of undocumented immigrants living in the country today. Those that promote the 

concept argue that undocumented immigrants can be pushed into leaving a state (and the 

country) voluntarily, in essence ―deporting‖ themselves when faced with the inability to work 

and live comfortably through higher enforcement of already-existing measures of immigration 

control (Kobach 2007). The uniqueness of attrition via enforcement is that it does not involve the 

active hunt for undocumented immigrants via raids by Immigration and Customs Enforcement 

Agency (ICE), or other law enforcement, or the active pursuit of unauthorized crossings at the 

border by Border Patrol. Instead, these laws criminalize everyday behaviors that are essential to 

the social and biological reproduction of a population. It ignores that undocumented immigrants 

make roots and form community where they are located and that these ties become a strong 

motivation not to leave. This also shifts immigration enforcement from institutions to individuals 

like local school staff and other community members who are untrained and unaccountable for 

the misuse and abuse of these new powers.  

Initially, the law pushed the Latino community into a state of crisis. As the foreign-born 

population in the state is fairly small, the scope of the law was seen as a disproportionate and 

exaggerated measure for immigration control. Media representation of the law focused on the 

Latino community and depicted this community as fleeing Alabama in hoards overnight, taken 

over by a state of fear. In truth, many families in the Latino community saw the need to weigh 
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their options and decide whether to leave the state or stay put, and what measures to take in 

either options. Many Latino families in Alabama are mixed status family, each household 

consisting of a combination of immigrants who ―entered without inspection,‖ are visa over-stays, 

have legal status under temporary visas such as U-Visas, are undocumented youth who have 

grown a significant part of their lives in the US (some of which qualify for the DACA program), 

are legal permanent residents, are US citizens (either by birth or by naturalization), or have other 

immigration statuses.
i
 Despite the staunch nature of the law, many within the community opted 

to stay in Alabama, asserting their ties to the state and claiming it as their home. A portion of 

these persons have become involved in immigrant justice activism. 

Laura also referenced a tornado that hit the city of Tuscaloosa and other parts of central 

Alabama on April 27, 2011. The storm was an F4 tornado that tore through the city, killing over 

sixty people and injuring hundreds. President Obama visited the ruins of the city and Tuscaloosa 

was declared a federal disaster zone. Many were affected, however the storm unfortunately cut 

through various low-income areas of the city, particularly the eastern parts where many Latino 

immigrants had concentrated. An established Mexican grocery store and a restaurant that catered 

to immigrant patrons were destroyed and it was rumored that they never rebuilt since the owners 

were undocumented and were unable to renew their business licenses on account of HB56. The 

tornado came in the middle of the 2011 legislative season when HB56 was being proposed. The 

law was passed and signed into law after the storm, so both incidents converged in many 

immigrants‘ lives. The tornado brought out many of the difficulties and highlighted how the 

Latino community was marginalized, even in recovery efforts. Access to recovery materials and 

information was difficult and the community had to organize itself to provide culturally sensitive 

help.  
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The purpose of this dissertation is to tell the story of how Alabama‘s Latino immigrant 

communities are subjected to state regulation through laws that control their social reproduction 

and the ways in which these growing communities react to such regulation. The latter explicates 

how, in the face of increasing oppression by the state, immigrant communities have found ways 

to resist their oppression and organize in formal and informal ways. To unravel this analysis I 

advance an ethnographic study conducted from 2011 to 2012, in the city of Tuscaloosa with 

ethnographic observations to 2016. I base this study on the experiences of Latino immigrants in 

the State of Alabama as the state implemented harsh state-level legislation, HB56, meant to its 

undocumented residents and their extended networks to ―self-deport.‖ In this dissertation I 

explore three things:  (1) the various ways in which the State (embodied both by the federal and 

state governments) seek to control the growth of Latino immigrant communities through the 

development of devolved anti-immigrant legislation/policy; (2) how Latin@s have reacted and 

resisted such attempts to control their lifeways; (3) and how social movements can evolve out of 

moments of crisis and evolve in relation to concurrent social movements. 

Thesis 

I argue that as the state develops new state craft that implicates all of its subjects in the 

tasks of population control, oppressed subject communities can come together in moments of 

heightened tension and crisis to fight to defend their way of life. Specifically, I first argue that 

laws like HB56 reflect a racial project that aims to control the growth of Latino immigrant 

populations using the ―colorblind‖ language of immigrant legality as a smokescreen for white 

supremacy. I then document how the Latino immigrant community has bonded through the 

experience of crisis as consequence of this law, which has led to the development of a new social 

movement. Lastly, I explore how the development of a new Latino consciousness in the South 
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has evolved into political action. Here, I explore the interventions by formal organizations to 

formalize an immigrant justice movement in the state and I explore how it has shaped in 

conversation with the legacy of the Civil Rights Movement. 

My research supports that, in reality, this law was targeted to control, detain, and expel 

the growing Latino population in the state. As Alabama proceeded with HB56, a flurry of states 

introduced similar bills into their legislatures—though not all passed into law. This wave of 

restrictionist state-immigration bills peaked in 2011 and included a heavy concentration of 

southern states experiencing exponential increases in their Latino populations. For southern 

states, immigration has become a new issue with which to rehash arguments over state‘s rights, 

state autonomy and regional boundaries. While immigration has traditionally been the purview 

of the federal government, states like Alabama have taken it upon themselves to police the 

growth of Latino populations through devolution of immigration enforcement.  

Ironically, I have found that these laws have become the catalyst for an emergent 

immigrant justice movement in the South. In Alabama, HB56 prompted undocumented 

immigrants and their allies to engage in grassroots organizing to counter these laws. 

Undocumented immigrants in the state began to lobby for their rights at the state legislature and 

Congress, come out of the shadows and give testimony of their experiences in public rallies, 

media, and federal hearings, such as a legislative field hearing organized by Illinois 

Congressman Luis Gutierrez and a US Civil Rights Commission Hearing held in Birmingham. 

This was done by working collaboratively with volunteers at the local level and state-wide and 

regional immigrant rights organizations. Undocumented immigrants have gone so far as 

engaging in civil disobedience and risking arrest in order to challenge the state that tries to oust 

them. 
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Methodology 

The conclusions of this dissertation are based on two years of ethnographic research 

where I conducted participant observation within a network Latino immigrants in Tuscaloosa, 

Alabama (mostly all of Mexican descent) and ten social justice organizations operating in the 

state. The dates of the ethnographic study ranged from August 2010 to August 2012, with 

additional ethnographic observations ranging up to August 2016 as I continued to live in my 

field site as I wrote this dissertation. This included meeting contacts in their in private homes, at 

their places of worship, en route in car/bus travel, at public rallies and social events and open 

meetings with community and social organizations. I conducted twenty-five semi-structured, 

informal interviews with Latino immigrants in different eighteen households. These were 

recorded interviews that ranged between one to three hours in length. I never asked for subjects 

to reveal their documentation status. However, all of the subjects with whom I conducted 

interviews revealed their immigration status voluntarily and without prompting. These interviews 

were conducted with informed consent and subjects were told that any information they revealed 

would remain anonymous and confidential. The names used in this dissertation are pseudonyms 

that I have assigned.  

I also conducted ten informal, semi-structured interviews with individuals who operated 

as community organizers or who were participants in the local social justice. These included 

persons who were working on a regular basis with Latino immigrants. They may or may not 

have been paid employees of social justice organizations. These interviews included social 

workers, community organizers, and church ministers. All of these subjects are US citizens, 

some by naturalization. These interviews were conducted with informed consent and subjects 
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were told that any information they revealed would remain anonymous and confidential. The 

names used in this dissertation are pseudonyms that I have assigned.  

The bulk of my analysis comes from ethnographic data collected through participant 

observation. I took field notes when interacting with my subject community or straight after an 

event if I did not have a notebook or handheld device with me or if it was an event where it was 

culturally inappropriate for me to take notes, such as at religious events. I also utilized the tool of 

auto-reflexive journaling, which illuminated how I was personally impacted by HB56 as a 

Latina/Mexicana woman born to immigrant parents.  

Other collected data that I used in my analysis were photographs taken by myself and 

observations from social networking media such as Facebook. The majority of my subject 

community was heavily involved in Facebook, and this medium was used to disseminate 

information by social justice organizations as well as by proponents of HB56. In the case of 

Facebook publications by organizations, these are made available for public use. In the case of 

personal Facebook accounts, I would send users a private message asking for permission to use 

details of their publication for my dissertation, namely in my field notes. 

In this dissertation, I also analyze news reports of stories related to HB56 and the 

tornado. These news reports include articles published on traditional printed newspapers as well 

as online media. Lastly, I have read and make reference to the following legal documents: 

 The text of AL HB56 as it was signed into law by the governor of the state and 

versions of the law while it was still an unpassed bill and amendments to the law 

under AL HB658 

 The text of AZ SB1070 as it was signed into law 
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 Transcriptions of the debates in the State Legislature as HB56 was in the process 

of being passed and amended 

 Court motions, decisions and opinions on the litigation over HB56 

This dissertation is a work of politically engaged, activist anthropology and draws from 

feminist standpoint theory and Chicana methodologies. I am a brown woman anthropologist: I 

was born in the US to Mexican-born parents who were once undocumented and are currently 

legal permanent residents and grew up with and continue to live in low-income, immigrant 

communities. The subject of this work is very personal. I draw from my own positionality in my 

work and my being a Latina anthropologist also colors how I am perceived in the field by both 

Latinos and non-Latinos. This provides me a framework through which I see and experience the 

topics that I discuss my work. Furthermore, my work falls within the scope of ―activist 

scholarship.‖ Charles Hale explains that regardless of discipline and empirical focus, ―…activist 

scholars work in dialogue, collaboration, [and] alliance with people who are struggling to better 

their lives; activist scholarship embodies a responsibility for results that these ‗allies‘ can 

recognize as their own, value in their own terms, and use as they see fit (Hale 2008: 4).‖ Activist 

research is academic inquiry which aims to serve to the benefit of the community of study as 

well as to the higher notion of social justice. It aims to make scholars accountable to their 

research communities and produce work that is grounded in the experiences and priorities of 

marginalized and oppressed people. Feminist and Chicana scholarship also advances these 

ideals.   

The tornado that I have described and HB56 came to be as I worked to document how the 

Latino community fared in Alabama. They were not my original focus, but as I lived in the field 

site it came to dominate the experiences of the people that I was working with. I was also 
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personally impacted, having lost my own residence in the storm. I will discuss these issues and 

the complexities they entail in more detail in the following chapter.  

Significance of this study 

This study provides ethnographic documentation of the emergent Latino immigrant 

population in the state of Alabama during the span of time before and after HB56 was passed and 

implemented into law. At this moment there are no monographs on Latinos in Alabama and 

limited ethnographic research on state-level immigration laws or contemporary social justice 

movements in the Deep South. My research documents Latino resistance in a very hostile state 

which simultaneously has a rich history of institutionalized racism and civil rights struggle. 

Furthermore, I explore how the construction of immigrant ―illegality‖ is a form of 

institutionalized color-blind racism by which the state has advanced a racial project that excludes 

Latinos from the national imaginary. My work is timely as I was able to be on the ground while 

HB56 was being implemented and because immigration continues to be on the forefront of 

national discourse. Furthermore, my use of engaged/activist ethnography has allowed me to be in 

the center of state and federal debates on immigration.  

Chapter Breakdown 

 In chapter one, ―Dulce Hogar Alabama: Looking at Latinos in the Heart of Dixie,‖ I will 

provide a regional definition of the US South as it pertains to my research, a demographic 

description of field site which spans central Alabama but it specifically localized in Tuscaloosa, 

AL where I resided during my fieldwork. In this chapter, I will explore the literature on Latinos 

in the South and immigration enforcement. With this background, I lay out my analysis of what 

Leo Chavez describes as ―the Latino Threat‖ as it manifests locally. Lastly, I provide my 
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reflections on conducting research as a Brown woman anthropologist conducting activist 

anthropology.  

In chapter two, ―Let’s Empty the Clip [on Illegal Immigration]: Attrition via Enforcement as 

an Approach to Eliminate Mexicans,‖ I give an account of the passing of HB56 and then provide 

overview of the components of HB56. After this, I argue that arguments around immigrant 

―legality‖ and ―illegality‖ demonstrate a dog whistle politics when this colorblind, ―race neutral‖ 

term is really meant to target Latino populations as communities of color. Here, I argue that the 

state has developed new apparatuses to control and regulate immigrant life, namely through the 

development ―attrition via enforcement‖ and the overall devolution of immigration legislation 

away from federal law/agents. I argue that HB56 (and other attrition via enforcement laws) 

demonstrate the institutionalization of hate towards Latino immigrants through the legislating of 

xenophobia. Lastly, I provide ethnographic examples of how the law negatively impacted the 

Latino community in my field site. 

In chapter three, ―La Frontera Te Sigue Dondequiera: Mobile Borders and the 

Criminalization of Immigrant Life,‖ I analyze how new migrant settlements and new strategies 

for immigration control today reflect a shift in border and immigration governance and the 

development of a new border that is increasingly detached from the geographic boundary and 

argue that these are organized around the color line. I explain how the Latinization of the South 

has led to a phenomena where southern states have taken the initiative to pass harsh anti-

immigrant legislation that shifts the burden of enforcement away from the federal government to 

state and local governmental agencies and all citizens and residents living in the state under the 

political philosophy of ―attrition via enforcement.‖ In the words of one of my collaborators, the 

border today is experienced as ―bring everywhere.‖ It is increasingly being enforced in ways that 
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criminalize everyday life and the responsibility of enforcement is being placed on every resident 

of the state, not only agents Immigration and Customs Enforcement.  

In chapter four, ―Si El Tornado No Nos Quitó Entonces una Ley Tampoco: A Community’s 

Resistance‖ I seek to answer how Latino families/individuals maintained their communities in 

the face of increasing state surveillance and regulation. Specifically, I look at how they have 

faired under the policy of ―attrition via enforcement‖ and the additional stress of natural disaster. 

Here, my ethnographic research has led me to see that when facing these challenges, Latinos in 

the Alabama have responding in the following ways: leaving the state, leaving the state 

temporarily and later returned, staying in the state and finding either ways to legalize or finding 

extralegal methods to pass without detection, and lastly, turning to community organizing. Here, 

I will focus my analysis on the individuals that chose the last two options and posit that these 

represent a community‘s resistance, quest for self-definition in a defense of their claim to home 

and the space to make family and community. 

                                                 
i
 ―Entered without Inspection‖ is a legal term used to describe persons who entered the territory of the United States 

without inspection or approval by the Department of Immigration and Customs Enforcement. This is the category 

would apply to persons who entered the country by crossing the US-Mexico border dessert or landing on a coast 

through unauthorized vessels. ―Visa Over-Stays‖ refers to persons who have entered the country with a valid, 

approved visa but overstayed the approved time limit of their visas or violated the terms of their visas and thereby 

nullified their legal standing (such as by working while in the country under a tourist visa). Undocumented youth 

who arrived to the country while underage fall into a category often described as ―DREAMERs.‖ These youth are a 

special category which has gotten a lot of attention they are often culturally similar and many times related to US-

born second generation immigrants. There is federal legislative bill that has failed on multiple occasions to legalize 

this category of immigrants and give them a pathway to citizenship called the DREAM Act. Some of these youth 

also qualify the Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) program which was established through executive 

order under the President Barack Obama administration which gives a two-year, renewable work authorization 

without a pathway to citizenship and prevents the individual from being placed in deportation proceedings despite 

not having official ―legal‖ status. This program is currently under litigation. Legal permanent residents is another 

immigrant category of immigrants who are legal, allowed to work and reside in the US and have the option of 

applying for citizenship after three to five years of holding this status. US citizenship can be acquired by birth within 

US territory or by way of having a US Citizen parent (referred to as jus soli citizenship) or through naturalization.  
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CHAPTER 1: “DULCE HOGAR ALABAMA”: LOOKING AT LATINOS IN 

THE HEART OF DIXIE 

My first time travelling to Alabama was to visit a friend during the Thanksgiving holiday 

weekend in 2005. Twenty-one years old at the time, it was the first time that I had travelled 

within the country outside of my hometown. While I had visited my parent’s home country of 

Mexico many times in my life, I had never ventured far from my own neighborhood of Little 

Havana in Miami, Florida within in the US. I had never known anyone from Alabama before but 

I knew that the state was significant for its history with slavery, the Civil War, and the Civil 

Rights Movement. The infamous photographs of White police officers seeking dogs at Black 

Civil Rights protesters that I had seen in school history books were etched in my mind. That year 

I visited my friend and her family in the suburbs of Birmingham and had my first big 

―traditional‖ Thanksgiving with a White Southern family of coal mining background and eastern 

European ancestry.  Her grandfather invited me to try some of his homemade scupperdine wine 

in his basement, played music, and reminisced about a Mexican woman he had met in Texas 

when he was young. It was awkward, but interesting. Years later I returned to complete the 

ethnographic work that I write about in this dissertation, telling a different, often overlooked, 

story of the South: how Latinos today struggle as they call this place home and make new history 

cradled within the legacies of the past.  
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The ethnographic research that I conducted for this dissertation was mostly centered on 

the City of Tuscaloosa, located in west central Alabama and its surrounding areas (see Figure 

1.1).  

Figure 1.1 Detailed Alabama State map with Capitals, Major Cities, Interstates, Roads, 

Railroads, Rivers and Lakes. www.mapofus.org/alabama/. Accessed July 24, 2016. 

http://www.mapofus.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/09/alabama-cities-roads-

waterways.jpg. 
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My ethnographic work entailed conducting participant observation in community 

meetings, protests, rallies, lobby days, and marches, attending Catholic mass and other religious 

ceremonies, in secular and religious festivals, being invited to participants’ homes and worksites, 

and often chatting while driving from place to place. During the breath of my research, some 

activities and contacts were located outside of Tuscaloosa, principally in the areas of 

Birmingham and Montgomery but also sometimes as far north as Decatur and Huntsville and as 

far south as Mobile and Orange Beach. In this chapter, I will provide a historical overview of the 

South to provide a context with which to understand my geographic area of study. I will then 

provide some historical background on the contemporary growth Latino populations in the Deep 

South. This follows with a brief description of my field site: Tuscaloosa and Central Alabama. I 

end the chapter by providing reflections on working in my field of study as a Brown woman 

anthropologist and activist scholar.  

Understanding “the South” 

As a Latinx/Chicanx studies scholar, approaching the South as a geographic region 

comes as a result of the increasing pervasiveness of Latino migration and settlement across the 

US today and how we must adapt these fields of study to reflect this. Reversely, the field of 

southern studies must also adapt to permanently think beyond the Black and White dichotomy 

which currently dominates how we perceive the South in both popular and academic terms. I 

remember how the first time I took a Southern studies course in graduate school, a White student 

in the class naively asked, ―What are you doing here‖ as we awaited the professor’s arrival. That 

question has seemed to follow me across my career. In the following section, I will provide a 
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brief overview of regional southern history and identity, with a focus on Alabama.
i
 I will end this 

section by discussing the growth and settlement of Latinos in the South.  

The South is a unique region, generally conceptualized as the former slave states south of 

the Mason-Dixon Line that broke away from the Union to form the Confederate States of 

America which sparked the Civil War. Although the borders of the region are actually much 

more complicated and blurred, the region is generally defined as including Alabama, Arkansas, 

Florida, Georgia, Kentucky, Louisiana, Mississippi, North Carolina, South Carolina, Tennessee, 

Texas, Virginia and West Virginia. The region is a site of contention, opposition, and 

imagination. This goes both for those that are born and raised in the South and as for those who 

are not. Many scholars have discussed what defines the South as a region and how it relates to 

the rest of the country. For many, the South holds an oppositional identity to the rest of the 

nation and it is sometimes perceived as a geographic space and regional identity that is in 

contrast with what is perceived as ―American.‖ As sociologist and historian Larry J. Griffin 

describes, ―The ―American Dream,‖ apparently, neither included nor described the South….The 

South is not only different from America but also seriously at odds with it, indeed, its mythic 

opposite (Griffin 1995:20).‖ The region is plagued by a reputation for social and economic 

―backwardness,‖ poverty and racism—often discursively absolving the rest of the nation from 

these woes as the deposit of all things bad. Naturalizing the concentrations of poverty and 

accepting the subordination of people of color as an expected norm works to disassociate the 

pervasiveness of inequality throughout the nation as a national problem. This further deems 

marginalized communities, the poor, and people of color in the South to a perpetually 

subordinate status without hope of change.  
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Many authors have posited that the South is actually representative of the U.S., arguing 

that the region is perhaps a concentration of that is which is exemplary of both the positive and 

negative qualities that characterize the nation as a whole. In Malcolm X’s speech, ―The Ballot or 

the Bullet,‖ where he remarks that it is futile to differentiate between the North and South is 

useless when you consider it from the viewpoint of the Black experience as anti-Black racism 

and mass incarceration are nation-wide phenomena. He states:  

―We [U.S. Blacks] don’t see any American dream; we’ve experienced only the 

American nightmare…If you black, you were born in jail, in the North as well as 

the South. Stop talking about the South…[As] Long as you south of the Canadian 

border, you’re south (Malcom X 1964)…‖ 

This sentiment is also echoed in other writings, such as in Howard Zinn’s characterization of the 

South as a distorted mirror reflection of the nation (Zinn 2002). To some, the South—and all 

negative of its attributes—are seen as reflective of things that plague the rest of the country, 

albeit in concentrated form.  

I do not intend to characterize what is happening in the South as unique to the exclusion 

of the rest of the nation. The trend towards adopting anti-immigrant laws and policies and the 

impulse of immigrant justice organizing is not isolated to the South. Rather, I document how 

these trends are working within a microcosm in southern states and how the South’s history 

blends with xenophobia in unique ways. Major lobby groups such as the Federation for 

American Immigration Reform (FAIR), the Center for Immigration Studies (CIS), English First 

and NumbersUSA have worked for year to push anti-immigrant legislation and policy 

throughout the country and these organizations have been found to be directly linked to White 

supremacist organizations (Larsen 2007, Beirich 2009). Yet what I argue in the following 
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chapters is that these players have used the South as a testing ground for laws that push the rest 

of the nation to the extreme right on social issues. Yet, these larger trends are often lost to the 

communities that are living through laws like HB56. Based on my observations with immigrants 

and non-immigrants in Southern states, entering the national discussions and debates on 

immigration is a relatively new thing as people tend to be isolated to their local involvement.  

The state where my fieldwork was based, Alabama, was the twenty-second state admitted 

to the Union 1819. The state seceded from the Union in 1861 to form part of the United 

Confederate States of America and was a key player in the US Civil War (Alabama Department 

of Archives and History 2016). Alabama was the original capitol of the Confederate Union 

during the Civil War, with Montgomery serving as the first site of the White House of the 

Confederacy before being later moved to Richmond, Virginia. While it is outside of the scope of 

this work to provide a detailed account of the events that transpired during and after the Civil 

War, but it is important to highlight some major legal changes that would have long-term 

implications for the region and the nation. During this time, the Thirteenth, Fourteenth, and 

Fifteenth Constitutional Amendments were passed. The Thirteenth Amendment abolished 

slavery. It stated: ―Neither slavery nor involuntary servitude, except as a punishment for crime 

whereof the party shall have been duly convicted, shall exist within the United States, or any 

place subject to their jurisdiction.‖ The Fourteenth Amendment would have various sections, but 

most important to my work are: the ―citizenship clause‖
 ii

  that established jus soli citizenship 

with the intention of granting citizenship to African Americans (thereby overturning  Dred Scott 

v. Sandford (1857) but excluded Native Americans; the ―due process clause‖ that prohibits state 

and local governments from depriving a person of life, liberty, or property; and the ―equal 

protection clause‖ which requires states to provide equal protection under the law and became 
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the basis the Supreme Court decision to end de jure racial segregation in Brown v. Education in 

1954. The Fifteenth Amendment would grant the right to vote regardless of ―race, color, or 

previous condition of servitude,‖ but would exclude women (of any race) and Native Americans. 

The end of the Civil War brought the era of Reconstruction, under which the states that 

had seceded came under reform by the federal government. To be reincorporated into the Union 

the southern states had to accept new legislation, specifically the passage of the 14th 

Amendment. Reconstruction was a fraught with tension and animosity for some and hope for 

others. Southern states who would not adopt the passage of the 14th Amendment were placed 

under federal military rule (Menchaca 2011). Their sovereignty would only be restored until their 

legislatures agreed to uphold the fourteenth amendment and recognize that Blacks were free 

people. However, following the reauthorization of the state governments the southern states 

began to pass Black Codes to maintain Blacks in servitude positions. These laws ranged from 

segregating Blacks in separate schools and neighborhoods, to labor laws that indentured workers 

to their formers employers.  The most common form of indentured servitude was the use of the 

company store were workers were issued credit for food and clothing, at rates in which they 

would never earn enough money to pay back their employer.  As a consequence for years Blacks 

were not paid wages since they had to repay their credit, and they were forced to remain in the 

farms of their employers for life.  After the Fifteenth Amendment was ratified in 1870 and 

Blacks were extended suffrage, throughout the South states passed voting legislation to 

disenfranchise them from the right to vote.  The most common procedure was the ―grandfather 

clause.‖  This policy required that a person to be eligible to vote must have had a grandfather that 

voted.  Clearly this was a bold and ludicrous policy to defy federal law since recently 

emancipated people would be ineligible to vote.  Other forms of voting disenfranchising policies 
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included literacy tests requiring Blacks to read in order to be eligible to vote. Since most Blacks 

had been forbidden to attend school the vast majority did not read or write. Once public 

education was extended to Blacks by 1917, and many learned to read and write, states continued 

to disenfranchise them by the use of the grandfather clause and by the adoption of the white 

primary system.  Beginning in 1901, white primaries prohibited Blacks from voting in the 

primary election of candidates, and only allowed Blacks to vote in the general election (Caro 

2002: 690).  The Democratic and Republican parties had adopted this system. The problem with 

this process is that the South had become a one party system controlled by southern social 

democrats.  The most important election was at the primary level since at that time the voters 

elected the democratic candidates who would ascend to office (Márquez 2014: 44). The general 

election, when Blacks could vote, was basically the confirmation of the results conducted in the 

primaries.  White primaries, however, were not the only method used to politically 

disenfranchise Blacks.  Southern legislatures instituted poll taxes requiring people to pay a fee if 

they were to vote.  This effectively removed most Blacks from voting until the mid-twentieth 

century.  For example in 1956 throughout the United States 6 million Blacks were eligible to 

vote, yet only 1,238,000 had registered, and nearly all lived in the north (Caro 2002: 844). 

When President Franklin D. Roosevelt entered the White House in 1933, he attempted to 

rescind some of the policies passed by the southern legislatures that disenfranchised black voters.  

The president was successful in passing anti-lynching legislation and wage laws that guaranteed 

a minimum wage, but failed to garner support from US Congress to end poll taxes and terminate 

the white primary system (Caro 2002: 55). This type of liberalism angered the Southern states 

and, although voters and their representatives remained within the Democratic Party, they began 

voting for Republican representatives who at this time were not in support of liberalizing voting 
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legislation or reforming Jim Crow laws. In 1941, when the US Supreme Court ruled that White 

primaries were unconstitutional, more southern democrats began to defect and support 

Republican candidates.  Southern Democrats, came to distinguish themselves from northern 

Democrats, by calling themselves Regular Democrats as they believed that the liberal faction of 

their party had been the prime mover in ending the white primary system  (Dobbs 2005: 31). 

Moreover, regardless that the US Supreme Court justices had ruled white primaries 

unconstitutional the southern states either defied the law or passed stricter literacy tests to 

disenfranchise Black voters.  In some states a voucher system was set in place to further 

disenfranchise Black voters by requiring that for a person to register to vote, a registered voter 

must vouch for them.  Not only did Blacks need to be literate, they now needed a registered voter 

to be a witness of their character and recommend that they become registered to vote.  This was 

nearly impossible as whites would not vouch for Blacks, and there were very few Black voters 

(Caro 2002: 691). 

With the entry of President Harry Truman in 1945, southern democrats became 

exceedingly disappointed with the national Democratic Party, and began to further distance 

themselves.  President Truman had initiated a desegregationist campaign and in 1948 issued 

Executive Order 9981 which desegregated the armed forces (Almaráz 1999: 273). Furthermore 

he expanded the Fair Employment Practices Commission and made it a permanent federal 

agency, which was commissioned to investigate employment discrimination against racial 

minorities.  To the Southern Democrats this was outright war against their culture and way of 

life. Southern democrats were also fed up with the continuous liberalization of their party as in 

1944 the National Democratic Party issued a mandate that the White primary system could not 

be practiced in any form, by any state or local democratic party. 
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In 1952, when Dwight Eisenhower ran for president as the Republican candidate, 

southern democrats voted for the more conservative candidate and helped him win the 

presidency (see Dobbs 2005).  Many southern democrats began defecting to the Republican 

Party as they believed that Eisenhower would not favor the desegregation of the United States or 

support voting rights legislation which, manly liberal democrats were beginning to lobby for.  

Regardless of Eisenhower’s success racial desegregation could not be stopped.  In 1954, the US 

Supreme Court ruled in Brown v.  The Educational Board of Topeka that ―separate, but equal‖ 

policies were unconstitutional and mandated the states to end segregation in the schools.  This 

was a terrible blow for the South, which the legislatures would not accept.  Immediately, within 

US Congress, southern congressmen, regardless if they were southern democrats or republicans, 

signed the southern Manifesto promising to resist the Brown decision (Caro 2013).  Their 

primary argument rested upon state rights, and the unconstitutional nature of the Brown decision.  

Allegedly the Brown decision violated the civil rights of Whites by forcing them to accept 

integration.  Due to the pressure of the southern states, the US Supreme Court issued a 

compromise to delay school integration.  In 1955, the justices offered the remedy in Brown II, 

giving federal judges the power to set the pace of integration. Federal judges had the right to 

accept integration plans designed by the state legislatures. The problem with this policy was that 

in the South most judges were not in support of integration and they were willing to accept state 

legislative plans that retained the status quo.  Most states prepared ―choice plans‖ in which they 

gave people the choice to attend integrated schools. Since most Whites were not in support of 

integration, and they used violence to prevent Blacks from attending white schools integration in 

the South did not succeed (Houston 2000). 
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By 1961, the mood of the American public began to change in support of integration.  

The legal basis of integration was ushered by the entry of President John F. Kennedy into the 

White House.  Kennedy had negotiated with the liberal faction of the Southern Democrats to 

support civil rights reform and selected Lyndon B. Johnson to be his Vice-President.  Johnson 

had traditionally been part of the southern bloc fighting integration, but in the area of voting 

rights believed that the best way to help Blacks and Mexicans improve their economic status was 

to ensure their right to vote.  Previously Johnson, as President of the Senate, had pushed forth 

two voting rights bills by negotiating with southern congressmen.  He assured them that 

integration legislation would not be voted on during his tenure as President of the Senate, but in 

turn they needed to appease the liberal democrats by passing voting legislation.  Since 1875, due 

to the power the Southern Bloc yielded in Congress no civil rights legislation had been debated 

in Congress.  In 1957, President Johnson pushed forth the Civil Rights Act of 1957 for debate. 

Although the bill had been watered down and the most important policies removed, such as 

prohibiting state legislatures from charging poll taxes and allowing federal agents to investigate 

and prosecute voter intimidation, the Civil Rights Act of 1957 introduced a legal framework that 

could be revised and improved in the near future. At this time, the act permitted federal agents to 

investigate voter intimidation, but left the prosecution of the violation to state and local courts. 

The courts were also allowed to determine the penalties for those found guilty of the charges. 

The act was basically useless in the South as the juries were all White and, would not issue a 

guilty verdict against a white person when found guilty of stopping Blacks from voting or 

registering. 

However, in 1960, Lyndon B. Johnson pushed forth the Civil Rights Act of 1960 which 

strengthened voting rights legislation.  The Civil Rights Act of 1960 was a United States federal 
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law establishing federal inspection of local voter registration polls and introduced penalties for 

anyone who obstructed someone's attempt to register to vote. It was designed to deal with 

discriminatory laws and practices in the segregated South, by which blacks and Mexicans in the 

Southwest had been effectively disenfranchised by.  Although the law was still not strong 

enough to prevent voter intimidation, it had begun to establish federal oversight of elections. 

Two years after President Kennedy’s Administration took office he forcefully began the 

process of integrating American race relations and stop voter intimidation.  On June 11, 1963 

President Kennedy, in a radio speech disclosed his civil rights proposal, asking US Congress to 

commence debate.  Kennedy asked Congress to prohibit discrimination on the basis of race, 

religion, color, and national origin and commence the desegregation of all public 

accommodations (Kuhulman 1994). The U.S. Senate immediately began debate. In November 

22, 1963, after President Kennedy was assassinated, the momentum to desegregate America did 

not lose speed.  On the contrary when Vice-President Johnson, ascended to the Presidency, he 

fought to fulfill President Kennedy’s vision.  Johnson forcefully lobbied southern legislators to 

vote for the Civil Rights Act.  He convinced many that it was time to pass civil rights legislation 

as the nation was no longer in support of segregative southern traditions.  It was a new era and 

unless they began to negotiate with liberals the South would lose its political power within 

Congress.  On July 2, 1964 President Johnson signed the Civil Rights Act. 

To pressure states who refused to desegregate President Johnson had designed financial 

penalties to pressure them into compliance.  All institutions receiving any type of federal funds 

would lose federal funding if they refused to comply. For many Southern states compliance with 

the civil rights act was unconstitutional and at first they refused to do so. The Southern states 

were further angered with the Johnson Administration when he signed the Voting Rights Act of 
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1965, which prohibited discrimination in electoral activities. With the passage of both acts the 

southern states were to commence desegregation proceedings, end poll taxes, update their 

congressional districts based on the 1960 US census and submit their district voting boundary 

plans for federal oversight.  To southerners alike, government representatives and white voters, 

the passage of these acts were unacceptable. Southern voters began to defect in large numbers to 

the Republican Party and by the mid-1990s southern democrats had become the new 

neoconservative Republicans (see Dobbs 2005).  

Regional Latino Settlement 

Demographic shifts of the 1990s have spread Latin@s to new areas of settlement to the 

interior of the US. Some authors characterized this migration wave as the ―Latinization‖ of the 

South and exclaimed the formation of a ―Nuevo New South‖ where Latino presence is seen as 

the start of a new era in the history of the South (Fink 2003, Mohl 2003). Being that Latino 

migration to the South is relatively recent, some authors have been able to pinpoint pioneer 

migrants who first arrived in a region and acted as catalysts to further migration (Burns 1993, 

Fink 2003, Hagan 1994). Others have focused on the political economy of migration, focusing 

on either the push/pull factors of migration (Amado 2006, McDaniel and Casanova 2003, 

Hernández-León and Zúñiga 2003, 2000, Hamilton Jr 2004).   

There are different ideas as to what prompted this demographic shift. Some authors posit 

that the 1986 Immigration Reform and Control Act (IRCA) opened up migration beyond 

traditional immigrant receiving states. For example, Durand et al. argue that Mexican migrants in 

particular saw an opportunity to move out traditional immigrant-receiving states like California 

to escape saturated local labor markets in places such as Los Angeles after obtaining legal 
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permanent residency under IRCA (Durand, Massey, and Charvet 2000). They state: ―Not only 

did they [Mexican immigrants] have the freedom to move, other changes provided them with 

strong incentives to do so, for the legalization occurred against a backdrop of new employer 

sanctions, deteriorating economic conditions, and growing hostility toward immigrants in 

California (Durand, Massey, and Charvet 2000:9).‖ Another perspective argues that as 

immigration policies moved toward the increasing militarization of the border migrants moved 

into the interior to escape increasing vigilance. Others posit that impact of neoliberal capitalism 

on some US domestic industries has resulted in a sort of internal outsourcing where these once 

heavily unionized industries found an anti-labor safe-haven in Southern states that promoted tax 

breaks and lower real estate costs for industries such as meatpacking  (Griffith 1995, Champlin 

and Hake 2006) and forestry (McDaniel and Casanova 2005) have benefitted by mostly relying 

on immigrant labor (especially undocumented labor or guestworkers) in order to drive down 

productions costs. Once in the country, cycles of chain migration have led to settlement and 

growth of these new migrant populations in the region. Lastly it has also been shown that 

migrants in new immigrant-receiving areas are arriving there out of their own free will directly 

from their homelands, curtailing traditional immigrant-receiving states. This is the most 

commonly cited reason amongst my sample of participants. 

Research on Latin@s in the South is important as it pushes southern studies beyond the 

Black and White dichotomy and it pushes Borderlands Studies to look beyond the physical 

boundary when we think of how borders affect everyday life. This work provides us with a better 

understanding to how the region and the nation are evolving and how the south is negotiating its 

regional identity as it racially diversifies. More recent scholarship has worked to show Latino 

presence has impacted the South‘s racial landscape (Card and Lewis 2007, Drever 2006, Smith 
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and Furuseth 2006, Marrow 2005, Smith and Winders 2008, Winders 2005, Odem and Lacy 

2009, Ansley and Shefner 2009, Lippard and Spann 2014).  Some authors discuss how Latinos 

have concentrated in the low-skill labor markets (Mendoza, Ciscel, and Smith 2000, Murphy, 

Blanchard, and Hill 2001, Zúñiga and Hernández-León 2001), sometimes displacing native-born 

Black workers and poor Whites who traditionally held these jobs. Many authors point to the 

intricacies of how Latino settlement has complicated and challenged the long established Black 

and White racial binary in the South. Another area of study has highlighted labor rights activism 

among Latin@ immigrant labor in the South, finding that migrants have at times pulled together 

to better working conditions, sometimes making unusual strategic alliances in the process (Fink 

2003, Steusse 2009). Most recently, southern states have pushed state-immigration laws that 

copycat Arizona‘s SB1070.  Currently, these laws are mostly being addressed from legal studies 

perspectives (Koper et al. 2013, Arrocha 2011-2012, McKanders 2012, Johnson 2011). 

However, ethnographic research on the effects of such laws is very limited (Stuesse and 

Coleman 2014).   

In the face of the South‘s longstanding history with anti-black racism, the regional 

exponential growth of the Latino population represents a rise in a population that is racialized as 

being people of color. This merges with national paranoia over the ―browning‖ of the country as 

Latinos have become the largest minority population in the country. This rising fear and agitation 

over the growth of Latino populations in the US has been described by different authors as  ―the 

Latino threat narrative (Chavez 2008),‖ ―His Panic‖ (Rivera 2009), as a national and Latino  

―moral panic‖ (Zilberg 2011, Flores-Yeffal, Vidales, and Plemons 2011) and ―anti-migrant 

hegemony‖ (Gonzales 2013). In the South, the increasing numbers of Latino communities 

represent a challenge to preservation of White Supremacy as these migrants of color upset the 
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rigidness of the Black/White color line, diversify language usage in the region, and present a 

potential threat to the displacement of Whites as a majority population in what some authors 

describe as a ―New Latino Century (Leal and Limón 2013).‖ Alabama‘s Hispanic population 

grew 158% between 2000 and 2011, according to the Pew Research Center, was more than any 

other state and was followed by fellow southern states South Carolina and Tennessee (see table 

below) (Brown and Lopez 2013). 

 

Figure 1.2 Growth in Hispanic Population among 10 Fastest Growing Hispanic States, 2000-

2011. 
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Tuscaloosa, Alabama 

The City of Tuscaloosa is located in western central Alabama less than an hour from the 

state’s largest city, Birmingham. The city and surrounding county are named after Chief 

Tascaluza, an indigenous leader who battled the Spanish explorer Hernando de Soto in the mid-

sixteenth century. It is built along the ―fall line‖ (the geographical boundary between the East 

Gulf Coastal Plain and the Appalachian Highlands Region (Neilson 2008)) and the Black 

Warrior River and is just north of the counties that defined the traditional Alabama Black Belt 

(Lewis 2008). The city was the original capital of the State of Alabama from 1819-1847, before 

it was moved to Montgomery. The University of Alabama was built and established during this 

time (University of Alabama 2016). The city became prosperous while it was the state’s seat of 

government, but fell into economic decay after it lost its status. Tuscaloosa’s economy was most 

dependent on cotton as a cash crop grown by both small farmers and large plantation owners. 

The area’s dependence on agriculture led to the growth of Tuscaloosa’s Black population as 

enslaved workers. As Historian G. Ward Hubbs describes: ―Tuscaloosa County, which in 1840 

had less than half as many slaves as whites, by 1860 counted a little over 10,000 slaves and 

13,000 whites (Hubbs 1987:37).‖ The city contributed soldiers and materials to the Confederate 

forces during the Civil War until it fell to Union forces in 1865, at which time major buildings 

were burnt to the ground, including the University of Alabama campus.  

After the war, Tuscaloosa, like all of the South, came under the project of Reconstruction. 

It was during Reconstruction when members of the city came to form a chapter of the Klu Klux 

Klan. The United Klans of America Inc. (UKA) based its headquarters on the outskirts of the city 

of Tuscaloosa until 1987, when the violent White supremacist organization was forced into 

bankruptcy after being held accountable for the criminal actions of its members in a civil suit.
iii
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This organization was also linked to physically assaulting the Freedom Riders in 1961, 

murdering civil rights worker Viola Liuzzo in 1965, and for bombing Birmingham's 16th Street 

Baptist Church in 1963 where four young Black girls were killed.  

The University of Alabama, the state’s flagship university, became a hotly contested site 

during the Civil Rights Era. Alabama Governor George Wallace attempted to stop desegregation 

of the University of Alabama campus by standing in front of the Foster Auditorium entrance on 

June 11, 1963. This event came to be known as ―the Stand in the Schoolhouse Door.‖ Here, Gov. 

Wallace was met by Deputy Attorney General Nicholas Katzenbach who came to present the 

governor with President John F. Kennedy’s  Executive Order 11118 which ordered federal 

assistance in removing ―unlawful obstructions of justice in the State of Alabama‖ in order to 

allow the integration of schools in the South (Kennedy 1963).
iv

 The Governor protested and gave 

a speech declaring that he was opposing this action in the interest of local state rights. He stated:  

I stand here today, as Governor of this sovereign State, and refuse to willingly 

submit to illegal usurpation of power by the Central Government. I claim today 

for all the people of the State of Alabama those rights reserved to them under the 

Constitution of the United States. Among those powers so reserved and claimed is 

the right of state authority in the operation of the public schools, colleges and 

Universities. My action does not constitute disobedience to legislative and 

constitutional provisions. It is not defiance – for defiance sake, but for the purpose 

of raising basic and fundamental constitutional questions. My action is raising a 

call for strict adherence to the Constitution of the United States as it was written – 

for a cessation of usurpation and abuses. My action seeks to avoid having state 

sovereignty sacrificed on the altar of political expediency (Wallace 1963). 

 

He then stepped aside to allow the students to enter, guarded by the Alabama National 

Guard which had been federalized by President John F. Kennedy. 

Another important event that occurred in Tuscaloosa but is not often recognized was 

Bloody Tuesday. On June 09, 1964, Black Civil Rights marcher were beaten, arrested and tear 

gassed by police while attempting to march from the First African Baptist Church to the County 
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Courthouse. The protestors held a siege for about an inside the church (including women and 

children), ending with thirty-four people hospitalized for injuries and ninety-four arrested (Simon 

2004). The attack on the church outraged the local Black community and prompted the formation 

of an armed community defense team made of mostly Black veterans that aimed to defend the 

Black community from violence, including attacks from the KKK (Ibid). 

According to 2010 US Census data, the City of Tuscaloosa had an estimated population 

of 90,524 in 2010 of which 3% were of Latino –Hispanic origin and 4.8% were foreign-born (of 

any race-ethnicity) (United States Census Bureau 2015b). This compares to a total state-wide 

population estimate of 4,779,736 in the State of Alabama with 3.9% of the population reported to 

be of Latino-Hispanic origin and 3.5% foreign-born (of any race-ethnicity)(United States Census 

Bureau 2015b). The Latin@ and foreign born populations in the state continue to be low, 

especially when compared to traditional immigrant-receiving/border states like Arizona, which 

in the 2010 Census had a reported estimate of 29.6% of its total population as being Latino-

Hispanic and 13.5 Foreign-born persons (United States Census Bureau 2015a). However, as has 

been reported of other states in the South, Alabama has had a large jump in its Latino population 

growth in the past decades. The Tuscaloosa county ―Hispanic‖ population was only 3.1% of the 

city’s population in 2000 and the State of Alabama’s total ―Hispanic‖ population was only 

estimated to be 3.9% in 2000 (United States Census Bureau 2010). Noting how proportionately 

small these populations are points us to the question of why the state felt compelled to prioritize 

immigration control and pass HB56. 

My research revealed that Latino populations in Tuscaloosa are primarily of Mexican and 

Guatemalan descent. Mexican migrants tended to originate from the states of Queretaro, San 

Luis Potosi, Tamaulipas, and Veracruz and Guatemalan migrants originated from northern 
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Guatemala near the border with Mexico. The bulk of my informants were Mexican migrants 

were mostly mestizos from the areas of Córdoba, Veracruz and Guadalajara, San Luis Potosi, 

and Náhuatl speaking, indigenous migrants from the area of Sierra de Zongolica, Veracruz. I did 

not have any contacts who self-identified as afro-Latino. The Guatemalan migrants that I 

encountered in my work were predominantly Acateco-speaking Mayans from the Departamento 

de Huehuetenango, especially from municipalities of San Miguel Acatán and San Rafael La 

Independencia. Although I never asked them to reveal their immigration status, almost all of my 

contacts self-reported as being undocumented immigrants who entered the country without 

inspection by ICE officials. I have come to learn that some of my contacts, including some of my 

main informants, have acquired legal status after the duration of my fieldwork, most commonly 

through the acquisition of U-Visas. 

Reflections from a Brown Woman Anthropologist and Activist Scholar in the 

South 

When HB56 was being proposed in the Alabama State Legislature, I attended and 

volunteered testimony against the then bill at a legislative hearing with the State Congress. As I 

walked out of the room various people approached me. The first person to approach me was a 

White woman who had testified in favor of HB56. As I passed her down an aisle she reached out 

and put her hand on my shoulder and said softly, ―I heard what you had to say. You don‘t have to 

worry about racial profiling, dear. As soon as you speak, they‘ll know you‘re from here.‖ 

Startled, I began to engage her in conversation and a White attorney from a civil rights 

organization that I had met previously overheard us and joined in our conversation. However, 
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once the woman started complaining about how pregnant women cross the border to have their 

―anchor babies‖ in the US I cut off the conversation.  

As I walked away from her a Latino radio station DJ who had been reporting on the 

audience approached me and asked for an interview. I initially rejected the offer but ended up 

being persuaded. The DJ, a tall, fair-skinned, dark-haired Sinaloan with a gracious smile who I 

would eventually become friends with, insisted that I speak. He casually put his arm on my 

shoulder and leaned in to tell me that, ―como mexicana,‖ as a Mexican, it was important for the 

community to hear what I had to say. After that I was also approached by a local newspaper and 

ended up being quoted in the paper saying that the bill was racist and that it would instill an 

environment of fear and xenophobia. Although he had not asked me to self-identify in the 

interview, the reporter described me as a ―Mexican American‖ in the write up (White 2011). 

This article was later shared on an online news aggregate website where an online commentator 

called me out by name, stating: 

Hey Gwendolyn....how about just being an AMERICAN????. Or are we supposed to be 

in awe of your skin color??? Here's a clue for you Gwen you stupid non assimilating bitch....if a 

person is relying on their 7 year old child to translate for them chances are pretty good they may 

be here ILLEGALLY!!! Language skills and not SKIN COLOR would be the obvious reason to 

determine LEGAL STATUS. The lack of bills like this do nothing but instill an enviroment of 

LAWLESSNESS. Xenophobia has nothing to due with people just wanting the rule of law 

respected. But you pro amnesty racist "latinos" alway play the race card...wanting amnesty for 

ILLEGALS who for the most part are "latino" because you yourself are "latino" is racist!!! 

(Capitalization and misspellings original to text)
v
 

 

Addressed to me personally, the phrase ―you stupid non assimilating bitch‖ demonstrates 

a rich combination of sexism, racism, and xenophobia. This was my first time being quoted by 

the press speaking to the issue, and I was naively surprised by its angry tone. My speaking from 

the vantage point of first person speech and my identifying myself as someone who could be 

affected by this law personally seemed to especially touch a nerve. Scholars of color, womyn, 
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queer scholars or others who suffer social/economic oppressions often also experience increased 

scrutiny and criticism for their work, especially when their research is localized within their own 

communities of belonging. This is especially so when our research not only seeks the pursuit of 

knowledge, but a radical change in the advancement of social justice.  

Julia Sudbury and Margo Okazawa-Rey write: ―Although radical scholars from 

subordinated social groups experience particular vulnerabilities arising from race, gender, and 

other systems of dominance, they also tap into genealogies of resistance and transformation 

(Sudbury and Okazawa-Rey 2009: 4).‖ My research was informed both by the fact that I myself 

am a Latina in the South and the fact that I embraced activism within my methodology given that 

it was necessitated by the conditions that I encountered while in the field. My positionality 

enhanced my ethnographic observations of how the law was oppressing the Latino community 

and how that community was reacting to the law and engaging in acts of resistance. The 

commentator‘s characterization of me as a ―stupid non assimilating bitch‖ in response to my 

assertion that the law was racist demonstrates the fluidity of intersectional oppressions. His 

comment assaulted me for my gender, my racialized ethnicity, and my apparent unwillingness to 

comply with the trope of the ―good immigrant‖ that achieves straight-line assimilation (leaving 

behind cultural/ethnic identification, language and tradition across generations). 

The woman and the online commentator touched upon the key issue of language use as a 

factor in racialization. Here, ―legality‖ was premised around English fluency and brown people 

are expected to prove it through their ability to converse in English.  I will analyze this point 

further in the next chapter, but my point to bring it up here is to demonstrate that embracing the 

researcher‘s positionality as a vantage point from which to theorize is important, both in what it 

reveals about the subject of study and also for what it reveals about how researchers are treated 
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based on said positionality. In my case, my work, my being the daughter of Mexican immigrants 

and involved in the local activism was often more interesting and tangible to others than my 

position as a scholar.  

In my work, I have often walked a thin line between researcher, advocate, community 

member, and community organizer. As a brown woman, I am invested in working with Latino 

immigrant communities to bring light to the multiple oppressions that we face as migrants and 

third world people of color and to showcase how our communities are faring in the face of these 

oppressions with the hope of overcoming them. Additionally, I decided to remain in my 

fieldwork during the writing of this dissertation and started my own family having met my 

partner and giving birth to my son while in ―the field‖ but not conducting fieldwork. As such, the 

research and conclusions presented in this dissertation fall in line with the efforts of activist 

scholars to produce emancipatory work, methodologies, and pedagogies that challenge 

oppression (such as racism, sexism, classism, homophobia and heterosexism, militarism, and 

other forms of violence and exclusion). Activist scholars (especially those that produce 

ethnographic research) provide a different perspective than that of public anthropology that 

reaches out to influence public policy (Lamphere 2004), applied anthropology that uses the tools 

of anthropology for utilitarian/practical purposes, or cultural critique that ―uses portraits of other 

cultures to reflect self-critically‖ (Marcus and Fischer 1999:1). Michael Hames-García describes 

activist scholarship as seeking, ―to transform material conditions, communities and lives—

including the lives of activist scholars. As engaged praxis, it seeks to transcend the limitations 

and fragmentation that result from an oppressive and exploitative society (Hames-García 2009: 

194).‖ Charles Hale describes how activist scholarship signifies a transformation in the 

relationship established with an organized group of people in struggle where the researcher 
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preserves a commitment to a political struggle and to academically rigorous intellectual work at 

the same time (Hale 2006).  

In the span of my research, I have not just been quietly observing and taking notes, 

hoping to be the proverbial ―fly on the wall‖ while conducting participant observation. I have 

laughed, argued, questioned, been lectured at, cried with folks, helped write and transcribe 

others‘ speeches, interpreted at meetings and rallies, given speeches, led protest chants at 

marches, collaborated to make artwork and banners, and facilitated meetings and workshops in 

community and academic settings. I have worked so that my presence in my research community 

was seen as positive by collaborating with community organizing efforts. In this way, I have 

strived to give back as a balance to as much as I took by collecting people‘s stories of suffering 

and struggle. For me, activist scholarship meant that my research was to be conducted as we 

struggled together to defeat or at least mediate that which was oppressing both myself and my 

subject community. Being in the thick of the activism that surged on account of HB56 and the 

recovery efforts surrounding the tornado that hit the city made me privy to the sites where 

strategy was being developed and witness to how people come together in moments of crisis. As 

the immigrant justice movement evolved in Alabama, I finessed and acquired new skills for 

conducting community activism and organizing, oftentimes along with immigrant community 

members who were learning these skills for the first time. Before entering the field, I had 

participated in social justice organizing on different issues, namely around immigrant, worker, 

and student rights. I had done this work separately from my research. I had also trained and 

worked as a Red Cross first aid and CPR instructor before entering academia. While in the field, 

my prior skills came into play as my community of study mobilized around the defense and 

preservation of their homes and community and in disaster recovery efforts. As my subject 
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community was impacted by both the storm and the law, these two disasters forced me to re-

evaluate my methodology and the focus of my research. These two incidents profoundly changed 

my field site and it was necessary for me to adapt and be flexible to the needs of my subject 

community.  

I conducted participant observation while helping emerging activists write speeches for 

public events, working with them to building meeting agendas, using my artistic skills to paint 

banners, make stencils for posters, build paper maché puppets, driving folks to out of town 

meetings/workshops, and generally helping to spread the word of their endeavors. I also 

provided translation of organizational documents and conducted live Spanish to English/English 

to Spanish interpretation at events, which permitted me access to many activities that I would not 

have been privy to solely as a scholar. My role as an advocate came because I was pushed into 

the limelight given the fact that was a researcher (and therefore seen as a socially recognized 

expert) and the fact that I functioned as cultural broker for many organizational representative 

given that I was a bilingual Latina adult. I learned to speak publically about what was happening 

in Alabama to layman audiences and the press. As the law developed, my name was often shared 

by community organizers in the field as a source for media, however media would most likely 

quote me as an ―activist,‖ ―student,‖ and ―Mexican American‖ even though I would introduce 

myself as an anthropologist. Journalists would often push for me to reveal my contacts—a 

request that I would deny to ensure the anonymity and confidentiality of my informants. If I 

knew a contact that was in fact interested in speaking to the press, I would give them the 

journalist‘s contact and allow them to get in touch on their own. Most importantly, I became a 

founding member of a small, grassroots volunteer group that emerged in my fieldsite: Somos 

Tuskaloosa (Discussed in Chapter 4). This group grew from being a small collection of people to 
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organizing events with at least a hundred participants and as it grew its members participated in 

events throughout the city, state and across the country. 

My happenstance presence as a Latina ethnographer in Tuscaloosa at the time of both the 

tornado and when HB56 came to be placed me in the position of being able to speak on their 

effects and consequences based on observations gathered as empirical data as well as my own 

personal experiences. It my willingness to work from my own positionality as a woman who 

grew up poor and whose parents were also Mexican immigrants has added complexity to how I 

embody my role as a researcher and ―expert.‖ Being able to ask questions drawn from personal 

experience has led me to access more accurate data and to connect to my collaborators on a 

personal level. Along with many of my collaborators, I was also personally impacted by the F4 

tornado that hit Tuscaloosa on April 27
th

, 2011. The house that I was renting while in the field 

was destroyed while I was inside of the home and I became homeless for a time. I stayed with 

families that I had met in the field while I recuperated and found other permanent living 

arrangements. This experience has allowed me to understand the sense of loss and turmoil that 

permeated the city at the time and it allowed me to pick up on the subtleties piecing your life 

together after a natural disaster. It also led me to become a community member myself and feel a 

personal sense of belonging to the city as well as I have seen the city slowly rebuilt and grow 

throughout the years. When the tornado destroyed my home, I relied on the same network of 

research contacts to find a place to stay and find resources to recover.  

Many authors have written on the challenges, opportunities and contradictions that arise 

out of doing research with a community with which you identify as a belonging to. Adu-Lughod 

described herself as a ―halfie (Abu-Lughod 2006)‖ and spoke to how she identified and didn‘t 

identify with her community of study as an Arab-American working with Arabic women. She 
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describes the difficulties of identifying with your research collaborators and states: ―feminist and 

halfie anthropologists travel uneasily between speaking ―for‖ and speaking ―from.‖ Delmos J. 

Jones discussed this issue as ―native‖ anthropology, where those that were once subjects of the 

discipline ―talked back‖ and took to telling their own histories to counter traditional ethnographic 

texts (Jones 1970, 1995). My positionality as a Latina guided how I was perceived and engaged 

with by both Latinos and non-Latinos. It also affected how I identified and empathized with my 

community of study as I was also personally affected by HB56.  

Feminist standpoint theories privilege the recognition of the researcher‘s social location 

as a vantage point for the production of knowledge, where, as Sandra Harding points out, ―the 

social location of women or other oppressed groups...[can] be the source of illuminating 

knowledge claims not only about themselves but also the rest of nature and social relations 

(2004:4).‖ I was able to integrate into my subject community because I was seen mostly seen as 

an insider by my collaborators. I was also subject to some of the restrictions of the law given 

how association to the undocumented was criminalized as well as the fact that I was raised and 

continue to live in a mixed status household. I am able to relate with sentiments of nostalgia for 

the homeland, speak from experience about being raised bilingually, and shared many cultural 

traditions with my collaborators.  

My position as a young, educated Latina also granted certain social prestige, which I have 

had mixed feelings about. Imelda once told me, ―Eres un orgullo hispano, Wendy (Referencing a 

video series from the Univision channel that features Latino/a profiles). Yo quiero que mi hija 

sea estudiada como tú. You a [source of] Hispanic pride, Wendy. I want my daughter to be 

educated like you.‖ I have always been awkward about accepting compliments, but this comment 

was especially complicated because they reinforce a hierarchy of power between the 



 40 

researcher/scholar and the community of study. I recognize that while I am Latina, I have the 

privilege of the social and cultural capital that I have gained through higher education and aspire 

towards greater financial stability as a future faculty. I was seen as a young professional who 

consciously chose to engage with the community on their terms, and this class differentiation is 

significant. Yet at the same time, I realize that these types of comments also reinforced my being 

perceived as an insider. Most of my contacts have a middle school to high school level education 

(some only finished elementary school), so seeing a fellow Mexican who had gone to college 

was something that many expressed as a desire for themselves and their own children. 

A last issue that I would like to discuss in this section is how doing our work as 

ethnographers can also be traumatic and challenge us to our very core. As mentioned above the 

house that I lived in was destroyed in the April 27 tornado. I was in my home when the storm hit, 

and the house and whole neighborhood was left damaged beyond repair. Nothing can describe 

the experience of thinking you are going to die and mentally preparing yourself for it. Even 

today, I remember the smell of the mud as it caked the walls of the house where I lived as the 

wind tore out a mature oak tree from the front yard and pushed my parked car from the driveway 

into my kitchen. The living room walls were ripped apart from the ceiling and there were shards 

of wood embedded into them like shrapnel. When I walked outside, my street was filled with the 

remains of broken houses and the screams of people in panic. It was an awful experience but the 

storm set many things into motion and led me to have an experience that I would have never 

imagined.  

Many different contacts that I had met in the field came to my aid at different times. The 

day after the storm, Shannon and Zooey, two attorneys from a civil rights organization in 

Montgomery, came up to Tuscaloosa to help me vacate my house and distribute Spanish-
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language disaster prep materials. Trying to make light of the situation as we packed up my 

things, I joked, ―At least we won‘t have to worry about the law anymore, right?‖ Alas, my hope 

was naïve. They let me know that HB56 had been passed by the State House of Representatives a 

few hours after the tornado hit and that they expected that it would quickly after be signed into 

law by the Governor. This is why in Tuscaloosa, HB56 and the storm were intricately linked, a 

point which I discuss further in Chapter 4. I did not leave the field after the storm. Instead, I 

ended up taking the charity of my research contacts and lived in other people‘s homes for three 

months while I looked for another place to live. I struggled with pulling things out of my 

destroyed home, wiping off mud and fiberglass off my books and hastily packing my things. 

Being in this position gave me key insights into how people, especially Latinos, respond to 

natural disaster. Despite being personally impacted by the storm, I often volunteered with 

recovery efforts. I felt compelled to help in any way that I could, especially because one of the 

families that I stayed with helped to organize a Latino tornado aid shelter at their church. The 

worst experience was going to the disaster zone to look for survivors. In the days and months 

that followed I became what Ruth Behar describes as the ―vulnerable observer.‖ She describes 

this as when anthropology ―breaks your heart‖  (Behar 1996) and the anthropologist reacts from 

deep, personal emotion because their role as bystander and witness does not suffice and one 

reacts from a point of emotion. Recovering my belongings, dispensing staples at the food pantry, 

and trekking through debris often left me feeling pained. I was vulnerable not only because I had 

witnessed, but because I had become part of the story as well. 
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Figure 1.3 Photograph of Gwendolyn Ferreti, standing by uprooted tree in the front yard of my 

house after the tornado. Photo credits: Kasi Smart, ―Untitled.‖ April 30, 2011. 

Tuscaloosa, Alabama. 

  

                                                 
i
 Parts of this section were informed through conversation with Dr. Martha Menchaca and drew from her own 

research on history of the South. 
ii
 This section of the Fourteenth Amendment of the US Constitution is of particular importance when we discuss the 

issue of immigration because of new challenges brought forth to bar the children of undocumented immigrants from 

birthright citizenship.  
iii

 The case of Donald v. United Klans of America was a civil suit managed by the Southern Poverty Law Center 

where the mother of Michael Donald, sued the Klan after her nineteen-year-old son was abducted, beaten, had his 

throat cut and had his body hung from a tree on a residential street in Mobile, Ala by two members of the United 

Klans of America. The suit managed to bankrupt the historic, violent organization that was also responsible for the 

16
th

 Street Baptist Church bombings where four young Black girls were killed. For more information on this suit, 

see https://www.splcenter.org/seeking-justice/case-docket/donald-v-united-klans-america.  

 

https://www.splcenter.org/seeking-justice/case-docket/donald-v-united-klans-america
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iv
 Although the Supreme Court decision in Brown v. Education struck down segregation in public schools, many 

areas of the South still resisted integration. This prompted the federal government to take actions to enforce the 

Supreme Court ruling. 
v
 ga_patriot, comment on David White, ―Alabama legislative panel delays voting on illegal immigration bill,‖ 

http://www.topix.com/forum/state/al/TACBHOA1QIERKMSHQ. 
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CHAPTER 2: “LET’S EMPTY THE CLIP [ON ILLEGAL 

IMMIGRATION]”: ATTRITION VIA ENFORCEMENT AS AN 

APPROACH TO ELIMINATE MEXICANS 

In this chapter, I argue that attrition via enforcement laws, especially HB56, are 

exemplary of colorblind racism. Sociologist Eduardo Bonilla-Silva, describes colorblind racism 

as the dominant racial ideology of the post-civil rights era and describes that:  

―This ideology emerged as part of the great racial transformation that occurred in 

the late sixties and early seventies in the United States. As the Jim Crow overt 

style of maintaining white supremacy was replaced with ―now you see it, now you 

don’t‖ practices that were subtle, apparently non-racial, and institutionalized, an 

ideology fitting to this era emerged... In contrast with Jim Crow, color blind 

racism major themes are (1) the extension of the principles of liberalism to racial 

matters in an abstract manner, (2) cultural rather than biological explanation of 

minorities’ inferior standing and performance in labor and educational markets, 

(3) naturalization of racial phenomena such as residential and school segregation, 

and (4) the claim that discrimination has all but disappeared…(Bonilla-Silva 

2002: 42)‖ 

 

The discourses surrounding undocumented immigration in the South are predominantly 

anti-Latino. Yet because the focus on immigrant restriction highlights immigration status and the 

ability (or inability) to obtain state-issued identification, Jim Crow-style race-conscious language 

that is reflective of cultural racism in the South is buried by a purportedly ―race neutral‖ 

discussion on limited and controlling undocumented migration. In Alabama, immigration 

restrictionism reflects the state‘s investment in preserving White Supremacy as lawmakers 

explicitly and implicitly link the control of the state‘s growing Latino communities with need to 

control undocumented migration to the state. Although the law prohibits de jure racial profiling, 

the proponents of the law aimed to control the increase of Latino populations regardless of their 

immigration status and crafted the law as such. In this way, immigration enforcement in 

Alabama exemplifies a broader ―dog whistle‖ politics which authors like Ian Haney-López have 

argued has been coopted by Conservatives, particularly those affiliated with the Republican 
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party, to recode racial appeals to advance White supremacy and the interests of the nation‘s 

oligarchy (Haney-López 2014). The term ―dog whistle‖ politics refers to the use narrative 

discourses that refer to something other than what the speaker is talking about to a particular 

―insider‖ audience. In this case, discussion about immigrant ―illegality‖ is coded language for 

talking about Latinos, especially Mexicans. Laws like HB56 demonstrate a fear and paranoia 

over the growth of Latino populations and how it can change the racial and cultural composition 

of South and the nation which prompts lawmakers to seek to a control of the growth of regional 

Latino communities. I will substantiate this argument based on analysis of the text of the law, an 

analysis of the discourses that Alabama state legislators produced as they passed the law, and 

ethnographic data. In the first section of this chapter, I will discuss how racism and xenophobia 

were key elements in the crafting of HB56. I will then provide a section were I highlight 

egregious sections of the law and demonstrate how they impacted the Latino immigrant 

population in the state.  

“Bless Them” and Be Rid of Them: Polite (?) Racism at the Alabama 

Legislature 

My research supports that HB56 was targeted to control, detain, and expel the growing 

Latino population in the state. As Alabama proceeded with HB56, a flurry of states introduced 

similar bills into their legislatures—though not all passed into law. This wave of restrictionist 

state-immigration bills peaked in 2011 and included a heavy concentration of southern states 

experiencing exponential increases in their Latino populations. The attrition via enforcement 

approach to immigration control represents an effort by states to control the growth of 

undocumented immigration, particularly that of Latino migrants, by ratcheting up the 

enforcement of policies that exclude immigrants and policing them (and everyone else) on more 
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and more fronts. The law relies on the criminalization of immigration enforcement and the 

distribution of the task of policing to local state and private agencies, local law enforcement and 

even every day residents. While the law repeatedly prohibits racial profiling within the law itself, 

the law promotes it regardless by relying on a common assumption that all Latinos are 

undocumented and that undocumented people will destroy Alabama communities. This law 

reflects larger national trends where white supremacy is being increasingly mainstreamed albeit 

in race neutral terms. The control of ―illegal‖ immigration serves as a dog whistle to discuss the 

control of Latino population growth.  

We can see how HB56 is intended to control the growth of Latinos by noting how 

proponents often conflate ―Hispanic‖ and ―illegal alien‖ when discussing the law. One such slip 

up was eloquently captured in a news headline titled: ―Hammon doesn’t know difference between 

‘Hispanic’ and ‘illegal immigrant’.‖ The article reported that the state representative, who is a 

co-sponsor of HB56, responded to the paper’s request for evidence to substantiate a claim that 

Alabama had the second highest ―illegal‖ immigrant growth by sending them a link to a Pew 

Research Center report that concluded that Alabama had the second highest rate of growth of its 

Hispanic population (Hammon 2011). The fact that the co-sponsor of the bill equated the growth 

of Latino populations in Alabama with the growth of undocumented people, demonstrates how 

Latinos are racialized as being ―illegal.‖ 

HB56‘s other co-sponsor, Alabama State Senator Scott Beason was quoted saying the 

following while speaking to an audience at a Republican Party breakfast: ―If you don‘t believe 

illegal immigration will destroy a community go and check out parts of Alabama around Arab 

and Albertville...[Republicans] need to empty the clip, and do what needs to get done (Rolley 

2011) [Emphasis added].‖ The use of the phrase ―empty the clip‖ is a violent expression that 
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promotes a visceral reaction. As a description of ―attrition via enforcement‖ in Alabama, it 

serves to describe the purpose of the law in the eyes of lawmakers. Likening the law to the 

emptying of a clip of bullets reveals how it was meant to kill and destroy the communities that it 

targeted. The law assured that undocumented communities (especially those of Latin American 

descent who are growing across the state) be brought down and riddled by an onslaught of 

instances where they became subject to deportation for practicing essential, everyday activities 

that are necessary for sustaining life. The statement came out a month after U.S. Representative 

Gabrielle Gifford was shot and seriously wounded by a gunman as she spoke at a Tucson, AZ 

and it garnered some controversy after it was quoted in the newspaper. Sen. Beason responded in 

an interview that he was taken out of context and did not intend to incent violence against 

Latinos. He claimed had referred to an internet joke earlier in his speech about the differences 

between a ―Liberal,‖ a ―Conservative, and an armed Southerner (Beyerle 2011). Upon 

researching, I discovered that the joke that he referred must have been a variant of the following 

which was shared in various blogs and email chains: 

So what‘s the difference between a Liberal, a Conservative and a Southern 

Conservative? 

You‘re walking down a deserted street with your wife and two small children. 

Suddenly, an Islamic terrorist with a huge knife comes around the corner, locks 

eyes with you, screams obscenities, praises Allah, raises his knife, and charges 

you and your family. 

... 

A Liberal‘s answer: ―I don‘t have enough information to answer that question!‖ 

… 

A Conservative‘s answer: BANG! 

A Southern Conservative‘s answer: BANG! BANG! BANG! BANG! BANG! 

BANG! Click….. (Sounds of reloading) BANG! BANG! BANG! BANG! 

BANG! BANG! Click [Capitalization original to the text]‖
i
 

 

The reference that the senator alluded to was no less problematic than the statement itself as it 

was directed towards Latino communities. They both reflect paranoia against Brown immigrants 
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and an investment in their destruction, no questions asked. It also highlights the connection 

between post-9/11 Islamophobia and anti-immigrant sentiment. The criminalization of 

immigration has been amped up in response to increasing concerns over national security and has 

led to the conflation of immigration enforcement with national security and towards the 

devolution of immigration enforcement away from federal regulation and towards local/regional 

law enforcement (Winders 2007, Adler 2006, Coleman and Kocher 2011). In the South, 

understanding that ―attrition via enforcement‖ was seen as the local measure to  

―empty the clip‖ on Latino migration, no questions asked, highlights lawmakers‘ anxiety and 

defensiveness over the growth of these communities. 

The areas that Sen. Beason was referring to, Albertville, Alabama and Arab, Alabama are 

both rural towns that are located fairly close together in northern Alabama in the adjacent 

Marshall and Cullman Counties which have had growing Latino populations since the 1990s. 

Marshall County‘s Latino populations have grown exponentially in the past few decades, at its 

height seeing a startling 1511% increase of its Hispanic population from 1990 to 2000 according 

the Pew Research Center (Pew Hispanic Center 2016). In the case of Albertville and Arab, the 

population was drawn to the work in the area‘s poultry packing businesses and anecdotal data 

suggests that the area is primarily populated by Mexican and Guatemalan migrants. The area has 

received local attention and controversy within the state precisely because of the boom in the 

Latino population. By associating the growth of undocumented, immigrant populations with 

social decay, the senator‘s statements demonstrate the invocation of a ―dog whistle‖ that his 

audience understood. He was tapping into a common understanding among his audience that 

undocumented migrants destroy society and that the undocumented migrants that he is referring 
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to are Latino. Thus, by saying that one must ―empty the clip‖ on ―illegal‖ immigration, he was 

encouraging the elimination of undesirable Brown people at any cost. 

Sen. Beason would later introduce a bill in the State Senate that would eventually become 

HB56, the ―Beason-Hammon Alabama Taxpayer and Citizen Protection Act.‖ The Senate 

hearing on the bill was held with short notice in a small room on the Senate floor of the Alabama 

State House in Montgomery, Alabama. The room was packed to the brim with people wanting to 

testify in favor or against the bill and the committee was asking questions and making 

commentary with those who offered to speak. At one point, Sen. Beason was explaining his 

justifications for the need to pass an immigration control bill and a point that he argued was that 

local school systems with already limited resources were being stressed by having to hire 

Spanish-English interpreters to communicate with students and parents. He suggested that these 

resources would be better spent on hiring more teachers. At that moment, a civil rights attorney 

interrupted and argued with the senator that the federal government and the Supreme Court 

already ensured that students have the right to receive public education regardless of their status.
ii
 

Sen. Beason retorted that no one was taking away their right to school but that ―you have to 

admit, these children…God bless them but, they‘re a burden,‖ and he bore a grin as he said it.  

Once again, Beason played up particular assumptions that conflate the control of 

undocumented migration with the control of the growing Latino population. What‘s more, he 

explicitly informed the audience that Latinos and their children [regardless of their status] are a 

burden on Alabama society. He did so employing the Southern platitude of ―bless you.‖ The 

expression ―bless them‖ or ―bless you‖ (or its variant ―bless your heart‖) is a Southern 

expression that while in some contexts can be a sincere way of showing pity is more often is 

used ironically to denote contempt and disdain. It connotes a passive aggressive, tongue-in-cheek 
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tone to politely offend. Humor columnist, Celia Rivenbark, explains the adage as such: ―As long 

as the heart is sufficiently blessed, the insult can‘t be all that bad...(2006: 79)‖ The audience was 

expected to sympathize with the insinuation that the children of undocumented people, 

regardless of their own immigration status, are a burden and that the K-12 schools provision in 

HB56 was necessary to end it. 

What was not said was that this push to produce quantified data was that it was to be used 

to later try to prove that educated undocumented children and the children of the undocumented 

are a financial burden to the state in order to overturn the Supreme Court decision of Plyler v. 

Doe. In this case, the Supreme Court found that because states couldn‘t prove that educating 

undocumented children placed a significant financial burden on state resources, states should 

continue to provide free K-12 schooling to all children no matter their immigration status. I will 

discuss the implications of this section of the bill below, but at this point, it is important to take 

note of how the sponsor of the bill justified and explained the law in order to understand the 

environment that this law would create. 

Beason‘s characterization of Latino children as burdens on society and the dramatic as 

the imagery of emptying a clip on Alabama‘s undocumented immigrants for fear of the 

destruction of local communities lead us to foresee the environment of anti-Latino sentiment that 

was sanctioned once the law was passed. The unabashedly blatant disdain that legislators 

demonstrated when discussing Latinos reflects the lack of accountability they feel to this 

community. In Alabama, legislators took no regard in sharing their true feelings, albeit perhaps 

to flower them with the occasional gracious overture. Incidents where state legislators referred to 

―Hispanics,‖ ―Latino,‖ and ―Mexican‖ interchangeably to refer to the undocumented population 

and used derogatory or stereotypical comments about Latinos happened so often in the passing of 
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the law that, in its decision to temporarily enjoin sections of the law, the US District Court for 

the Middle District of Alabama noted that: ―the court is convinced that, while the record clearly 

establishes that concern about illegal immigration was a substantial factor behind the passage of 

HB 56, there is substantial evidence that race and national origin also played a role in the passage 

of HB 56 (Cent. Ala. Fair Housing Ctr. v. Magee 2011: 1165, 1232).‖ The court later explains, 

―Furthermore, there is evidence that the legislative debate on HB 56 was laced with derogatory 

comments about Hispanics. This evidence reinforces the contention that term illegal immigrants 

(the purported target of HB 56) was just a racially discriminatory code for Hispanics [emphasis 

added] (Cent. Ala. Fair Housing Ctr. v. Magee 2011: 1165, 1247).‖ The court provides various 

examples to support its opinion, including many transcript excerpts from state legislative 

hearings. One example of this kind of speech that the court highlighted was stated by 

Representative Rich. The court quoted him providing the following testimony at the Alabama 

Legislature on April 05, 2011:  

―Representative Hammon, I want to thank you for bringing this bill to address an 

issue that is a huge issue in the State of Alabama. But it is especially a huge issue 

on Sand Mountain. I want to say to my colleagues here in the House that I realize, 

and I realize completely, that God loves Hispanics just as much as he loves me, 

anybody in this chamber, and I understand that. I don’t question that one second.  

But I tell you what I do have a problem with. First of all, if Hispanics come to this 

country and they come to this country legally, and there is about 20 percent of 

them that we are told, in our area, that have come here legally, I have no problem 

with them whatsoever. As a matter of fact, I like the Hispanic people. Most of the 

Hispanic people are hard workers. Most of them have good family values. Most 

of them are good Christian, church-going people. The ones that I have a problem 

with are the ones that come here and create all kinds of social and economic 

problems. And those problems are rampant in our area. 

The population of Marshall County increased by about 11 thousand in this last 

census from 2000 to 2010. And according to estimates from the Census Bureau, 

there is about 11 thousand Hispanics in Marshall County now. And there is even 

more in other parts of Sand Mountain. I will give you two quick examples. 95 

percent of the children that are in the elementary school at Crosswell Elementary 

School are Hispanic, 95 percent of them. 52 percent of the children that attend 



 52 

Albertville Elementary and Primary School are Hispanic, and the biggest part of 

them are illegal. 

It is costing our area hundreds of thousands, if not millions, of dollars to educate 

these children. And the taxpayers in my area -- they don't deserve to have to pay 

that bill. 

They don’t deserve that. 

Let me give you just one example. And I want to make this clear as to what 

happens in our area. Illegals come to our area, and they have children just as soon 

as they can. Now, this is real[ly] what I am talking about. They have children just 

as soon as they can. And then when they start them into school, they go and 

register them and most of the time they register their children, if they were born 

here, they register them in their real name. But then—and they--and the parents 

give the school their real name. But what happens is they tell them that if you call 

my workplace, wherever that is, poultry plant, whatever, if you call my 

workplace, then don't ask for me under this name, ask for me under this other 

name.‖
iii

 

 

Representative Rich, a white haired, middle-aged White man and Republican, represents 

Marshall and DeKalb County, which includes the city of Albertville which Sen. Beason 

referenced as being in decay as consequence of the growth of Latinos in the area (quoted above). 

His comments illustrate how legislators who advocated for HB56 frequently connected the 

control of undocumented migration as the control of Latino population growth. The saccharine 

appeals to compliment ―legal‖ Hispanic people as loved by God and by him, as being hard 

workers, as having ―good family values,‖ and as being ―Christian, church-going people,‖ do little 

to outweigh the characterization that most Latinos in Alabama come to cause social and 

economic problems, are "illegal,‖ have children ―just as soon as they can,‖ and do not contribute 

taxes to pay off public services like schooling. These racist characterizations tap into a larger, 

historic narrative where Latinos, especially those of Mexican descent, are seen as threats through 

their reproductive potential and are overall characterized as dangerous, criminal. The fact that the 

country is projected to be a minority majority and that Latinos are currently the largest minority 

in the country has worked to allow this discourse to revamp and reinvigorate the Republican 

Party‘s ―Southern Strategy‖ to secure power in southern states.  



 53 

He was elected in 2010 as part of a nation-wide phenomenon where many socially and 

fiscally conservative, Tea Party-affiliated candidates won office across the country and 

especially across the southern region. In Alabama, this turn toward Tea Party Republicanism 

broke the traditional stronghold of the State Legislature by the Democratic Party, where the GOP 

took control of the State House for the first time since 1874 (Carson 2014). The 2010 Legislative 

elections gave the Republican Party majority control in both chambers of the Alabama state 

legislature, breaking the control Democrats had had for over 130 years (Bullock and Rozell 

2014: 83). 

HB56 was conceived of as part of the 2010 Alabama Republican Party campaign 

platform called the ―Handshake with Alabama.‖ Alabama Republicans stated that one of their 

priorities that year would be to: ―create a new state criminal trespass statute that allows local law 

enforcement to arrest illegal immigrants for simply setting foot in Alabama...Another provision 

[would] make it a crime to provide an illegal immigrant transportation anywhere in Alabama, 

whether it is a trip across the state or simply to the corner store (Richards 2010).‖ Proponents of 

the law, including its sponsors, have continuously made it explicit that they meant for HB56 to 

control the growing Latino population in the State of Alabama and make local citizenry 

responsible for enforcement.  

Attrition via enforcement laws demonstrate a backlash against changing regional and 

national demographics that point to the United States becoming a majority minority nation. 

Through these laws, the South has become embroiled in a battle for the preservation of a white 

supremacist racial binary through the new lens of xenophobic hypernativism. Eduardo Bonilla-

Silva describes the current racial order as the ―new racism,‖ that ―reproduces racial domination 

mostly through subtle and covert discriminatory practices which are often institutionalized, 
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defended with coded language…and bonded by the ideology of color-blind racism (Bonilla-Silva 

2006: 213).‖ He characterizes it as ―killing me [meaning people of color] softly‖ in the 

hauntingly beautiful lyrics of Roberta Flack‘s famous song. Attrition via enforcement effectively 

does this. This strategy of immigrant enforcement controls undocumented immigrants‘ lives and 

actions by hyper-regulating and criminalizing everyday transactions with the state and with 

citizens (and ―legal‖ aliens) to the point where the everyday lives of families and communities 

are broken and stressed out of existence. Matthew Coleman describes how the localization of 

immigration enforcement ―structurally cut[s] off [undocumented immigrants] in social 

reproduction terms from the society in which they nonetheless labor (Coleman 2012: 184).‖ Yet 

the comprehensiveness of attrition via enforcement laws like HB56 go further because they also 

cut them off from their own marginalized communities. Yet these actions are not race-neutral, as 

their de facto application is explicitly racialized and aimed to target and excise Latinos within the 

state‘s boundaries—ie, push to ―self-deport.‖ HB56 and the general trend towards the devolution 

of immigration enforcement are a product of colorblind racism. They embrace the notion of 

colorblindness by utilizing the language of immigrant ―legality‖ (or lack thereof) to ultimately 

control, suppress, and annihilate communities of color, particularly Latinos and specifically 

people of Mexican descent.  

In the recent years, there have been a series of upsets that have pushed how we 

understand race in the nation. For example, the 2008 election of the first Black US president, 

Barack Obama, the release of 2010 Census results that showed that Hispanic/Latinos had become 

the majority minority group, and demographic projections that the US will become a minority 

majority nation have worked to fuel white supremacist fears over the ―browning‖ of the nation. 

Leo Chavez describes part of this as the post 9/11 ―Latino Threat Narrative,‖ where people of 
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Latin American descent, especially those of Mexican descent, are not considered as part of the 

national imagery except as an internal threat to the community at large (Chavez 2008). The 

sensationalism over the ―Latino threat‖ has grown from relatively marginalized, extremist sectors 

and become entrenched into mainstream thought, pushed forward by actors invested in gaining 

power through fear. Roxanne L. Doty describes how the white supremacist views of extremist 

vigilante groups like that of the ―Minute Men‖ in Arizona (who hunt down and chase border 

crossers) have been adopted and rebranded by the mainstream anti-immigrant movement, 

camouflaged by research-oriented think thanks such as the Center for Immigration Studies (Doty 

2009). She characterizes ―attrition via enforcement‖ as exemplary of a politics of exception 

where segments of a population are segregated by the denial of rights and a denial of their 

humanity and credits the anti-immigrant movement with its conception. We see this in Alabama, 

where the targeting of Latinos are deemed as undeserving of any rights and pushed to self-deport 

as their communities grow and people begin to set roots in the state. 

Historian George M. Fredrickson describes that: 

―...white supremacy refers to the attitudes, ideologies, and policies associated with 

the rise of blatant forms of white or European dominance over "nonwhite" 

populations. … In its fully developed form, white supremacy means "color bars," 

"racial segregation," and the restriction of meaningful citizenship rights to a 

privileged group characterized by its light pigmentation… But white supremacy 

implies more than this. It suggests systematic and selfconscious efforts to make 

race or color a qualification for membership in the civil community (Fredrickson 

1981:xi).‖ 

 

White Supremacy is institutionalized by developing laws and policies that perpetuate the 

oppression and marginalization of people of color. The South has historically defended and 

preserved White Supremacy by passing laws and policies that explicitly prohibited Blacks and 

other people of color (e.g. Mexicans in Texas) from enjoying the same rights and privileges as 

Whites. This includes the preservation of the institution that enslaved Blacks since the 
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Antebellum Period up its abolishment, the disenfranchisement of Mexicans after the Treaty of 

Guadalupe Hidalgo in states like Texas, the Black Codes during Reconstruction, convict leasing, 

Jim Crow, the development of the school to prison pipeline, mass incarceration, the 

militarization of the US-Mexico geopolitical boundary, and increasing immigrant restrictionism 

today. The de jure protection of White Supremacy of yester year is coupled by the current de 

facto negligence of communities of color (Blacks, Mexicans/Chicanos, Native Americans). The 

advent of the Civil Rights Act dismantled the de jure protection of White Supremacy by 

prohibiting the consideration of race in the law. This prohibited laws that explicitly benefitted 

Whites or explicitly limited the rights of people of color. Yet White Supremacy continues 

protected through colorblind racism. By not considering race, laws perpetuate the oppression and 

marginalization of communities of color that have been historically disenfranchised by the state.  

Laws like HB56 are guised as race neutral. They invoke the language of concern over 

immigrant ―legality‖ when they are indeed conceived to target the growth of Latino populations. 

They rely on a manufactured discourse of brown ―illegality‖ and scapegoat undocumented 

immigrants as the cause of the state‘s inability (or unwillingness) to provide safeguards to its 

population. They are also a smokescreen to camouflage fear over the potential growth in Latinos‘ 

power. These laws work to preserve White supremacy in the South by aiming to destroy the 

networks necessary for the social and biological reproduction of people of color, in this case the 

growing Latino populations. Unique in the South is that the extreme attacks on people of color 

often pass as acceptable and even expected by many due to a perception of the South as being 

―backwards‖ and ―racist‖ by both Southerners and those outside of the South. There is a 

pervasive, pessimistic cynicism (even among social justice community organizers) wherein the 

South is described as ―the belly of the beast‖ in matters of structural racism. This is due, in part, 
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to the South‘s history of black genocide through the institutions of slavery, the Confederacy, Jim 

Crow, and the continued exploitation of blacks, but this distinctiveness is worth further academic 

inquiry. This perception is not new, and these systems of oppression are not exclusive to the 

South but the tone with which Southerners come to discuss race in very idiomatic to the region.  

The acts of ―polite‖ racism that I have described above are distinctively Southern. They 

are a regional variant of colorblind racism, as they engage coded racial language while excusing 

it with overly gracious apertures meant to soften the tone of what a person is otherwise very 

bluntly saying. As such, the audience is expected to understand and empathize with the sentiment 

that Latinos have children ―just as soon as they can‖ because we admit they have ―good family 

values.‖ Or we can accept that Latino children are a burden because we wish blessings on them. 

Allow me to recall the incident of the woman who compassionately placed her hand on my 

shoulder and (perhaps her mind) graciously informed me at an Alabama State Representative 

hearing that I didn‘t need to worry about racial profiling because ―once you speak, they [the 

police] will know you‘re from here‖ after testifying to say that the law was racist and would 

promote racial profiling (Discussed prior in Chapter 1). In that instance, the take away was that 

as a Brown woman, I should expect increased vigilance by law enforcement but I should stay at 

ease because my ability to speak English without an accent will allow me a pass.  

The legislation of xenophobic and racist laws and policies like HB56 that institutionalize 

Latinos as a substandard class status of people that are ―illegal,‖ are without rights, and without a 

right to call the South home. And because the Latino population is relatively young and lacked 

strong institutional power at the time these laws came into effect, this process was countered 

with limited pre-emptive resistance. 
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During the span of my research, I was present and the State House during many of the 

hearings and audiences held regarding the law that eventually became HB56. I also assisted 

many hearings, voting days, and lobby days during the following 2012 legislative session when 

HB56 was ultimately amended and a bill to repeal HB56 failed to pass. As a Latina 

ethnographer, it was shocking and upsetting to observe the legislative process in Alabama. The 

overuse of racist stereotypes and xenophobic tropes, sugar-coated by ironic niceties and 

platitudes often left me feeling drained. Yet I found it ethnographically rich to observe how these 

laws where being passed albeit the stark absence of voices of dissent against HB56 by 

immigrants themselves during the 2011 legislative session. That year, there was no testimony 

provided by undocumented immigrants and very few testimonies by people who claimed new 

immigrant heritage or identified as Latino. I would either drive myself to Montgomery, two 

hours away from my primary field site in Tuscaloosa, or I would ride along with individuals who 

identified themselves as allies and lived in Tuscaloosa, namely: Fred, a White, gay Unitarian 

Universalist preacher
iv

 and Diana, an elderly Chicana from New Mexico who was a devout 

Catholic and worked in the Hispanic ministry of her church. Both of these individuals eventually 

came to work together to help shape a grassroots, volunteer group named ―Somos Tuskaloosa,‖ 

which I discuss in more depth in Chapter 4. As such, my observational work during these events 

was mostly of the space, the practices of those who regularly mingle at the State House (elected 

officials and their staff, lobbyists, etc.), and the reactions of the immigrant justice/civil rights 

advocates which I came to know through the process and became informants as I developed 

rapport. There was one protest held outside of the State House while HB56 was still in the bill 

process and I attended that protest along with a bus-load of Latino immigrant protesters from 

Tuscaloosa.
v
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The following year was very different. Once HB56 had passed, there was a lot of effort 

and investment by different individuals, agencies, and organizations to bring out Latinos and 

undocumented immigrants to participate in the political process that was impacting them. 

Organizers worked to arrange lobby days where many undocumented, Latino immigrants came 

to speak with their representatives. As this stage, I continued to observe as new grassroots 

leadership emerged. This phase will be discussed and analyzed in Chapter 4. 

 

Figure 2.1 Photo credit: Marshall County Legislative Office. ―Bill Signing 

Ceremony in the Governor's Office on the Immigration Bill,‖ June 

10, 2011, Montgomery, Alabama, 

http://www.mclo.org/index.php?/gallery/gallery_detail/1. 
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Break down and analysis of HB56 

HB56 is most well-known for the requiring law enforcement officers (namely police) to 

inquire about a person‘s immigration status, the so-called ―papers please‖ provision copied from 

AZ SB1070. Alabama required that an individual that was not able to furnish proof of legal 

status (such as not having an Alabama driver‘s license) be arrested and held at the local jail for a 

maximum of forty-eight hours. However, the law went much farther. HB56 aimed for the 

―attrition via enforcement‖ of undocumented people in the state, popularly known as ―self-

deportation,‖ which  immigration restrictionists promote as an alternative to mass detention and 

deportation or the legalization of the millions of undocumented immigrants living in the country 

today. Those that promote the concept argue that undocumented immigrants can be pushed into 

leaving a state (and the country) voluntarily, in essence ―deporting‖ themselves when faced with 

the inability to work and live comfortably through higher enforcement of already-existing 

measures of immigration control.  The uniqueness of attrition via enforcement is that it does not 

involve the active hunt for undocumented immigrants via raids by ICE, or other law 

enforcement, or the active pursuit of unauthorized crossings at the border by Border Patrol. 

Instead, these laws criminalize everyday behaviors that are essential to the social and biological 

reproduction of a population. Although not the first, HB56 has been the most comprehensive and 

far-reaching attrition via enforcement law that has passed in the country. However, it ignores that 

undocumented immigrants set roots and form community where they are located. These ties 

become a strong motivation not to leave, despite the efforts by the state. This also shifts 

immigration enforcement from formal institutions to individuals like local school staff and other 

community members who are untrained and unaccountable for the misuse and abuse of these 

new powers.  
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The law also affected other Alabama residents by criminalizing their associations with 

undocumented persons, making it a crime to harbor and transport anyone who one knew to be 

undocumented or had reason to believe was undocumented, requiring all employers to verify 

new employees‘ immigration status by using the ―E-Verify‖ federal database, making the 

solicitation of work on the streets (as done by day laborers) illegal, and establishing a photo 

identification requirement to vote. As the law was implemented, Latinos in particular became a 

population under hyper scrutiny. HB56 created an environment where Latinos became the target 

of explicitly xenophobic and racist acts. In one instance in Tuscaloosa, a white neighbor in a 

trailer park knocked on the door of a Mexican family. When the head of the household opened 

the door, her neighbor took her picture and told her that she was going to report her to the 

Immigration and Customs Enforcement Agency (ICE) ICE. 

HB56 was touted (by both opponents and supporters) as the harshest state law in the 

country aimed at curbing undocumented migration. Dubbed an ―Arizona copycat law,‖ HB56 

was passed and signed with the intention of outdoing the more infamous Arizona Senate Bill 

SB1070. Provisions of both of these laws have been permanently blocked through litigation by 

civil rights organizations and in federal lawsuits, yet parts of them are still in effect today.
vi

 

VERIFICATION OF IMMIGRATION STATUS IN PUBLIC SCHOOLS AND THE BAN ON PUBLIC 

COLLEGES AND UNIVERSITY TO UNDOCUMENTED STUDENTS 

A principal component of HB56 that differentiated the law from AZ SB1070 was that 

explicitly targeted first and second generation immigrant youth. Section 28 of the law (H.B. 56 

§28) required the establishment a codification system that required K-12 public schools to assess 

and record newly enrolled students‘ immigration status and that of their parents. By doing this, 

section 28 turned public schools into agents of state immigration regulation and enforcement.  

The law stated:  
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―Every public elementary and secondary school in this state, at the time of 

enrollment in kindergarten or any grade in such school, shall determine whether 

the student enrolling in public school was born outside the jurisdiction of the 

United States or is the child of an alien not lawfully present in the United States 

and qualifies for assignment to an English as Second Language class or other 

remedial program (Ala. Code § 31-13-28 (LexisNexis 2011 & Supp. 2012)).‖ 

 

As such, students in public schools would have been categorized as either ―legal‖ or 

―illegal‖ based on information on their birth certificates or assumed ―illegal‖ if non-compliant. 

The stated purpose of this provision in the law was to accrue numerical data to determine the 

cost of education the children of the undocumented and undocumented students and required a 

yearly report analyzing the cost of educating undocumented children. The law states:  

―The report shall analyze and identify the effects upon the standard or quality of 

education provided to students who are citizens of the United States residing in 

Alabama that may have occurred, or are expected to occur in the future, as a 

consequence of the enrollment of students who are aliens not lawfully present in 

the United States (Ala. Code § 31-13-28 (LexisNexis 2011 & Supp. 2012)).‖ 

 

The purpose of accruing this data was to collect data to be used in a future challenge to 

Plyer v. Doe (1982) and argue against educating these children. If the state could accrue the 

statistical data to document how much they spend in educating these children, they could either 

lead a juridical challenge or set up precedent for other states to do so. This section of the law was 

enjoined and eventually found to violate the Equal Protection Clause of the 14th Amendment by 

the 11th U.S. Circuit Court of Appeals. Even still, this particular section of the law had a 

tremendous impact on the community and the section itself reveals a lot as to the assumptions 

and motivations of its proponents.  

In practice, students already enrolled in K-12 public schools were asked about their status 

by their teachers and peers, beyond the scope of the law‘s stated intention. The implementation 

of HB56 created a permissive environment for the persecution and harassment of those perceived 

to the ―illegal‖ at all ages, especially those who were read as being Mexican. Juana, an 
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undocumented woman in her mid-forties who had two undocumented children enrolled in school 

at the time called me in the beginning of the 2011 school year after the law was in effect. After 

this happened she called and asked me if it was true that Latino students would be pulled out of 

school, because her son‘s teacher had asked the class to have students raise their hand if they 

―didn‘t have papers.‖ She said her son felt embarrassed and scared and did not raise his hand. 

Although the law was signed into law in June of 2011, it was not supposed to go into effect until 

the fall of that year. She was outraged that this had happened, but didn‘t want to say anything for 

fear of singling out her son in class for being undocumented. A US-born Mexican American 

middle schooler asked her undocumented mother, Dulce, when they were leaving because her 

non-Latino classmates asked her why she showed up to school since she was Mexican. Dulce 

told me this later, and recounted how she had a sit-down with her daughters to talk about how 

they were undocumented and that they were going to stay in Alabama but would make 

arrangements for a trusted family friend to take care of them and send them to Mexico in the 

event that she or her husband should ever be arrested and deported. A teacher quoted in an article 

reported one of her students asking her ―when will we know if all the Mexicans have to leave 

(Bright 2011)?‖ The schools provision of HB56 was pushed Latino children into the forefront of 

the immigration debate. In Tuscaloosa, children were barely recovering from the trauma of 

having survived the tornado that impacted the city, and this trauma merged with fears of 

deportation. Latino children were especially exposed by Section 28 as it was their presence in 

school that was being put into question. Following the sentiment that Sen. Beason expressed 

when he called undocumented children attending public schools ―a burden,‖ Brown children 

were racialized as foreign, ―illegal,‖ and a burden to Alabama.   
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The law went into effect for two weeks before being enjoined by the U.S. Court of 

Appeals for the Eleventh Circuit and eventually being found to violate the Equal Protection 

Clause under the framework established in Plyler v. Doe (Easton 2013). Newly enrolled K-12 

students should have been asked to reveal their immigration status but the court enjoined that 

section of the law so that it did not go into effect in time for that year‘s school inscriptions. This 

did not stop hundreds of families across the state from pulling their children from school or 

keeping them home at the start of the year. Many news outlets reported that Latino families were 

keeping their children from going to school out of fear or them being harassed or even deported 

for showing up to school. The spike in absences and withdrawals by Latino students was so 

drastic that the Department of Justice launched an investigation into Alabama public schools. 

None of the contacts that I knew told me they had pulled their children from school 

unless they moved out of state nor kept them home because of HB56. However, they recounted 

that they knew of other families and also heard other cases in the news. Teresa, an undocumented 

Mexican woman with two US-born, citizen children enrolled in middle school, shared her fears 

with me one day over coffee: ―Es que no puede ser, Wendy. Es una cosa que lo ataquen a uno 

por ser indocumentado, pero ¿por qué a los niños? Ellos no tienen la culpa y esto les causa un 

trauma. Mis hijos me están preguntando que si ellos no tienen papeles, y qué significa eso, y si 

ya no van a poder ver a sus amigos en la escuela. Ellos son de aquí y aun así les afecta porque 

son mexicanos también.‖ The Latino immigrant community saw Section 28 as especially vicious. 

To many undocumented parents, this section of the law constituted a persecution of their 

children who should have ―the right‖ to an education. As the law went forward, this proved to be 

a big motivator for many Latinas to become involved in organized resistance against HB56 as 

they saw this as a way to defend their families.  
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Many critics of the law saw Section 28 as an explicit act of segregation. For good or for 

bad, it is a common assumption that discussing immigration, especially undocumented 

migration, means discussing Latinos across the nation. In Alabama, the state‘s history as a Jim 

Crow state and the harsh stance that the state took against school integration was frequently cited 

when critiquing Section 28. Figure 2 is an example that illustrates a the way that requiring 

immigration documentation for enrolling in K-12 public schools was read as being akin to the de 

jure segregation of the Jim Crow era. Drawn in 2011 by political cartoonist, Khalil Bendib, the 

image depicts the backs of two elementary school children facing a closed door labeled 

―Alabama Public Schools.‖ On the left the door boasts a sign saying ―Whites Only‖ and an arrow 

on the side labeled ―Colored.‖ The child before that door is an elementary aged Black girl 

wearing a dress and pigtails. On the right, the door boasts a sign saying ―No Latinos‖ with an 

arrow pointing to the opposite side labelled ―Illegals.‖ The child before this door is presumed to 

be a Latino elementary school aged child with a cropped haircut wearing a collared shirt and 

shorts. Both children have marks surrounding their heads indicating alarm and a small bird is 

drawn on the steps of the right door saying, ―Jim Crow is dead, long live Jim Crow.‖ While I will 

reserve my analysis on the comparison of both movements for Chapter 5, it is important to 

highlight the way that that this law replicated the use of legal tactics to exclude segments of the 

population from receiving education, especially those that are primarily people of color. 
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Figure 2.2 Khalil Bendib. Anti-immigrant Law. 2011. New Ones. 

http://www.bendib.com/newones/. Accessed July 24, 2016. 

Http://www.bendib.com/newones/2011/june/small/6-30-Jim%20Crow%20lives.jpg. 

The other important section of the law that targeted undocumented students‘ access to 

education was Section 8, which prohibited undocumented people from enrolling in public 

colleges and universities. Still in effect today, this section of the law undocumented people are 

prohibited from enrolling in public colleges or universities. The law states:  

―An alien who is not lawfully present in the United States shall not be permitted 

to enroll in or 8 attend any public postsecondary education institution in this state. 

An alien attending any public postsecondary institution in this state must either 

possess lawful permanent residence or an appropriate nonimmigrant visa under 8 

U.S.C. § 1101, et seq.‖ 
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Currently, undocumented students who hold Deferred Action for Childhood Arrival 

(DACA) status are permitted to enroll in public colleges and universities. However, neither 

DACA students nor undocumented students are entitled to Federal Student Aid or other forms of 

publically-funded grants or scholarships. We do not know how long DACA students will be 

allowed to pursue higher education in Alabama public colleges and universities since there is no 

guarantee as to how long DACA will continue to be renewed beyond the Obama‘s current 

presidential term. Furthermore, newly migrated undocumented youth who arrive after the June 

15, 2012 cut-off are not eligible for DACA, so we will continue to see undocumented students 

face a glass ceiling when they graduate from high school. Undocumented students may attend 

private colleges and universities, but this is very difficult without access to funding support and 

they have no guarantee to be granted in-state tuition at these institutions. Furthermore, even 

DACA recipients have encountered serious limitations in finding employment and other 

advancement opportunities. Amanda, a bright young woman who currently holds DACA status, 

contacted me once asking if I knew if she could apply for a job at the Post Office. She later got 

back to me and stated: ―I checked and it turns out I can‘t apply. Of course they wouldn‘t give us 

any good jobs with benefits.‖ Fernando, another undocumented student who recently graduated 

high school also bumped into the limitations of his work authorization. Having secured an 

internship at the local Mercedes Benz plant after high school, he was supposed to be offered a 

job but was informed by his supervisor that would not be able to hire him due to his status even 

though he thought he deserved the job.  

Section 28 was enjoined and eventually blocked by the Supreme Court. Section 8 

continues to be in effect, prohibiting undocumented students that do not have DACA from 

enrolling in public colleges and universities. 
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 “SHOW ME YOUR PAPERS” PROVISION 

I personally knew eight undocumented Latino men who were arrested and placed in 

deportation proceedings in the duration of my fieldwork and two undocumented Latina women 

who were stopped but released by Tuscaloosa police officers as a result of driving without a 

license. I came to know of many other arrests, but most of my observations rely on what I 

witnessed from the stops and arrests of key informants. In my observations, all of the people who 

were stopped or arrested remarked that being Latino was a factor in their coming into scrutiny of 

the law. When asked why they thought so, they would mention either that the arresting/inquiring 

officer made negative remarks about them being Mexican or Latino, that the officers would 

hassle them about not speaking English, or that they were profiled for frequenting areas that 

where common Latino hangouts such as stores/restaurants/nightclubs or for driving older 

cars/pick-up trucks. Of the people who I personally knew that came to be stopped and held for 

immigration purposes after being stopped for some other violation, the original purpose for the 

stop ranged from minor incidents such as missing a taillight to the more serious (but still 

relatively minor) charge of driving under the influence of alcohol.   

Many people in the community were afraid of leaving visible markers on their cars that 

could identify them as ―Mexican.‖ Maria, who would eventually be stopped by a police officer 

on her way home told me how she took down the bumper stickers on her car and took off a 

Mexican flag that she had hung from her rearview mirror. Sometimes we would go out together 

and I would pick her up, when we did this, she would ask me to take down a soccer ball-shaped 

magnet that read ―Mexico‖ and was colored in red, white, and green. ―Uno nunca sabe, Wendy / 

You never know, Wendy,‖ she would say, ―no hay que llamar atención / one shouldn‘t call 

attention.‖ Despite her efforts, Maria would eventually get stopped later that year once HB56 

was in effect and she was questioned about her immigration status. She is an undocumented 
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Mexican woman in her early forties who works as a domestic worker. She lives with her husband 

and two sons and she currently lives in a mobile home park after having lost her rental home in 

the April 27, 2011 tornadoes. She was a key informant in my research and called me in panic one 

rainy afternoon. She said she was ok, but she had just been stopped by police officer for a 

missing taillight. The officer stopped her a few blocks from her home, and she was terrified. She 

told me that when she told the officer that she did not have a driver‘s license, he asked her if she 

knew about the new immigration law in Alabama. He held her on the side of the road and took 

back her passport to his patrol car which she had provided in lieu of a state-issued driver‘s 

license. Then, the unexpected happened. The officer told her to drive away and to stop driving in 

the future. Since neither the State of Alabama nor the City of Tuscaloosa provide efficient forms 

of public transportation, this order was moot. There was no way for her to live in the state and 

not drive, but she would give it a break for the rest of the week at least to avoid being recognized 

and stopped again. She had escaped deportation because of the officer‘s leeway and made it 

home that day, but she was lucky. Many others did not.   

Like its Arizona counterpart, HB56 expanded the power of local law enforcement to 

require police officers to inquire about immigration status if the officer had ―reasonable 

suspicion‖ that the person was undocumented as part of a routine stop. This meant that if an 

officer stopped a person for any reason (even a false arrest) and felt a ―reasonable suspicion‖ that 

the person was undocumented, that officer was then required to ask the suspect about their 

immigration status, hold them while they attempted to verify their documentation with ICE, and 

ultimately arrest them. After arrest, the person would be brought before a magistrate to prove 

their legal status or lack thereof. Afterwards, if the person was found to be unable to prove legal 
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status, ICE would be allowed 48 hours (excluding weekends and holidays) to pick-up the 

arrestee and transfer them into ICE custody and proceed with deportation proceedings.  

Unlike other attrition via enforcement laws, HB56 was not enjoined when it was brought 

to suit by the Department of Justice under the issue of preemption nor under HICA v, Bentley 

under facial arguments for racial profiling. The federal judge that heard the case in Birmingham, 

AL, allowed this provision to go into effect in 2011. Ultimately, the fate of HB56 and its 

neighboring bill, Georgia‘s HB 87, was tied with that of AZ SB1070 in the Supreme Court 

decision, Arizona v. the United States of America.  

Under HB56, many undocumented Latinos have come to be under deportation 

proceedings due to minor traffic violations such as Maria‘s missing taillight. Carlos, a young 

undocumented Mexican in his early twenties, was arrested and had police officers draw their 

weapons and point them at him at the time of his arrest. He was arrested for failing to use his 

turn signal and driving without a license. He recounts that the arresting officers repeatedly 

harassed him by questioning him about why Mexicans come to the US and about how he came to 

be in Alabama both on the street while being stopped and once in the jail. They continued to do 

this even though he asked to speak with an attorney. He relates: 

“…Estaba manejando y vi las luces del policía. Paré y me pidió mi licencia. Le 

dije que no tenía y le di mi pasaporte. Me lo revisó y me preguntó de dónde lo 

había sacado porque mi pasaporte no servía…. Le dije que lo saqué con el 

Consulado [mexicano] pero no me creía. Dijo que no servía y que no tenía los 

sellos [de una visa]…. Me dijo: „Tú sabes que en Alabama tenemos la HB56 y 

ningún mexicano puede estar aquí [porque] nos están quitando nuestros trabajos. 

Ahora mismo voy a llamar a ICE.‟ Se fue [a su patrulla] y regresó con el otro 

policía… 

I was driving and saw the police lights. I stopped and he asked for my license. I 

told him that I didn‘t have one and I gave him my passport. Me looked it over and 

asked where I had gotten because it wasn‘t any good….I told him that I got it at 

the [Mexican] Consulate but he didn‘t believe me. He said that it didn‘t work and 

that it didn‘t have seals [for a visa]….He said ‗You know that in Alabama we 

have HB56 and no Mexican can be here [because] they are taking our jobs. I‘m 
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going to call ICE right now.‘ He went [to his patrol car] and came back with 

another officer…. 

 

I go more in-depth into his story and experiences in further detail the following chapter; 

however his case is significant because it illustrates a gross misuse and abuse of police power by 

the arresting officers. The arresting officers demonstrated a clear disdain for Mexicans during his 

arrest and they hassled Carlos for being undocumented. They denied him access to an attorney 

after he asked for council and continued to interrogate him once they brought him into custody at 

the jail. Their behavior illustrates how HB56 created a permissive attitude for rights violations 

that went unchecked as arrestees were passed into ICE custody and transformed into detainees. It 

further illustrates how the project of eliminating undocumented immigrants is envisioned as 

ridding the state of ―Mexicans‖ or Latinos broadly. Carlos recalls how the officers offended him 

by insisting that there were too many Mexicans in the country and pressured him to reveal how 

and where he entered the country.  

Latinos in Alabama are interpreted as suspicious and subject to questioning. For Carlos, 

HB56 gave the arresting officers the right to interrogate them about an issue that had nothing to 

do with the reason why he was originally stopped. There were many cases where individuals 

were stopped for trivial reasons and then this was used to ram rail them into the deportation 

process. I was not able to locate the individual, but a community organizer told me of a case of a 

person who was arrested for jay walking and sent to ICE custody. I was also told of a case where 

a man who was arrested for being suspicious by simply parking in an upper class neighborhood. 

I met his ex-wife, Samantha, in a park one day and we began chatting about life as her children 

played. She told me: ―Pues un policía lo paró porque decía que pues, „¿qué hacía allí?‟ que 

estaba sospechoso y como no tenía licencia lo arrestaron….ya sabes, algunos policías son 

racistas, hay de todo. Well a pólice [officer] stopped him ‗cause he said that well, ‗what was he 
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doing there?‘ and he was suspicious and since he didn‘t have a license he arrested him…you 

know, some police are racist, there‘s a bit of everything.‖ The man was eventually transferred to 

ICE custody and put into deportation proceedings. He was released after posting $5,000 for bail 

and given a date with immigration court. However, his ex-wife told me he decided not to honor 

his court date since he had very little chance of avoiding deportation. It is very likely that he was 

issued an order of removal in absentia. 

Another incident that illustrates how Latinos were treated under HB56, is the case of a 

Puerto Rican student who, after being arrested for a fight, was held for immigration purposes 

because the police suspected him of being undocumented. A young Puerto Rican in his early 

twenties, he born on the island and had come to do his BA at the UA campus. The young man 

was arrested after entering into an altercation at a campus fraternity party. He was the only 

person arrested and was held overnight. While in custody, the police reportedly pressured him 

about his immigrant status. Apparently ignorant of the fact that Puerto Ricans are US citizens, 

they demanded to know if he had a valid visa to be in the US since his driver‘s license was from 

Puerto Rico. He was released in the morning with an apology for the confusion and no charges 

were pressed against him. I came to know about his case through Sonia, a community advocate 

who became involved because she wanted to convince the young man to file a complaint or sue 

the police department, but he refused. He was not interested in bringing more attention to the 

issue and I was unable to secure an interview with him directly. Nevertheless, the incident is 

illustrative not only of the police‘s overreach of power when policing Latinos, but also how the 

assumption of ―illegality‖ is broadly applied to all Latinos, regardless of their status. 

Today, law enforcement has the right to ask for documentation status during a routine 

stop during any lawful stop, detention, or arrest. However, they may not stop someone simply to 
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inquire about their status nor extend the amount of time a person a routine stop may take to 

check their immigration status. Arrest is no longer mandatory for drivers who cannot produce 

proof of having a driver‘s license but it may happen. However, the law does require that 

immigration status be verified within 48 hours for drivers who are cited for failing to produce 

proof of having a driver‘s license, so immigration checks can occur even after a person is 

released from a routine stop. Law enforcement will check the immigration status of people who 

are jailed and undocumented immigrants convicted of crimes may be transferred to immigration 

custody. 

CRIMINALIZING TRANSACTIONS WITH THE GOVERNMENT 

HB56 made it a Class C felony for an undocumented person to engage in a ―business 

transactions‖ with the state and prohibited others from conducting ―business transactions‖ with 

the state on behalf of an undocumented person. It defined ―business transactions‖ as: ―any 

transaction between a person and the state or a political subdivision of the state, including, but 

not limited to, applying for or renewing a motor vehicle license plate, applying for or renewing a 

driver's license or nondriver identification card, or applying for or renewing a business license 

(Ala. Code § 31-13-30 (LexisNexis 2011 & Supp. 2012))...‖ 

This segment of the law drew a lot of resistance, alarm, and confusion from different 

perspectives, including city and country officials who did not hold a stake on immigration or 

who may have otherwise been in favor of immigration restriction. While I was present at 

legislative hearings for the law, various county officials argued against the law on account of the 

fact that it would make a city inoperable. For example, I remember one county official that 

argued that he couldn‘t be made to verify the immigration status of all the home that required 

trash collection. At the hearing, he questioned the legislature whether he was expected to only 
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pick up the trash of citizen residents and just leave behind everyone else‘s.
vii

 The wide 

interpretation suggested by the wording of the law meant that many government offices did not 

know the limits of what a ―business transaction‖ was, and some utilities offices across the state 

issued notices that they would begin to deny services to clients who could not provide a social 

security number. In my field site, it was reported that some Latino customers in the City of 

Northport were informed that they needed to provide a social security number in order to 

continue receiving services. This happened in other cities across the state with different utilities 

companies, including privately owned utilities companies such as the local gas company. The 

The Department of Justice described the problems with this segment of the law aptly in their 

motion for a preliminary injunction against the State of Alabama on behalf of HB56. In their 

motion, they argued: 

 ―Section 30…transforms otherwise lawful conduct into unlawful conduct by 

virtue of who is performing it. That is, Section 30 conduct becomes criminalized 

only because it is engaged in by an unlawfully present alien...the conduct 

criminalized extends to transactions that, for the overwhelming majority of all 

Alabama residents, are both universal and unavoidable. For example, Alabama 

has essentially given unlawful aliens the choice between not paying for — and 

thus not having — service for basic necessities such as water, paying for those 

essentials and thereby committing a felony, or leaving Alabama ) Plaintiffs’ 

Motion for Preliminary Injunction at 39, United States v. Alabama, 2011).‖ 

 

I was unable to locate someone who was directly denied services while in the field, but 

incidents were reported by the US Department of Justice (DOJ) and the Southern Poverty Law 

Center and the rumors of this spread fear throughout the community. Hector was affected by 

Section 30 when it was passed and felt the repercussions for long after. He is in his late fifties, is 

single and undocumented and I heard of his experience through his daughter, Natalia who 

attends the local Catholic church in Tuscaloosa. He and some friends rented a mobile home at 

the height of HB56 and were afraid of exposing themselves to the Alabama Power Company if 
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they were asked to provide proof of citizenship. Since they were undocumented, they made an 

arrangement with an acquaintance. They agreed that their friend would place the water contract 

for their home in his name and that they would pay him whatever amount they company charged. 

This agreement worked until, unbeknownst to them, their friend stopped paying their bill and the 

bill that he was running in his own residence. Eventually the power was turned off at their home 

due to nonpayment, which came as a shock to them since they had been dutifully paying their 

friend for the cost of service. They contacted the company directly but the company was 

unwilling to issue a new contact to them directly until the remaining balance was paid in full. At 

that point, the power company was willing to issue them service since section 30 has been 

amended since its original passing.  They lived without power for a month and eventually 

decided to move so that they could have power once again.  

Extra-legal sponsorships like the one that Hector entered into are quite common in 

Alabama, especially after HB56. They are usually taken on by US citizen family friends and 

extended family members or adult US citizen children, however sometimes they are made in a 

formalized way where a community member will charge the other to do them the favor of doing 

something in their name. In Hector‘s case, the onerousness of HB56 made him and his 

roommates fearful of applying for basic services. That fear led them to choose an extra-legal 

means to attain a power contract but that left them exposed to abuse without a legal recourse and 

they ended up having to live without a basic service. 

Section 30 had the long-term effect of making it almost impossible for undocumented 

people to register their vehicles, which exposed them to driving not only without state-issued 

driver‘s but also with expired tags that marked them as targets for police officers. Undocumented 

people in Alabama are not allowed to obtain a state-issued driver‘s license. This was true before 
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HB56, and it creates the strange situation where people are forced to drive every day regardless 

because most of the state does not have any public transportation or if there is public 

transportation it is very limited and inefficient. Undocumented people sidestep this situation by 

utilizing driver‘s licenses from their home countries to obtain car insurance from selective 

insurance companies and successfully register their vehicles in their counties of residence. Most 

counties license offices seemed amiable to arrangement, although my contacts would complain 

about how particular tellers would give them more guff or how some License offices where more 

finicky than others. Some in the Latino community found it was easier for them to travel to 

surrounding counties to register their vehicles without issue and this continues to be in practice 

today.  

Before HB56, it was generally by the accepted Latino community that you would 

eventually get ticketed for driving without a license and members would help each other by 

sharing the knowledge of how to pay for tickets. My contacts repeatedly chalked it up to how to 

luck, stating that eventually you just run out luck. Others internalized the persecution and blamed 

those who are stopped by police as being irresponsible or haphazard. Yet HB56 made it a felony 

crime to attempt to register their vehicles anymore. All of a sudden, people where panicking as to 

when their vehicle registrations where due and the community fell back into using their 

community networks to find sponsors who would be willing to register their vehicles in their 

name for protection as mentioned above. Once they were unable to renew their license plate tags, 

they became faced with the reality of having to continue driving with an expired tag, which was 

tantamount to a red flag that would invite an officer to stop them and begin the deportation 

process given the provisions of Section 11 which mandated law enforcement officers to inquire 

about immigration status at a regular traffic stop. It was difficult for Latino community members 
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to reconcile that driving without a license as a crime. Because the state does not give them any 

option to drive legally, they work to find ways to circumvent their criminalization and naturalize 

their own persecution and something that once just has to deal with as part of being 

undocumented. Section 30 pushed the community into turmoil because their already tenuous 

attempts at following the law where being thwarted.  

Anastasia was stopped twice by the same officer near her home for driving with expired 

license plates within the first few months of HB56 being in effect. In both occasions she called 

me in distress as the officer pulled her over because she knew that I lived nearby. Anastasia is a 

domestic worker and maintains a side business as a baker for the Latino community. She has 

been in the US close to fifteen years is responsible for many of the cakes served at many 

Mexican and Guatemalan celebrations in Tuscaloosa. She and her husband are very active in the 

local Catholic church and they eventually became very involved in the emerging grassroots 

organizing that came out of HB56. Anastasia was originally stopped for driving with expired 

license plates off a major road in Northport, AL. The officer pulled Anastasia and her husband 

over while delivering a cake to a client. She was driving, and showed him an expired driver‘s 

license from another state she lived in years ago when she first arrived to the United States. She 

also gave him a copy of an approved I-130 application that she always carries around for 

protection. Her sister, who is a Legal Permanent Resident, filed a petition for her years ago that 

was approved but she has not been issued a visa due to USCIS‘s visa backlog given the 

complicated process of visa priorities and quotas. She carries this letter around in a plastic folder 

in her car, a cherished promise of a legal future which doesn‘t change or help her present.  

In both occasions, I arrived to the scene of Ana‘s detainment off the side of the road not 

really sure of what to do but wanting to help her in any way possible. She was a key informant 
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and we had established a good rapport and where in fact friends. The first time she was stopped, 

I called a local immigration attorney that I had met during my fieldwork. She had some free time 

and volunteered to come out to where Anastasia was and intervene. The police officer was curt 

and abrasive to me and to Anastasia. I tried to interpret for Anastasia and let him know that an 

attorney was on her way and he barked at me: ―Why doesn‘t she just go get an Alabama driver‘s 

license if she‘s got this paper [referring to Anatasia‘s immigrant visa approval letter].‖ The 

officer appeared to be upset that I was present. He didn‘t like that I was taking notes and talking 

to Anastasia so he ordered me to step away from her and threatened to arrest me if I approached 

Anastasia again. The attorney finally arrived and negotiated with the officer, and he eventually 

let her go with a warning. I waited off to the side until the attorney arrived and spoke with the 

officer. I was allowed to drive Ana to home to avoid her car being impounded as he would not let 

her drive home since she did not have a license.  Ana was pulled over again two weeks later by 

the same officer. She called me again, but this time the officer did not allow me to take the car. 

She had managed to get her license plate renewed and was driving home from cleaning a home. 

He ticketed Anastasia for driving without a license but let her go and I drove her home. I could 

tell Anastasia was worried because she kept rambling about how unfair the officer was as we 

drove to her place. She is a proud woman and asserted that her faith in God would see her 

through this. Anastasia is still waiting for a visa and hopes for a comprehensive immigration 

reform that will change the situation for her, her husband and her eldest son who is also 

undocumented but currently holds DACA status. Her home altar holds a statue of the Virgen de 

Guadalupe and poster that advocates for comprehensive immigration reform. She and her 

husband still drive without a license.  
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Another aspect of this section that impacted undocumented people was that by not 

allowing them to register vehicles, many became unable to renew the registration on their mobile 

homes. Many Latinos in Alabama live in mobile homes located in mobile home parks where they 

own the home but rent the property where the home is placed. Maria, the woman mentioned 

above who was stopped and released for a missing taillight, was such a person. She and her 

family rented a house in Alberta City, an area of Tuscaloosa that was greatly impacted by the 

April 27, 2011 tornadoes. Their home was damaged in the storm and rendered uninhabitable. She 

and her husband put their savings together and purchased a mobile home in the hopes of making 

a new life after the storm. Yet after HB56, they feared what would happen once their registration 

expired. In fact, the administration of the mobile home park began to refuse to rent plots to 

people who could not provide a social security number once HB56 went into effect and there 

were many instances of racial strife between neighbors as the park has a considerable mix of 

Latino (both Mexican and Guatemalan), African Americans, and US-born Whites.  

The Southern Poverty Law Center sued the state on the specific issue of mobile homes 

and how this section of the law prohibited people from being able to use their property and left 

undocumented mobile home owners without any legal recourse. The courts agreed and wrote the 

following in their decision: 

…the court finds that the application of § 30 of HB 56 to § 40-12-255 puts aliens 

who are unable to verify their lawful residency between a rock and a hard place: 

they face civil and criminal liability for not paying their manufactured home tax, 

while simultaneously facing civil and criminal liability if they attempt to remove 

their homes from the State. They can neither stay, nor can they go. In addition, 

even attempting to pay the registration fee without verification of lawful 

residence amounts to a felony. This is not mere speculation… (Cent. Ala. Fair 

Housing Ctr. v. Magee 2011: 1165, 1179)‖. 

 

Many of the Latino families that I met in the field lived in trailer parks and were fearful 

of the implications of this provision of the law. Maria, a undocumented domestic worker from 
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Jalisco, Veracruz and her family were one of them. After losing her home in an F-4 tornado, she 

and her husband had scraped up their savings and bought a two bedroom mobile home. 

However, she wasn‘t going to be able to keep it under AL HB56 because she wasn‘t going to be 

able to renew her mobile home registration once it expired. Additionally, the trailer park owner, 

where the mobile home was located, was beginning to try to evict her and others. The 

management began to threaten undocumented residents that they would not be allowed to renew 

their lease because HB 56 prohibited renting to the undocumented and started to refuse issuing 

new contracts to people who could not provide a social security number. 

Today, it is no longer required to check immigration status when paying property taxes or 

other taxes to state or local government, including mobile home registration fees. Immigration 

status is checked in order to apply for and receive driver‘s licenses, non-driver ID cards, motor 

vehicle tags, business licenses, commercial licenses, and professional licenses. It also continues 

to be a crime in Alabama for a person without lawful status to apply for any these. It is also a 

crime for someone to help a person without lawful status do so. Immigration status should not be 

verified when applying for a marriage license or when applying for services such as power, gas 

or water. 

NULLIFICATION OF CONTRACTS 

Section 27 of HB56 nullified all legal contracts if one of the parties was undocumented. 

This meant that any contract or agreement, either written or verbal, would be null and void if 

either party was undocumented. This could have included, mortgages, vehicle purchases, child 

custody agreements, etc. The law stated that:  

…No court of this state shall enforce the terms of, or otherwise regard as valid, 

any contract between a party and an alien unlawfully present in the United States, 

if the party had direct or constructive knowledge that the alien was unlawfully 

present in the United States at the time the contract was entered into, and the 
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performance of the contract required the alien to remain unlawfully present in the 

United States for more than 24 hours after the time the contract was entered into 

or performance could not reasonably be expected to occur without such remaining 

(Ala. Code § 31-13-27 (LexisNexis 2011 & Supp. 2012)). 

 

I was not able to find first-hand accounts of cases where contracts were being invalidated 

under this section of the law. A Human Rights Watch Report reported interviews with 

community leaders who recounted that undocumented Latinos had sought their help in a case 

where a the original seller of a house was demanding an undocumented family that he would 

take back the house and that various mobile home sellers who had sold homes to undocumented 

families under payment installments were now demanding that the buyers provide a social 

security number (Meng 2011). That report also interviewed a Latino realtor in Alabama who 

reported that he was afraid this would affect mortgage contracts after listening to the legal 

evaluation by an attorney from the National Association of Hispanic Real Estate Professionals 

(Meng 2011). I also heard reports from community organizers in Birmingham that various used 

car dealerships had repossessed the vehicles from buyers who had not provided a social security 

number. In a conversation about the law, a social worker who worked for the Tuscaloosa office 

of the Department of Human Resources told me he was concerned that this section of the law 

had detrimental implications for child welfare, as it could invalidate child custody agreements 

and would limit his ability to enforce child support agreements.  

In analyzing the implications of HB56 to contract law, Legal scholar David P. Weber 

argued that:  

―a prohibition on the right to contract based solely on unauthorized immigration 

status in the United States likely violates the Civil Rights Act and the U.S. 

Constitution on preemption, due process and equal protection grounds, and, as 

originally conceived, on Contract Clause grounds as well. In addition, giving 

judicial imprimatur to a legal framework which would eliminate a fundamental 

rght of a vulnerable class of individuals would further harm and destabilize that 

group and exacerbate underlying racial tensions which are not dissimilar to those 
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experienced during the civil rights struggle, which eventually culminated in the 

Civil Rights Era of the 1960s (Weber 2013: 54). 

 

 The implications of denying undocumented people the right to willing enter into contract 

with others solely based on their immigration status denies documented people their free will and 

takes away fundamental human rights. However, this section of the law is no longer in effect. 

CRIMINALIZATION OF WORK 

Another major component of HB56 was entailed the criminalization of undocumented 

people‘s paid labor. This included making it a crime to look for work on the streets (regardless of 

immigration status), increasing employer sanctions beyond what are stated by the federal 

government under the provisions of IRCA, and making a provisions for mandatory use of the 

online, searchable database, E-Verify, for any case where payment is expected for rendered 

services. These provisions continue to impact the undocumented community in Alabama today.  

Section 11 of HB56 made it unlawful for undocumented people to look for work and for 

anyone to be hired by someone on car, as happens when day laborers are picked up for a day‘s 

work at a corner. The law stated: ―It is unlawful for a person who is an unauthorized alien to 

knowingly apply for work, solicit work in a public or private place, or perform work as an 

employee or independent contractor in this state(Ala. Code § 31-13-11 (LexisNexis 2011 & 

Supp. 2012)) .‖ Doing so would be a considered a Class C misdemeanor and be accompanied by 

a fine of up to $500.  

Section 11 was eventually formed found to be unconstitutional and is no longer in effect. 

This section criminalized the actions of day laborers who go to the streets to hoping to find a 

day‘s or a week‘s worth of work. The section of the law was indiscriminate of a worker‘s 

documentation status so that even US citizens looking for work on the streets would be 

committing a crime. Informal day laborer corners are important sites of income and comradery 



 83 

for these vulnerable workers. Unable to find steady employment for a plethora of reasons, day 

labor corners allow these workers to find work to eke out an existence. Yet these sites are often 

seen as a nuisance since they supposedly encourage ―loitering‖ by poor men, most often men of 

color. While there are not any day laborer corners in Tuscaloosa, there are few in Birmingham: 

one in a popular street in Hoover, AL and another in a trailer park where many Mexican and 

Central American workers hang out to look for work, and a second spot that used to be located in 

Downtown Birmingham that more commonly frequented by African American workers. In this 

way, this section would have functioned as a tool to suppress already vulnerable, low-wage 

workers and who are primarily people of color from being able to simply stand in a corner and 

wait while they found the day‘s work. It further aimed to eliminate this population from the 

public sphere and deny them access to occupy public space.  

Even more significantly is that it has shifted criminality to workers as opposed to 

employers. The Immigration Reform and Control Act of 1986 prohibits employers from hiring, 

recruiting, or referring for a fee undocumented workers. Shifting sanctions and criminality to 

undocumented people to look for work is supposed to be a deterrent to stay in the state and push 

people to ―self-deport.‖ In reality, it functions to shift the onerousness of criminality to a 

vulnerable and exploited population. As I‘ve argued in other sections of this dissertation, many 

workers are already committed to staying in Alabama, so making it illegal for them to look for 

work only opens them up to more punishment something that they ultimately will have to do in 

other to maintain their livelihood and support themselves and their families.  

Conclusion 

In this chapter, I argued that the attrition via enforcement law in Alabama is 

demonstrative of colorblind racism in that the law was purported to target undocumented 
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migration but actually was designed to eliminate the growing Latino population in the states. 

First I gave examples from ethnographic research as well as from incidents reported by the 

media to demonstrate how the spronsors of the law specifically view the ―immigration problem 

in Alabama as a problem with Mexicans. Although the law prohibits the consideration of race 

and nationality in its enforcement, the law is written to target facets of life which make the 

growing Latino community‘s social and biological reproduction impossible. Furthermore, the 

crafters of the law employ a ―polite‖ racism which thinly disguises how they see Latinos as 

detrimental to Alabama society. In the second half of this chapter, I have highlighted the most 

egregious facets of the law and provided ethnographic examples of how they impacted my 

subject community. 

                                                 
i
 As transcribed by an anonymous blogger in ―What’s the difference between a liberal, a conservative, and a 

southern conservative?‖ Reformed Musings, January 12, 2013, accessed September 20, 2016, 

https://reformedmusings.wordpress.com/2013/01/12/whats-the-difference-between-a-liberal-a-conservative-and-a-

southern-conservative/. 
ii
 The civil rights attorney that interrupted Sen. Beason referenced the Supreme Court decision of Plyer v. Doe 

(1982) to argue against Sen. Beason’s complaint about having to use public funds to pay for the added expenses of 

working with K-12 immigrant children who spoke Spanish in public schools. In Plyer v. Doe, the Supreme Court 

found that undocumented students have the right to free public education since states are unable to prove that 

educating undocumented K-12 students is enough of an onerous economic burden to the state to affect the education 

of US-citizen children. 
iii

 This quote was obtained from an unpublished transcript provided to me through private communication. Samuel 

Brooke, e-mail message to author, February 22, 2015. 
iv
 As requested by my contact, I will use Fred’s real name. He is accustomed to public notoriety through his ministry 

and has publically advocated for immigrant justice issues (and social justice broadly) in various platforms.  
v
 This protest was held before the April 27, 2011 tornado, which made it impossible for me to continue attending 

hearings and voting sessions at the State House since I was left homeless by the storm and also became focused on 

Latino organizing around tornado recovery efforts. 
vi
 The US Supreme Court upheld the ―papers please‖ provision of AZ SB1070, Section 2(B), stating that it was 

unclear whether requiring law enforcement to check the immigration status of people it detained conflicts with 

federal law.  
vii

 This conversation was witnessed at a legislative hearing but I do not have a transcript available and was not able 

to confirm the individual’s name in my field notes.  
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CHAPTER 3: “LA FRONTERA TE SIGUE DONDEQUIERA”: MOBILE 

BORDERS AND THE CRIMINALIZATION OF IMMIGRANT LIFE 

Carlos is a strong immigrant justice advocate in Alabama. He is undocumented and when 

he was twenty-three years old he was placed into deportation proceedings after being arrested for 

missing a turn light and driving without a license. Arrested in November 2011, he was one of the 

first people that I personally met who had been arrested under HB56. I met Carlos at the local 

Catholic church after leading a short update on where HB56 was in the courts after mass. A civil 

rights attorney was supposed to have led the talk, but she had gotten held up and cancelled after 

it had been scheduled and people had arrived. Since people were already gathered, some asked if 

I could lead the meeting as an informal talk, at which Carlos asked what he could about the 

police since he was in deportation proceedings now. I interviewed him a month after, and he 

recounted his arrest as follows: 

“…Estaba manejando y vi las luces del policía. Paré y me pidió mi licencia. Le 

dije que no tenía y le di mi pasaporte. Me lo revisó y me preguntó de dónde lo 

había sacado porque mi pasaporte no servía…. Le dije que lo saqué con el 

Consulado [mexicano] pero no me creía. Dijo que no servía y que no tenía los 

sellos [de una visa]…. Me dijo: „Tú sabes que en Alabama tenemos la HB56 y 

ningún mexicano puede estar aquí [porque] nos están quitando nuestros trabajos. 

Ahora mismo voy a llamar a ICE.‟ Se fue [a su patrulla] y regresó con el otro 

policía… 

I was driving and saw the police lights. I stopped and he asked for my license. I 

told him that I didn‘t have one and I gave him my passport. Me looked it over and 

asked where I had gotten because it wasn‘t any good….I told him that I got it at 

the [Mexican] Consulate but he didn‘t believe me. He said that it didn‘t work and 

that it didn‘t have seals [for a visa]….He said ‗You know that in Alabama we 

have HB56 and no mexican can be here [because] they are taking our jobs. I‘m 

going to call ICE right now.‘ He went [to his patrol car] and came back with 

another officer…. 

Me dijeron que me saliera del carro porque me iban a arrestar y también bajaron 

a mis hermanos. Nos bajaron del auto y nos apuntaron sus pistolas. Con las 

manos en alto pedí hablar con un abogado y el oficial me dijo que yo no tenía 

derechos. [Me dijo] Que yo estaba en la calle. Nos querían arrestar a todos, pero 

le dije que ellos [mis hermanos] no estaban manejando. Le dije que si pudiera 
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llamar a alguien a que viniera por el carro pero no me dejaron. Me revisaron el 

carro. La grúa vino por el carro y dejaron a mis hermanos tirados en la calle.  

They told me to get out of the car because they were going to arrest me and they 

also pulled out my brothers. They took us out of the car and pointed their guns at 

us. With my hands in the air I asked if I could speak with an attorney but the 

official told me I didn‘t have rights. [He told me] That I was on the street. They 

wanted to arrest all of us but I told them they [my brothers] weren‘t driving. I 

asked if I could call someone to come for the car and they didn‘t let me. They 

searched my car. The tow truck came and they left my brothers on the side of the 

road.  

En la cárcel me seguían preguntando que de dónde saqué mi pasaporte y si era 

de verdad. Le dije que era de verdad y que lo sacé en el consulado 

[mexicano]…..Me dijo [el oficial] que por qué estaba aquí porque hay muchos 

americanos que quieren trabajar. Le dije que no le estaba quitando el trabajo a 

nadie…Hacía mucho frío en la cárcel y la comida estaba horrible. Nadie hablaba 

español y no sabía que estaba pasando. 

At the jail they kept asking me where I got my passport and if it was real. I told 

him it was real and that I got it at the [Mexican] consulate….He [the officer] 

asked me why I was here because Americans want to work. I told him that I 

wasn‘t taking anybody‘s jobs….It was very cold and the food was terrible. No 

one spoke Spanish and I didn‘t know what was happening. 

Al fin de la semana me llevaron frente a un juez. Él me dijo que no podía hacer 

nada y que iba a ser deportado. Dos días después ICE vino por mí y me llevaron 

a otra cárcel para inmigrantes. Cuándo me llevaron los de la migra me 

amarraron mis manos, pies y cintura como que fuera un criminal. Ya me iban a 

mover a [otro centro de detención en] Luisiana pero mis hermanos pagaron la 

fianza y fueron a recogerme. Cuando salí de la cárcel no sabía dónde estaba y no 

tenía dinero… Me fui caminando y encontré una gasolinera donde me dejaron 

usar el teléfono…. 

At the end of the week they took me before a judge. He told me that he couldn‘t 

do anything and that I was going to be deported. Two days later ICE came for me 

and they took me to another jail for immigrants. When the ―migra‖ [immigration 

officers] took me they tied y hands and feet and waist like I was a criminal. They 

were gonna move me to [another immigration detention center in] Luisiana but 

my brothers paid my bail and went to pick me up. When I came out of the jail I 

didn‘t know where I was and I didn‘t have any money….I went walking and 

found a gas station where they let me use the phone….” 

 

Carlos‘s brothers spent $2,500 on his immigration bail plus the costs to cover a friend 

who was a citizen to travel to Atlanta to pay the bail in person as it cannot be paid remotely and 

there is no immigration court in Alabama. They also had to pay $120 to get his car out of 

impound and $600 for an initial payment to an immigration attorney to work on his case. Carlos 
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was out of work for two weeks but was never issued a ticket for charges that led to the arrest. A 

year later Carlos and I were talking remembering how we met and the time that I interviewed 

him while driving together to an immigrant justice conference. He remarked how the moment 

when the police officers pointed their guns at him took him back to the moment that he crossed 

the border to come to the US. He recounted how at fifteen years of age he crossed the dessert 

with his father and in the journey they were held up at gun point in the middle of the dessert. He 

said he felt paralyzed standing at the other end of the gun, unable to defend his brothers and 

being unable to do anything just as when he was a child in the dessert except this time it was 

police instead of thieves. To add to his grief, one of his younger brothers, Josue, was arrested a 

few months after Carlos was arrested for driving without a license and also put into deportation 

proceedings but released under immigration bond. At that time, I had already met Carlos and 

accompanied him in his efforts to get his brother released, this time working with a bond 

company since they were not able to secure the funds to pay the immigration bail in cash. He 

was taken into custody the week before Christmas, so he and their other brother were 

heartbroken, especially as Josue has a very shy temperament. As the eldest, Carlos felt 

responsible for his brother and didn‘t want him to go through what he went through. Both are 

currently still in deportation proceedings under immigration bond.
i
 As the conversation went 

forward, we talked about how being undocumented came up in all aspects of life. Even buying 

medicine is difficult, as Alabama requires a driver‘s license to buy allergy medication with 

pseudoephedrine. He quipped: ―La frontera te sigue donde quiera. The border follows you 

anywhere.‖ The criminalization of immigration enforcement is moving more and more towards 

the criminalization of life and its small, minute details. This brings the border to wherever 

undocumented people are, even when they are far away from the US-Mexico boundary. 
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In this chapter I will analyze how new migrant settlements and the new strategies for 

immigration control that follow to control them reflect a shift in border and immigration 

governance and the development of a border as a lived experience that is increasingly detached 

from the geographic boundary. In the South, the border is linked to the color line as the 

traditional Black and White binary is challenged by the growth of immigrant communities. These 

new communities are being subjected and racialized as they grow in numbers and this process is 

working in tandem with how the border is experienced as well. As Brown people are 

increasingly characterized as Mexican and marked as perpetually foreign, the border travels, 

etched on people‘s skins. The experience of crossing the physical border between Mexico and 

the United States is replicated in Latino immigrants‘s everyday actions and in how they are 

racialized by the state. As Carlos put it, ―the border follows you anywhere.‖ My conclusions 

draw from observations gathered from my ethnographic data. 

My ethnographic research revealed that the Latinization of the South has led to a 

phenomena where southern states have taken the initiative to pass harsh anti-immigrant 

legislation that shifts the burden of enforcement away from the federal government to state and 

local governmental agencies. In Alabama, this affects all who reside in the state under the policy 

of ―attrition via enforcement,‖ be they citizens or residents with varying immigration statuses. I 

will analyze how the criminalization of immigration enforcement needs to push us to consider 

the border in new ways. Then I will provide data and analysis to substantiate how I see the 

border as a deterritorialized, lived experience. I recognize how immigration enforcement and 

detention is present in our environment and then show how we are moving towards a state where 

the borders follows you at every turn.  
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The Criminalization of Everyday Life 

The Latino population in Alabama is relatively small yet widespread. As I‘ve come to 

know the state throughout the years, I‘ve happened upon multiple communities across the state, 

usually of Mexican and Guatemalan origin who quietly work in different industries and the 

towns are usually marked by a ―mom and pop‖ stores. These stores become hubs for the 

community a place where people can find work, send remittances and goods back to family in 

the homeland, is a usually added as stop for private, commercial bus lines that take migrants 

back to Mexico and beyond, and finally, where people buy traditional foods like bread, pastries 

and specialized cuts of meat. The shop keepers of these stores often see their work as a labor of 

love. While shopkeepers that I‘ve interviewed will complain that the work is not always entirely 

profitable, they recognize their role within the community as helping to maintain ―nuestras 

costumbres‖—―our customs.‖ 

Local ethnic grocery stores fulfill a crucial role in the community. The stores provide the 

community with a meeting ground for casual conversation access to bulletin board with 

information and advertising produced by and targeted at Latinos and a way to connect back to 

the homeland via remittances. These stores provide an autonomous space where Latinos feel 

comfortable and the Spanish language is dominant. In Tuscaloosa, the local ethnic stores are 

small, family run businesses that carve out niches across the city. Most of the stores were owned 

by undocumented entrepreneurs, but this changed after HB56 as some of these owners were 

unable to renew their business licenses under the new regulations. The stores that changed 

ownership were usually bought out by Latinos who did have legal status except for one that 

closed permanently after being destroyed by the 2011 tornado. These stores‘ clientele tend to 

follow the nationality of the owners so that Mexicans tend to shop at the Mexican-owned stores 
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and Guatemalans shop at the Guatemalan-owned stores. In this dynamic one 

Mexican/Guatemalan couple gets mixed clientele. The community also travels to buy bulk items 

for cheaper an hour or so towards Birmingham and Pelham where there is a larger, locally owned 

grocery store chain that is connected to the Birmingham-based Spanish-language radio station 

and even three hours away to Atlanta where there is a larger Latino concentration. There are also 

word-of-mouth sources for obtaining freshly slaughtered meat for festivals and celebrations like 

baptisms, quinceañeras, and weddings.  

I came to know the shopkeepers in Tuscaloosa under stressed circumstances. While I had 

made the effort to regularly shop at the stores, it was not until the a few of the shop owners were 

arrested in a sting operation orchestrated by the Tuscaloosa Police Department that I came to 

know them outside of the context of the store. The police had run an undercover operation 

targeting the local Mexican stores and arrested four shopkeepers under drug charges. It turned 

out that some of the stores were selling imported antibiotics without prescription to their 

customers and rompope—an eggnog-like drink—without a liquor license. While rompope does 

indeed contain alcohol it is most commonly used to flavor desserts such as gelatin or drunk as a 

dessert drink in very small amounts that do not usually lead to intoxication.  

Jasmin, a Mexican woman from Sinaloa who is a legal permanent resident called me to 

ask if I would interpret at a meeting she and the other shop keepers were having with a local, 

private immigration attorney. They were going to hire her to represent them as joint council. 

Jasmin had gotten my number from a common acquaintance. I helped interpret and asked their 

permission to write about the experience while preserving their anonymity and confidentiality. 

They had all paid their bails and had been released but they were afraid of the implications of 
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any criminal charges, especially as some of the store owners were undocumented. Of the four, 

two were undocumented, one was an LPR and the last was a naturalized US citizen.  

The store owners were appalled by their treatment by police. None of them had ever been 

arrested before, and they couldn‘t understand why selling antibiotics merited them being put in 

handcuffs, frisked and their businesses being ransacked by multiple officers. At the meeting with 

the defense attorney, Roberto, argued: ―¡Pero si el rompope se lo damos a los niños! / But we 

give rompope to kids!‖ Another, Julio, managed to poke fun at the incident, noting how an 

officer confiscated a bag of epazote—a commonly used culinary herb—noting that it looked 

suspicious. The simultaneous arrests were presumably orchestrated to prevent stores from 

warning one another. The shopkeepers felt violated and couldn‘t fathom why they hadn‘t been 

warned of ill-doing before taking on such a drastic operation. They saw themselves as providing 

a service to their customers. As a low-income community, many Latinos cannot afford to visit 

doctors when they are ill and often self-medicate. The additional charge of selling liquor without 

a license for the sale of rompope was sadly comical, and the store owner lamented having to deal 

with the consequences over a single bottle. ―Pues ni que estuviera vendiendo cervezas. / It‘s not 

like I was selling beers,‖ he said with a sigh. The drink is, in fact, traditionally given to children 

in Mexico and incorporated into a variety of desserts, it is not sold as something with which to 

become inebriated and is seen as a cultural item.  

The sting operation represented a violation of Latino spaces by the police and set the 

stage for a defensiveness over cultural traditions and an outrage over the fact that their lives were 

being threatened over seemingly trivial violations. One of the shopkeepers, Roberto, also had an 

unlicensed firearm confiscated in the search of his store, He told me he had bought the gun for 

self-defense because his wife had suffered an armed robbery the month before. Any of these 
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charges could have led not only to fines and potential jail time, but presented a very real threat of 

deportation for the non-citizen shopkeepers. This happened before HB56 came unto the horizon, 

but the charges brought immigration consequences for some of the shopkeepers. Jasmin tried to 

apply for citizenship after having been informed by her attorney that she could be deported for 

the drug charge even though she was a legal permanent resident. Unfortunately, her application 

was denied because of the charges however she still resides in Tuscaloosa and continues to run 

her store. Roberto and his wife had a string of bad luck after the arrest. They were unable to 

renew their business license after HB56 came to pass. They sold their business to another family 

but Roberto had a very hard time finding stable work after losing the store. He began to take out-

of-state work while his wife became pregnant with their first child. While on a gig, he was 

arrested in Florida for driving a ―suspicious vehicle.‖ He was turned over to ICE and placed into 

deportation proceedings because of his criminal record from the store incident. He was held for 

close to three months in a Florida immigration detention center. Reaching desperation as her due 

date approached, his wife, Angela, contacted a community organization to consult organizing a 

public campaign calling for the release of her husband. This outside attention pressured their 

immigration defense attorney to hurry filing a U-Visa petition for the couple for the armed 

robbery Angela had suffered before (mentioned above). They continue to live in Tuscaloosa 

today.  

I provide this narrative to lay out a foundation to show how the criminalization of culture, 

traditions and everyday life goes hand in hand with the criminalization of immigration 

enforcement. The Latino grocery stores are important social institutions and are a public face of 

the Latino community to non-Latinos. News of the arrests spread through word of mouth by 

those that had been present at the time of the arrest, had dropped by to shop and found the shops 
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closed and from the store keepers themselves who would chat about what had happened with 

customers. Patrons of the stores felt like they were being policed for being Latino and described 

that was obvious to them that the sting operation was specifically targeting Mexicans for being 

Mexican. Like the shop keepers, many community members felt that the charges were unfair and 

that it was a matter of either cultural misunderstanding at best and a persecution of Latinos at 

worst. The arrests symbolized a criminalization of cultural practices and a targeting of Latino 

spaces, and that realization put the community on the defensive. 

The Latino community is very well connected often has large, communal events to 

celebrate life stages. In my fieldwork, I noted the importance these parties were in maintaining 

the extended social networks that the local immigrant community had built up. The women in 

my network of informants would coordinate to three or four parties a weekend to celebrate 

different events. In addition to attending these parties, the women in my networks would meet at 

mass, visit each other‘s homes, attend exercise classes such as Zumba together, or attend a 

crafting group together at their church. These events were essential to how women related with 

one another and how they connected with one another to set up events that they saw as essential.  

The work of social and biological reproduction lays in women‘s life work—the 

infinitesimal tasks that are required to run a household. In the case of the immigrant Latinas that 

I interviewed, this included cooking, cleaning, taking care of their children, and organizing the 

parties that I mentioned above. Displaced through migration, women are distanced from the 

traditional support systems of extended biological kin. In Tuscaloosa, I often saw women 

recreating these networks through the extended social networks that they maintained with other 

immigrant women, be it women who they knew from their hometowns who had also migrated or 

women who they had met here. These networks become family here, offering emotional and 
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even financial support. For example, women who knew each other closely would run ―tandas‖—

rotating savings and credit associations (Geertz 1962)—where the circle of women will pool 

funds by donating a set amount each week and then taking turns cashing in on the total 

aggregated amount every week. The women in my networks also organized surprise parties like 

baby showers (which the receiver expected) and described doing this because it helped the 

recipient and lessened the load of what they needed to buy to prepare for the new birth. They ran 

prayer circles (sometimes novenas in the Catholic tradition) when there was a death in the family 

or other tragedy. In the time I was doing fieldwork, the women also coordinated Posadas in the 

Christmas season, each party held in someone else‘s house, boasting traditional foods like 

tamales, atole, and other traditional Mexican food mixed with local fare such as take-out pizza.  

The women would also challenge their local churches and schools to incorporate more Latino, 

namely Mexican, cultural events such as Day of the Dead. This was especially fraught in the 

local Catholic church which is shared by a mostly White, English speaking congregation and the 

Latino congregation that participated in Spanish-language mass. When prodded Maria to explain 

why it was important to run all these types of events, she answered, ―Lo hacemos esto para 

mantener nuestra cultura viva,‖ looking a bit annoyed and puzzeled as to why I would ask since 

I‘m Mexican myself and am expected to know these things.  

The arrest of the shop keepers represented an incident where local law enforcement went 

after Latinos in full force for culturally idiosyncratic practices and this had immigration 

consequences for the parties involved. However, the advent HB56 changed the political 

landscape and in essence made it illegal to be Latino. The onslaught of different attacks on 

different aspects of immigrant life: access to schooling, driving, renting property, owning 

property, being present within a space, being given a drive, working, etc. was overwhelming. 
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The shift in the law may not have constituted massive raids that ripped people out of their homes 

and communities but the nature of the law made one‘s legal status an ever present issue that 

affected both the undocumented person and everyone around them, including family members 

who held legal stutus. The law greatly affected the behavior of the Latino community in 

Tuscaloosa. As the law came into effect community members withdrew engagement with the 

world outside of their homes as much as they could. Leaving the home was assessed in terms of 

a calculation of risk. This was very stressful and traumatic, as people felt that they were trapped 

in their homes, only willing to risk leaving the house to go to work or get groceries.  

The law affected the Latino immigrant community that I worked with in particularly 

gendered ways. As I stated in my previous chapter, my observations showed that undocumented, 

Latino men were more likely to be arrested and placed in deportation proceedings when 

encountering law enforcement, even in cases were undocumented Latinas were stopped for 

driving without a license. However, this does not mean that women were not impacted by the 

law. In two-parent, heterosexual households where the women functioned as homemakers they 

managed the day-to-day goings of the household and have to confront the state through 

interactions other state institutions like the school systems and social services. Also, as they 

chose to remain home, many women described themselves as being depressed. They felt isolated 

from the social networks they had built up and they described how they and their children felt 

bored and shut-in.  

The year that HB56 was passed, many festivities that had been held before were 

cancelled. For example, the Mexican Catholics had up to then organized a yearly procession to 

honor the Virgen de Guadalupe on December twelfth. Traditionally, the congregation had 

successfully applied for permits to run a car procession from the area of the City of Alberta were 
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there was a growing concentration of Latino residents before the April 27 tornados. That year, 

their permit was denied. Even though they had found a US citizen to file the permit application, 

local police told the organizers that the procession could not be permitted by police because it 

required too many officers to man the event. This pilgrimage was very important to the 

community and was one of the few times that Latinos utilized public space in the city, crossing 

through major thoroughfares to reach the location of the church from the starting point.  It had 

been organized for years with around 200 cars forming the procession that carried an image of 

the Virgen the Guadalupe across town at the crack of dawn to the Church‘s altar, where they 

would sing ―Las Mañanitas‖ to her with a mariachi band and then continue to pray and provide a 

simple breakfast of atole and pan dulce (sweet bread). The pilgrimage has been shortened today 

to stretch around the church parking lot to prevent having to apply for a permit. The 

processioners now waving in and around the cars to lengthen the procession as much as possible 

within the private lot. Alabama‘s immigration law has come to limit the public manifestation of 

religion and the use of the city‘s public space.  

My ethnographic observations led me to see that Latinos in Alabama see themselves as a 

community that is under heightened inspection and surveillance, marked by their language, their 

customs, their legal status and how they are racialized. In the last chapter, I demonstrated how 

Latinos in Alabama are assumed conflated with ―illegality,‖ especially by state lawmakers. The 

Latino community is being regulated through attrition via enforcement so that the things that 

they need to make life and community are regulated so much that they become inaccessible 

without resorting to extralegal means or pushing farther and farther underground. Social and 

biological reproduction are under attack under attrition via enforcement, undocumented people 

were stressed by having ordinary facets of life criminalized to the point that people were unable 
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to do the things that they needed to live. The people in my field site were constantly aware of the 

threat of deportation and detention for minor infractions and offensives. This caused people to be 

self-regulate and keep themselves shut-in their homes for fear of being deported if they left. 

Borderlands in Dixie 

Gonzalo was the first person that I knew to be arrested under HB56. He is a young 

undocumented Guatemalan man of Mayan descent. His first language is Mayan Acateco and he 

speaks Spanish with a thick accent. He is a very devout Charismatic Catholic who is very 

involved in the local church: he leads the prayer group every Wednesday and is part of the 

Guatemalan choir that sings for mass every week. He was arrested and deported for driving 

without a license in October 2011 while I was out of town attending a conference. I knew of his 

arrest because Theresa—a much-loved, elderly Mexican American woman who was involved 

with the Catholic church and was well known and respected for being very involved in helping 

the local Latino community—had called me to let me know and vent about how frustrated she 

was that they wouldn‘t let him go despite her trying to help. I was stunned to discover that during 

the span of my week-long trip, Gonzalo was arrested, taken into ICE custody, voluntarily 

deported to Mexico (which was not his homeland), and had already made arrangements to come 

back to Tuscaloosa. He had lied to Tuscaloosa law enforcement officers and to ICE officials and 

declared himself to be Mexican to avoid deportation to Guatemala.  

Gonzalo called me from the border at Theresa‘s behest, asking for any advice as he 

planned to cross the desert to return that very night. He told me he didn‘t want to go back to 

Guatemala and had been staying at a half-way house for migrants in Mexico. My own hesitations 

wanted to convince him not to cross, fearful of the potential for harm when crossing the desert 

and weary of the legal ramifications of him being caught again by Border Patrol or ICE either 
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while crossing of in the hereafter. Stunned to have the opportunity to speak to him before his 

journey back, all I could muster to say to him was to wish him well and warn him to be careful—

it was ultimately his decision and it wasn‘t my place to tell him what to do. I knew that he was 

determined to return: he had already given the smugglers the remainder of his money and was 

not located anywhere near his town of origin. I saw Gonzalo two weeks later back at the church, 

a bit more haggard than his usual self before the deportation. It was his first week back and he 

told me he had plunged back into work to recuperate his losses from the deportation. He had left 

the car in impound because it was too expensive to get it back and he was afraid to show up to 

recover it since he had been deported. He lamented over an expensive sound system that he had 

left in the car that the choir used for their practices. He knew where the car and his things were 

but he couldn‘t go and get it for fear of being identified and consequently deported again. Yet he 

repeatedly asserted his faith in God and how he wanted to be here because this was his church 

and his friends were here. He also needed to continue to support his mother back in Guatemala, 

and didn‘t see a reason to go back at this time. In the case of Gonzalo, HB56 did not make him 

self-deport or even refrain him from coming back when he was deported by the State. He felt 

very rooted to Tuscaloosa through his involvement in the local church and the commitments he 

had made to his prayer group and choir. These ties had formed a fundamental aspect of his 

identity despite the fact that he did not have any blood relatives, romantic partnerships or 

children in Alabama. But HB56 had changed his life. He couldn‘t drive anymore and felt on edge 

about being taken again. The reality is that if he falls into deportation proceedings he may very 

likely face criminal charges with potential incarceration in addition to deportation and a bar from 

re-entry into the US. 



 99 

Critical geographer, Jaime Winders calls for scholars to conceive of borders in new ways 

that address how they are implemented at different scales and to reconceive how we understand 

the South as a space. She writes: 

―Across the South, borders constructed at different, but interconnected, 

scales are being invoked in response to rapid immigrant settlement…these 

border projects, from local ordinances to eliminate day-labor sites to 

southern politicians‘ attempts to change constitutional rights, are 

racialized debates about borders from the body to the local community to 

the international border, despite an overall avoidance of racialized 

language. As ―the border‖, a historic site of transgression, comes to the US 

South, itself a historic transgression to national rules, new understandings 

of, and approaches to, both spaces are demanded….(Winders 2007: 921)‖ 

 

In my research, I am doing this by showing how state immigration laws have crystalized 

a movement towards the criminalization of life that enables the state to surveil and regulate 

immigrant life and enact the border in the miniscule practices of the everyday. Alabama does not 

be a share a physical boundary with Mexico. Yet as people live out their lives here they 

encounter border surveillance that they must pass through even though they are miles away from 

the US-Mexico boundary. They encounter these points of surveillance and inspection in 

miniscule everyday transactions. Attrition via enforcement calcified the state‘s boundaries by 

making it a crime to be undocumented simply by being present. It worked to make schooling 

inaccessible, make business transactions with the state a felony, make it a crime to harbor and 

transport undocumented people if you either knew or had reason to know they were 

undocumented, made it a crime not to carry identification, and so on. The law‘s 

comprehensiveness scared some undocumented people in the state enough to leave and move out 

of Alabama. But many stayed and bore the increased regulations. For those that stayed, they 

faced a total limitation to their movement and the daily practices that they had become 
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accustomed to, bumping into more instances where they were asked for ID or even where people 

just stared and followed them with their gaze as they went about.  

In the summer of 2014, a White Supremacist organization, the League of the South, 

posted a billboard in Cottondale, Alabama
ii
 stating: ―#SECEDE League of the South .com‖ in 

simple black lettering on a white background. The billboard was up for months on a major 

thoroughfare and I would pass by it on a regular basis since it was near my home. The 

organization that sponsored the billboard, the League of the South, is a White Supremacist 

organization with links to paramilitary activity. It advocates for the secession of southern states 

from the United States in favor of creating a White nation. In laying out their views on 

immigration, their president, Michael Hill, writes:  

Currently, the USA regime is engaged in endless demographic revolution, fed 

continuously by Third World immigration of non-Whites from Central and South 

America, Asia, Africa, and various Muslim countries. Therefore, the immigration 

policy of a free South will not bring radical changes to our people and lands. Our 

new policy will limit immigration to people of historic European ancestry, thereby 

preventing extensive changes to the South‘s racial/ethnic, cultural, and socio-

economic make-up (Hill 2016). 

 

The views of the League of the South illustrate the contemporary the fusion of White 

Supremacist regionalism/nationalism and racist xenophobia without apologies. This hate speech 

may seem extreme, however it is a straightforward representation of what laws like HB56 allow 

and the environment that they breed. When the Alabama State Congress held a hearing in the 

process of passing HB56, I watched as members of the Minute Men, a xenophobic paramilitary 

group that keeps watch of the Arizona border, came to testify in favor of the law. A different 

xenophobic paramilitary group, the Border Keepers of Alabama currently organize crews of men 

and women and travel with arms to the Texas border with Mexico to stand guard. One member 

of this group, ―Ghost,‖ told a reporter conducting an investigative report with one of the crews: 
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―"[Donald] Trump talks about building a wall. Well, we're the wall right now (Bivins 2016)." As 

the law was implemented, Latinos in particular became a population under hyper scrutiny and 

subject to attrition. Latinos became the target of explicitly xenophobic and racist acts and even 

individuals have taken on becoming the border. In the field, I heard of an instance in Tuscaloosa 

where a white neighbor in a mobile home park knocked on the door of a Mexican family. When 

they opened the door the neighbor took a picture and told her that she was going to report them 

to the Immigration and Customs Enforcement Agency (ICE). 

It is important to recognize that in the South, the faded borders of the United States of the 

Confederacy continue to exist. A dead state, it resurrects in the minds of many who long for the 

dominance of White power and regional sovereignty that still exists, albeit sometimes 

camouflaged by the evolution of institutionalized, colorblind racism. Although the Confederate 

state no longer exists, its legacy as a nation lives on and its flag still soars. The Confederate and 

the ―Rebel‖/―Battlefield‖ flags (the one that boasts the blue saltire cross with white stars on a red 

field) permeate the everyday landscape as it flown by individuals and organizations, and it is 

often printed on clothing and other paraphernalia. Southern states also incorporate the 

Confederate flag in their own state flags and many fly the Confederate and Rebel flag in their 

Capitols and other public buildings. Writing on the use of the Rebel flag at events by the 

University of Mississippi‘s football team (the Ole Miss Rebels), Dr. Joshua Newman writes:  

―…the Confederate flag reifies and resurrects Dixie. Imagined space and physical 

space are sutured in and through the fanatical practices of neo-Confederates 

spectators of today, the lynch mobs of the Civil Rights era, the pro-slavery faction 

of the Lost Cause, the segregationist politics of the Dixiecrats, or the marauding 

Ku Klux Klan rallies. As the flag congests the symbolic spaces of sporting Ole 

Miss, it brings to life the power dynamics of the Confederacy… (Newman 2007: 

261-282)‖ 
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To many White southerners, the flag can be a source of pride of ancestors that fought in 

the Confederate sources and a symbol of southern heritage and culture. The battle flag has been 

seen as a symbol of support for the intuition of slavery and in opposition to the Civil Rights 

Movement—especially in the 1950s and 1960s when the flag was adopted by White Supremacist 

organizations like the Klu Klux Klan. For example, Alabama Governor Wallace raised the 

Confederate Battle Flag over the Capitol to protest the desegregation of the University of 

Alabama by the federal government. It is also regarded by White southerners as a general symbol 

of rebelliousness and defiance. Janathan Leib and Gerald Webster write:  

―For much of the twentieth century, the American South was seen by the rest of the 

country as America‘s ‗other‘, a ‗backwards‘, inferior region…Flying the battle flag 

as a proud symbol of the South is an effort by some (white) Southerner to flip this 

reading of regional relations on its head, by proclaiming the superiority of the 

South, and displaying ‗the symbolic middle finger‘ to the North (Leib and Webster 

2007: 42).‖  

This last interpretation is extending beyond the South in modern usage, especially as it 

has infiltrated popular culture and merged with contemporary exaltations of White working 

class/poor culture as in with the positive re-signification of identity terms such as ―redneck,‖ 

―country,‖ and ―White trash.‖ At the same time, US-born Blacks and their allies see the flag is a 

symbol of racism and the preservation of the institutions of slavery and Jim Crow.  

While discussion of the flag‘s meaning is outside of the purview of my research, I 

highlight the issue of the Confederate flag in relation to how we understand space and borders in 

relationship to immigration. As a defeated state, the states that once seceded from the Union 

continue to hold space as a contested, bordered region with contradictory claims to autonomy 

from the rest of the country. The Confederate flag is emblematic of these contradictions. The 

spark of interest that southern states took in passing state-level immigration laws after Arizona‘s 

SB1070, demonstrate a preoccupation with re-inscribing and preserving a perceived space by 
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calcifying its geographical boundaries. As an immigration law, HB56 blended the conversation 

on southern regionalism into a discussion of preservation of that region from a fabricated 

immigrant invasion. In this way, it allows for the failed Confederate state to reinvent itself in 

new forms of immigration restriction.  

Carlos‘s reflection that ―the border follows you anywhere‖ (quoted above) epitomizes an 

understanding of the border as something that is beyond a geopolitical boundary and that it goes 

beyond a single act of crossing. In his book, Barrio Libre: Criminalizing States ad Delinquent 

Refusal; of the New Frontier,‖ Gilberto Rosas describes a ―thickening‖ of the border in the wake 

of post-Sept 11 security concerns (Rosas 2012). He argues that the post-NAFTA US-Mexico 

border is a ―new frontier‖ for two nation-states in the age of late globalization and that it is a site 

of criminality and sovereign policings through the militarization of the border and the ways that 

immigration policy today has melded with the war against terrorism. In his conclusion one of the 

youth describes that: ―Barrio Libre was never really in the tunnels: It was everywhere.‖ This last 

sentiment is especially important to my work, because it opens the door to thinking about 

bordered experiences beyond la frontera. ―Attrition via enforcement‖ criminalizes an 

undocumented person‘s existence and the aspects of social and biological reproduction that are 

necessary to make life and community. This pushes us to see the evolution of immigration 

enforcement policy as reflective of the thickening of the border that Rosas describes. As 

neoliberal states are pressured by the forces of globalization, they are lashing out and imposing 

sovereignty over their subject populations. In the context of my fieldwork, we see how Latinos 

have been selected as the subjects of attrition in the war against terror and this work is performed 

at different scales: at the scale of the federal government, state government, local government 

and everyday individuals. It is also here, in these machinations of power that we see the 



 104 

uniqueness of the South in this equation where the legacy of Confederacy and its investment in 

White power and the genocide and oppression of Black people merges with the war on 

immigrants. The physical boundary between Mexico and the US continues to be a primary site of 

bordering and the violence and surveillance that surrounds it. However, the border is also 

mobile, affixed to people‘s bodies and enacted in the minute interactions of the day to day even 

when far away from Mexico in the Deep South. Alabama may not share a boundary with 

Mexico, but it has developed strategies to control Mexicans and other Latinos and push them to 

the limits of their existence as a community by bringing the border to their homes, workplaces, 

and to the streets. Alejandro Lugo (2000) makes the analytical distinction between border 

crossings and border inspections, arguing that border inspections are pervasive under late 

capitalism and are far more common than border crossings. He argues against the idea that the 

border is a heterotopia, saying that:  

―the international border between the USA and Mexico is, indeed, a ‗place of 

residence‘ for millions of people, even if often this place of residence is 

interpreted or articulated by border crossers in heterotopic terms; that is, 

constantly in a temporary mode…the US–Mexico border is in fact more than a 

possibility; it is an incitement to an always unfulfilled locality and residentiality. 

Yet it reinforces nation and its privileged subjects (Lugo 2000: 357-358).‖ 

 

I acknowledge that the international border between Mexico and the US is a concrete, 

physical place and that there are centuries old communities that cross the boundary everyday 

(successfully or not). But it is important to recognize that the technologies of power to control 

immigration have evolved and the diffusion of the responsibility of immigration enforcement to 

local law enforcement and anyone living within a state‘s boundary. This necessitates that we 

understand how ―border inspections‖ are not only fixed to the US-Mexico boundary. People are 

being made to perform border crossings and enduring border inspections every day in the 

miniscule practices of everyday life. When the police officer told Carlos that he did not have any 
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rights because he was on the street and pointed his gun to his face, the border was right there, 

and Carlos failed to cross it. The Alabama Border Keeper, ―Ghost,‖ and the woman in the trailer 

park are also embody the border—they, their very bodies, are ―the wall.‖ The US-Mexico 

boundary as a place is important, but its influence goes beyond it. The border is both 

territorialized through increasing militarization and surveillance, but it also deterritorialized as 

immigration restriction laws and policies fixate on the attrition of brown bodies deep in the 

South. The experience of being an undocumented immigrant especially is something that is 

carried all of the time and it is imposed by others. Carlos says, ―the border is anywhere.‖ ―Ghost‖ 

says, ―we're the wall right now.‖ The border is a fluid, lived experience that is reproduced in 

ordinary, everyday actions where people are policed over their right to be present in a space by 

agents of the state, which under laws like HB56, are anyone. 

                                                 
i
 Although we cannot know for certain, we may assume that since neither has criminal records their cases may have 

fallen into ―low priority‖ and ICE may have chosen not to pursue with their deportations for the time being. 

However, as long as they are in proceedings without an official decision, the people who posted their bail/bond are 

unable to get back their money and their lives are in limbo and neither are eligible for work permits. 
ii
 Cottondale, Alabama is about fifteen minutes from the center of town in Tuscaloosa.  
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CHAPTER 4: “SI EL TORNADO NO NOS QUITÓ ENTONCES UNA LEY 

TAMPOCO”: A COMMUNITY’S RESISTANCE  

As attrition via enforcement was implemented in Alabama, undocumented individuals 

and their families were faced with a fundamental decision: ―Should I stay, or should I go?‖ 

While lawmakers meant to push undocumented people, especially Latino immigrants, to leave 

the state and ―self-deport‖ many did not. In my field site, many undocumented Latino families 

opted to stay in Tuscaloosa because they had already survived a different life-threatening 

challenge: an F4 tornado that ravaged the city on April 27, 2011. In this chapter, I will illustrate 

how Latinos in Alabama have constructed a narrative of Alabama as ―home‖ that encapsulates 

their resistance to the regulation that the state has aimed to do. Once families opted to stay in the 

state they worked to survive in the new political environment drenched in racist xenophobia. 

This resistance took various forms including leaving and coming back, organizing locally to 

make the city their own, and engaging in an emergent immigrant justice movement to work to 

repeal the law.  

The chapter of this dissertation is a direct quote from Imelda, an undocumented Mexican 

woman who became involved in grassroots activism against HB56. I talk about her activism 

more in this chapter. When I asked her why she thought that people stayed despite everything, 

she stated ―Si el tornado no nos sacó entonces una ley tampoco / If the tornado didn‘t take us out 

then a law won‘t either.‖ In order to resist being pushed out of the state, being deported, or even 

overcoming deportation, Latinos in Alabama have employed resistance mechanisms that 

demonstrate how this population works within the confines of their subjugation by the state to 

claim space and make way for community. In analyzing the practices of everyday life in 

subjugated populations,  Michel de Certeau (1984) states:  
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―the goal is not to make clearer how the violence of order is transmuted in a 

disciplinary technology, but rather to bring to light the clandestine forms taken by 

the dispersed, tactical and makeshift creativity of groups or individuals already 

caught in the nets of ―discipline.‖ Pushed to their ideal limits, these procedures 

and ruses of consumers compose the networks of an antidiscipline (de Certeau 

1984: xiv)‖ 

 

He articulates the difference between ―strategies‖ and ―tactics,‖ the latter representative 

of the opportunistic, seized opportunities that those outside of the control of power who he calls 

consumers take to make do—the art of ―bricolage.‖ Bricolage is the art of putting things together 

from whatever you have around you, and for the oppressed it is resistance within the limitations 

of the oppressor. When understanding the undocumented Latino population in the US, I liken 

this term to a popular Mexican phrase: ―Ponerse trucha‖ or ―házerte trucha,‖ meaning ―make 

like the trout‖ or ―become a trout.‖ Ponerse trucha is a common adage that makes reference to 

how some species of trout swim upstream against the current to spawn. Like the trout, one must 

struggle to survive and make way for new generations and be vigilante of one‘s surroundings. 

For Mexicans, the expression means that a person must stay alert and aware of one‘s 

surroundings, ready to react. As such, to be ready to act in a moment‘s notice necessitates the 

ability to improvise and ―make do.‖ It‘s a phrase that I myself grew up with, and it has various 

parallel expressions such as: ―ponte lista/o, ponte buza/o (short for ―abuzado/a‖) meaning ―be on 

alert,‖ ―be vigilante‖, ponte al tiro, meaning be ready to strike, and correlates to proverbs such as 

―camarón que se duerme, se lo lleva la corriente / the shrimp that falls asleep is swept away by 

the current.‖ I liken bricolage to ponerse trucha because these concepts highlight the agency of 

subjugated populations to make do within a set parameter of limitations imposed by the 

oppressor class. However ponerse trucha highlights a defensiveness in the ability to make due, a 

sentiment that it is essential for survival of oneself and future generations and this sentiment is 

important when discussing Latinos as they are post-colonial subjects. ―Ponerse trucha” fits into 
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Chicano scholar‘s Tomás Ybarra-Frausto‘s characterization of Rasquachismo [crumminess or 

scrappiness], which he theorizes as the framework for Chicano sensibility: an underdog 

worldview of resistance that incorporating strategies of appropriation, reversal, and inversion 

(Ybarra-Frausto 1989). 

As the Latino population is increasingly subjected by the repressive nature of the 

evolving immigration system that criminalizes the ordinary, minute facets of life, this community 

finds ways to challenge and coopt strategies of the state and sees itself as having to always be on 

guard. They are continually aware of their surroundings—being undocumented necessitates 

being trucha and doing whatever is necessary to make do and defend one‘s livelihood. As I 

wrote this dissertation, I decided to ask my Facebook networks about the meaning of the word 

and how it was important to undocumented people‘s lives.
i
 Isabel, an undocumented Mexican 

woman explained that being trucha was necessary because: ―La gente [inducumentada] vive 

aquí contra todo obstáculo y en la lucha continua del día a día / Undocumented people live here 

despite every obstacle and in the struggle it continues from day to day.‖ I asked Nayelli, another 

undocumented Mexican woman who became actively involved in immigrant justice after HB56 

says if getting falsified papers identification papers constituted ―ponerse trucha.‖ She answered 

that, ―Simple y sencillamente es estar atento a lo que sucede a tu alrededor, lo de lo conseguir 

papeles es por necesidad para trabajar y exactamente en este punto aplica estar trucha para que 

no te cachen. / [Becoming like the trout] Simply and basically means to be aware of what is 

happening around you, and on the issue of getting papers it‘s a necessity to work and it‘s exactly 

the point and it applies because [you are] being trucha so you don‘t get caught.‖  

Undocumented people in the South have developed a hyper awareness of their 

vulnerability as a community, and see themselves as a community that is under attack. This is 
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because of the way that recent changes in policy and law (like HB56) are interpreted as being 

targeted to stop Latino communities from growing as a community and gaining power. The ways 

that these laws and policy changes are occurring put people on constant edge because, as I 

delineated in the last chapter, the border is seen as following you everywhere. This awareness 

has necessitated one to be trucha, and has increasingly led to the development of new tactics for 

survival as a family, a household and as a community. Yet as people finagle what they can on an 

individual basis, this has led some to enter into more and more engagement in formalized, 

collective organizing for the benefit of the community at large. This was especially visible in my 

field site as collective organizing heightened in moments of crisis, as evidenced by the April 27 

tornado and by the implementation of HB56. This has also led people to become engaged in 

social movement work, especially within the US immigrant justice movement. This engagement 

is at a nascent stage, but already once can see a multiplicity of viewpoints and political 

objectives come out as people formalize the community organizing work that they became 

involved with initially out of self-preservation and self-interest. 

In this chapter, I will first discuss how undocumented Latinos employ tactics of 

resistance in their everyday practices. Then, I will move on to how members of the local 

community became mobilized to organize as a crisis response to two major disasters: the April 

27 tornado in Tuscaloosa, and the implementation of HB56. I will then provide an analysis of 

how this has led to engagement in social movement work, especially as local grassroots efforts 

become intertwined with efforts by state and national organizations doing immigrant justice 

work. My conclusions are based on ethnographic research focused on a grassroots, volunteer-led 

community group that emerged in Tuscaloosa, ―Somos Tuskaloosa‖ (―We are Tuskaloosa‖) of 

which I was a founding member, and their interactions with national and state groups that 
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emerged in the field as the group developed and the immigrant justice movement evolved in 

Alabama after HB56.  

“Poniendose trucha”: Making Community and Not Getting Caught 

In the time that I have spent in the Alabama I have met scores of undocumented Latino 

individuals and their families. I have met individuals who are new arrivals, welcoming them 

within days of their unauthorized crossings past the US-Mexico boundary and through the 

southeast to get to Tuscaloosa. I have also been there at the goodbyes, as a witness who observes 

their ―families de aquí / families from here‖ say good bye.  I give the deported hugs and chat 

about their hopes and plans back in their homeland, as I ponder many times if I they will ever see 

them again. I have known individuals who have been arrested and most often sent to ICE 

custody. Of these, some have been deported and others have not. The undocumented residents in 

Tuscaloosa who I have met have made a conscious decision to live and make their lives in the 

state. Some hope to leave eventually and return to their homeland, promising to go back every 

year until they finally do. Some plan to live out their days in Alabama and hope for a change in 

current immigration laws so that they can someday hold some type of legal immigration status. 

Ultimately, these individuals have explained that they and their family want to live in Alabama 

and have chosen to stay here for better or for worse. The reasons for staying in Alabama are very 

varied. In my interviews, some common responses were often facially simple. My most common 

responses were: ―Porque me gusta / Because I like it,‖ and ―porque conozco la gente aquí / 

because I know the people here.‖  When I would ask what they liked about Alabama, it was most 

often a variant of: ―es tranquilo / it‘s calm,‖ and ―está bonito, hay muchos árboles / it‘s pretty, 

there are lots of trees.‖ But working out the mechanics of actually staying in Alabama is not 

simple. For these folks, managing to stay in this state involves a complicated arrangement of 
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cost/benefit analysis, risk assessment, negotiations, and social networking. One has to be 

―trucha,‖ and do whatever needs to be done to not get caught by police or by ICE.  

In my fieldsite, being trucha meant developing tactics for survival and not getting caught 

and deported. It meant finding imaginative and sometimes extra-legal and pseudo-legal means to 

conform to new restrictions imposed by the State. One such tactic was the use of falsified 

identification documentation, expired or foreign legal documentation records and pseudo-legal 

documents by undocumented people who needed to appear as ―documented.‖ This runs the 

gamut of fake permanent residency cards and social security cards, the use of duplicate social 

security numbers, and falsified foreign id cards from migrants‘ home countries, expired ID cards 

from one‘s home country, using state identification cards from other states that allow 

undocumented people to apply (expired or renewed online while living in Alabama), using 

international driver‘s licenses that are issued by public notaries, and sharing a real social security 

number with family members. Many of the people that I interviewed had some sort of falsified 

document or pseudo-legal document like an international driver‘s license. Sometimes the 

identification bore the migrant‘s legal name, other times it was a pseudonym or the name of 

another person. I never asked people to show me their fake IDs, but it would often come up in 

conversation, one person asking the other where or how they could get a ―mica (ID card).‖ My 

contacts had different feelings about their IDs. Some shyly explained that they always used their 

real name on their fake IDs because they didn‘t want to break the law ―too much‖ and they didn‘t 

want to lie about who they were. Others were apathetic to it being an act of forgery, saying that 

they needed these IDs because employers (and the government) required them. Getting these IDs 

was seen as something you just have to do if you are undocumented. Since the state won‘t issue 

state IDs or driver‘s licenses to undocumented people, the community finds ways to satisfy to 
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needing to have one by getting them through their own means. This usually means that they find 

a procurer by word of mouth, sometimes receiving their documents from sources once or twice 

removed from the forger.  

My own father used a mica with a fake name for many years that became his pseudonym 

at work before he became a legal resident in the ―amnesty‖ program of the 1986 Immigration 

Reform and Control Act (the same law which made it a crime to use these falsified 

identifications). My mother became so used to calling him by his fake name at work that it 

became a pet name by which only she calls him today. These risky, illegal practices merit further 

research to fully understand their complexity. However, I discuss the use of micas to argue that 

their use can be interpreted as a tactic of resistance in the face of growing restrictions by the 

state. Using fake ids, misusing social security numbers, and other types of extra-legal 

maneuverings are used to simultaneously subvert and confirm to the state. This also applies the 

use of international driver‘s licenses which are produced by public notaries and resemble 

passports: a photo ID in card or pamphlet form that boasts a sworn affidavit that the carrier 

affirms his identity is as shown in the document and is certified by a public notary. The use of 

these documents is an art--knowing when to show them and when not to—and they reflect the 

community‘s response to the perceived injustice of being denied the right to move freely and 

work. They enable undocumented immigrants to live out their lives and ease the burden of 

everyday life, albeit at a high cost. The use of these documents is a crime, and if a person is 

caught using them they can face criminal consequences in addition to deportation. The use of 

these documents constitute a quiet, discrete form ―everyday form of resistance‖ and fall within 

the purview of what James Scott (year)  articulated ―hidden transcripts. ‖ Undocumented 

immigrants nervously use extralegal documents every day in order to avoid detection and 
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continue to live out their lives. But quasi-legal or semi-documents, or foreign documents are 

ultimately a critique of the systems that require them. Among my contacts, I often witnessed a 

disdain over having to show documentation for an ever increasing amount of daily transactions. 

For example, one time I was driving a group of undocumented people to a rally and while we 

were driving on the highway a White-presenting woman in a pick-up truck cut me off. Daniela, 

an undocumented woman from Mexico was sitting in the passenger seat and scoffed, ―Pinche 

vieja ni sabe manejar pero de seguro a ella sí le dan licencia y a uno que nunca tiene accidentes 

no. Qué gente, de verdad. Damn woman doesn‘t know how to drive but I bet they give her a 

license and we who never have accidents, no. For real, people.‖  

These individual actions that work for the benefit of the individual rely on the existence 

of a tightly knit community that trusts and depends on each other for individual and collective 

survival. The producers of these documents are part of the community. As it turns out, I actually 

knew a fake ID forger but didn‘t realize that he ran the illicit business until after he was arrested 

and deported for the falsification of identification documentation. Filomencio was an 

undocumented entrepreneur from Veracruz that ran various businesses, including a Mexican 

grocery store that he closed after he couldn‘t renew his business license due to HB56. His shop 

sold basic goods, but was also used as the meeting site for the Spanish-language Alcoholic 

Anonymous meetings (which he helped run in Tuscaloosa and was open about being recovering 

alcoholic), and ran a small gymnasium as a benefit for clients who bought nutritional products 

that he sold from a well-known direct-selling company. I learned about Filomencio‘s illicit 

business from Juliana while sitting at her kitchen table, snacking and eating coffee in a casual 

visit. Carlos (whose arrest story was discussed in the previous chapter) was also there, and he 

asked Juliana if she knew who was making good micas in town in between bites of a taco. She 
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told him she‘d gotten hers from Filomencio and didn‘t know who was making good ones 

anymore. The conversation then went and moved on to other issues and small talk. 

Organizing for Tornado Recovery in Tuscaloosa 

The April 27, 2011 tornado that ripped through Tuscaloosa devastated the city. The storm 

was a category F4 tornado and part of a larger cluster that hit throughout the South. Alabama 

Gov. Bentley stated that the storm was labeled a Category 1 disaster, the same category as 

Hurricane Katrina in New Orleans and the 9/11 attacks in New York (Alabama Tornado Disaster 

2011). President Barack Obama visited the wreckage and was quoted stating, ―I‘ve never seen 

devastation like this…It‘s heartbreaking (Bacon Jr., O'Keefe, and Branigin 2011),‖ as he toured 

Alberta City, the section of the city which was most heavily impacted and which at the time was 

is low-income area of the city populated mostly by African Americans and a considerable 

number of Latinos. As is the nature of tornados, no one could have predicted its development and 

how strong the storm would become. The entire city was shocked at the level of devastation 

brought by the storm. Homes and businesses were destroyed, thousands injured and scores of 

deaths. From one day to another, large chunks of the city were littered with broken chards of 

glass, metal, wood, fiberglass and asbestos from the destruction. It is outside of the scope of this 

dissertation to discuss the effects of the tornado in depth. However, the story of the storm and the 

city‘s recovery became deeply intertwined with the development of HB56 for the people in my 

field site. HB56 advanced from a bill to a law during the oncoming of the storm and the disaster 

recovery process.  

The first few days after the storm the city was in shock, mourning and there was a flurry 

of activity in the disaster zones. The President signed a ―major disaster‖ declaration for Alabama 

the day following the storm, April 28, 2011 which allowed federal funds to be used in 
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combination with state and local funding (The White House Office of the Press Secretary 

2011). Emergency officials swarmed the disaster areas, comprising of local and state law 

enforcement, the National Guard and other armed forces in uniform, FEMA workers, etc. 

Additionally, many charitable organizations, local and out-of-town church groups, and social 

service agencies came to the city to aid in recovery efforts. You had to provide identification to 

enter disaster areas, the entrances barricaded by armed, uniformed officials from different 

agencies, and when you walked around the debris, random people offered food and water and 

passersby would be taking photos of the damage. For the first few weeks, conversations about 

the storm followed wherever you went and people asked if you had been in the storm as part of 

the casual chit-chat that occurs in every day interactions. Soon enough, the phrase, ―We are 

Tuscloosa‖ surfaced as a declaration of solidarity with storm survivors and black and white 

houndstooth ribbons popped up as a symbol of the Tuscaloosa tornado.  

For the local Latino community, the recovery from the storm at the ever of the impending 

HB56 would prove to be a terrible struggle. On the one hand, many had to weather physical, 

emotional and financial repercussions as a result from the tornado. On the other, the political 

environment was shifting as HB56 advanced through the state legislature. Many did not know 

what the law consisted of entirely, but they heard that it was going to be a drastic law like that 

which passed in Alabama. These fears compounded with an already pre-existing mistrust of 

police and government entities and created a general apprehension that the system did not 

understand their needs and was not interested in their wellbeing. This did not bode well for 

tornado victims who now did not know who to trust and where to turn.  

Disaster recovery teams and efforts appeared initially-ill equipped to handle the special 

needs of the immigrant community. In the days following the storm, barricades and guards were 
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placed at the entrance of tornado affected areas. They implemented a policy of requiring people 

to show identification proving that they lived in the area in order to grant access. This was 

reportedly done with the intent of public safety and looting prevention. This militarized presence 

at the disaster areas limited immigrant families‘ access to their homes and heightened tensions 

around the area. Many families were uneasy about accessing different disaster relief, including 

FEMA, fearing that it would lead to exposure to ICE. There were rumors that ICE was checking 

people who were in the disaster area. This was denied by the Tuscaloosa Police Chief, who had a 

special meeting a week after the storm with the Latino community at the Catholic church on the 

behest of the fraternity. I did not find any cases of people being interrogated about their 

immigration status during this time, but believe that part of what led to the rumor was that some 

EMT workers in disaster areas wore t-shirts that boasted the ―Department of Homeland Security‖ 

label, and this might have been confused to mean ICE by some in the community. In the weeks 

following the storm, other rumors spread that undocumented victims from Hurricane Katrina that 

applied to FEMA were deported and that their personal information was shared with ICE since 

they are both part of the Department of Homeland Security. A nun that came to volunteer with 

the church from New Orleans told members of the fraternity that she knew some undocumented 

victims of Hurricane Katrina who applied for FEMA aid that came to be deported later on.  

Disaster management teams and social service agencies were also insensitive of the need 

for language accessibility by the Latino population. Most resource and aid centers did not have 

any Spanish speakers and most emergency information was distributed in English. When I 

applied for FEMA aid for myself I went to a sign-up center that was set up in Alberta near my 

damaged home. The center was set up in a small office that had been converted for the use of the 

emergency workers. They set up stations on tables that you were supposed to circle were you 
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could get information, pamphlets and turn in the paperwork to apply for FEMA aid. At the end 

of the line, I met with a DHR social worker who let me know that he was organizing a large 

Disaster Supplemental Nutritional Assistance Program (D-SNAP) Clinic at one of the UA 

stadiums. This program provides a one-time allotment of SNAP benefits for disaster victims. I 

asked the social worker if there would be Spanish to English interpretation provided at the event 

since there were a lot of Latino families that were impacted by the storm. He gave me a puzzled 

look and answered, ―I hadn‘t thought about that, but we should.‖ We continued to discuss and 

exchanged contact information. The day of the clinic, I volunteered to interpret along with other 

volunteers from the Latino disaster aid center at the Church along with a few paid interpreters 

that he was able to hire through the Department of Human Resources.   

 

Figure 3.1  Group photograph of Latino tornado recovery center volunteers. I do not have record 

of who took the photograph but it was taken on my camara. May 15, 2011. 

Tuscaloosa, Alabama. 

As discussed in Chapter 2, I was heavily impacted by the storm. The house that I was 

renting during my fieldwork was destroyed along with many of my furnishings and personal 

belongings. At this time, I reached out to my field contacts to find a place to stay. Gregorio and 
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Victoria, a Mexican couple with two children who were active in the local Catholic church, 

allowed me to stay with them. This family also became heavily involved in recovery efforts as 

organizers of a food pantry, emergency shelter, and clothing donation center for victims of the 

storm that was especially targeted at meeting the needs of the Latino congregants and the Latino 

community at large. Gregorio works for a major car manufacturing company that sponsors his 

work visa. He is a middle class white-collar worker and is bilingual. As the aid center grew, he 

quickly became the main person to relay communications between the community at large and 

the other organizers. Given my situation, I cannot fully account for the happenings in the first 

few days following the storm. However, once I moved in with Gregorio and Victoria, I was 

thrown back into fieldwork as they became more and more involved with the operations of the 

aid center.  

This Latino storm recovery center came about for a variety of reasons. Firstly, the Latino 

chapter of the local ―Knights of Columbus‖—Los Caballeros de Colón—had coincidentally 

become certified to perform disaster relief as a ―Community Emergency Response Team 

(CERT)‖ under a FEMA program. The organization had recruited people from the general public 

to become trained to respond in disaster situations when professional emergency responders are 

not present. It just so happened that they finished their training the weekend before the storm hit 

and they immediately mobilized into action after the storm. Secondly, members of the Spanish-

language congregation of the church wanted to create a safe space for Latino storm victims to be 

able to find help that was accessible and where people could find information in Spanish.  

Marsela, the wife of one of the Caballeros de Colón members and a CERT trainee who 

was very active in the church herself, later told me how she and others demanded the church 

administration that the Catholic church provide relief and services to their Latino congregation. 
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As home to the city‘s largest Latino congregation, she felt that the church was obligated to look 

after this community. This was especially so as they were beginning to see how language 

inaccessibility and fear of the police were limiting Latino victims from using other facilities. And 

in fact, there were multiple, serious issues regarding inaccessibility of resources to the Latino 

community. Most emergency responders and emergency management workers, and volunteers 

were monolingual English-speakers and most of the information that was initially distributed was 

in English. Language accessibility seemed to be a low priority in most organizations. 

Exasperated, Marsela complained: “¿Cómo va ser que las otras iglesias de los americanos están 

abiertas y la de nosotros tiene las puertas cerradas? Nuestra gente necesita ayuda. / How could 

it be that other American churches are open and ours is closed? Our people need help.‖  

The Catholic church eventually allowed the fraternity to begin setting up a donation 

collection center for victims which quickly grew. The Caballeros de Colón took the lead to 

organize the center and came out to man the center as well. The work was distributed amongst 

the fraternity members, their wives and family members, and other church members. They set up 

a center that received and distributed food pantry items, clothing, disposable diapers, and 

personal hygiene products. They also had volunteer doctors and nurse practitioners come to the 

center periodically and allowed for a few people to stay on the premises overnight in a 

temporarily donated RV camper. The people who stayed were a Latino immigrant family that 

had lost their home and three single Mexican men who traveled to Tuscaloosa looking for work 

and had become homeless once they couldn‘t find work because of the storm.  

The center ran for two weeks after the storm and relied entirely by volunteers who would 

take turns manning the different distribution points in addition to going to their jobs every day.  

The fraternity operated the victim center and ran emergency expeditions to the disaster zone 
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during the first week after the storm. Their work as CERT trainees was complicated due to the 

fact that many in the crew were undocumented. They reported that their trainer was very 

respectful and encouraging of their work and their photo was uploaded on the Tuscaloosa CERT 

Facebook page. However, they complained that sometimes their presence was met with 

resistance by some of the emergency management workers on scenes. Various members believed 

that this was because they were Mexican and didn‘t speak English fluently. They would pack 

into a few pick-up trucks everyday wearing their CERT team uniforms consisting of green 

helmets and orange vests with reflective strips and they would coordinate to have a licensed 

member lead the caravans into the disaster areas in order to avoid problems with the guards at 

the zone entrances.  

The Caballeros men became the front men for the shelter and ran occasional rescue runs. 

They met with church officials and with city officials. As the incident gained national notoriety 

and got caught by the 24-hour news media, they gave interviews about their efforts to national 

and local media. A year after the tornado they were invited by the CERT trainer to attend and be 

recognized at a commemorative event where the Governor of Alabama was scheduled to speak. 

Jordán was excited and also nervous about the event. He was one of the leaders of the Caballeros 

de Colón who had been really involved in the tornado efforts and had become involved in 

grassroots efforts against HB56. He wondered what the Governor would think to have a bunch of 

Mexicans be recognized after he pushed for HB56. Yet when they arrived to the stadium where 

the event was being held their names were not on the list and they were not recognized. The 

group decided to stay and watch the event as part of the general audience since they were all 

there and they were already in their uniforms. But it was definitely disappointing to not be 

recognized by the city after all of their work.  
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While the men received most of the public recognition for organizing the aid center, it 

was actually their wives and other mostly female congregants who routinely ran the food and 

clothing pantry throughout the day while their husbands came and went to work at to their paid 

jobs and to engage in recovery efforts. Donations poured into the church as word of the disaster 

spread. Clothing, food stuff, diapers, medications, hygiene products, and bedding were all 

donated in hoards. The women sorted through the donations to filter out items that were too 

worn-out, organized them into distribution stations, managed its distribution to victims and 

organized the items in the church‘s parish hall. They also pushed for a change in food donations. 

They observed that most of the pantry donations consisted of pre-prepared canned goods and 

other items that were not part of the typical Mexican and Guatemalan diet and so they made a 

special call for rice, beans, chiles, tomatoes and other stock items of a typical Latino pantry. 

These requests were then communicated to the local press, the Latino radio station in 

Birmingham and the surrounding Catholic congregations. Another issue that came up with the 

donations was the lack of adequate shoe sizes. Many of the shoes donated were too large for the 

average Latino storm victims, so calls were made for smaller sized shoes for both men and 

women. Lastly, the shelter added a clinic component where a volunteer doctor and/or nurse-

practitioner would come in to take consultations. Mentioned above, this component was visited 

by people to treat ailments that were not necessarily related to the tornado. Unable to access 

regular medical care, the people that came to visit the medics at the aid center were seen for 

issues like diabetes, common colds, and other ordinary ailments. 

The experience running the shelter laid the foundation for the growth of a political 

consciousness and awareness of the community‘s power through organization. Putting together 

and running the aid center despite the resistance from the church administration and the difficulty 
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of running the operation within the tension of a large-scale disaster empowered the people 

involved. Though there were many arguments and upsets, the fraternity and other volunteers 

were able to run a program directed by and aimed specifically for the Latino community. 

Looking out for the collective good of the community in light of the negligence from the state 

opened the door to the potential that working together could bring and set the stage for formal 

engagement with organized resistance. The people involved were quick to respond and put 

together something that they had never done before. They gained experience working 

collectively and gain an introduction to being media spokespersons, negotiating with state 

officials, and coordinating a mobilized group of people under tense, life-threating circumstances. 

It also set the crystalized the sentiment that the community had fight for their right to belong in 

the city.  

Somos Tuskaloosa: Collective Reactions to HB56 

As I‘ve discussed throughout this work, the implementation of HB56 sparked fear and 

panic for the Latino community as the law was a defacto attack to their wellbeing as a 

community. Having the law passed while people were recovering from the tornado was a real 

upset. As students went back to school in the fall, the law began to be challenged in the courts 

and the state was pushed into the limelight, heralding the national debate on immigration. In the 

meantime, Latino students and their families in Tuscaloosa were wrangling with two disasters, 

recovering from the trauma of living in a city that was destroyed by a natural disaster and facing 

the question of whether they and their families should or would stay in Alabama and if their 

parents would be deported. Many of the families that I interviewed discussed having to sit down 

with their children and discuss the fact that members of the family, sometimes even the children 

themselves, where undocumented and what that meant. My informants revealed that they 
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discussed whether it was best to leave Alabama, or stay. They discussed what could happen if 

someone in the family was arrested and deported. 

At the time, civil rights organizations in the state were also scrambling as to how to 

coordinate a defense strategy to try to challenge HB56 while simultaneously provide services 

and aid to the resident undocumented immigrant community. One thing that came out of these 

efforts were the organization of ―Power of Attorney‖ Clinics where undocumented immigrants 

were invited to come and make arrangements so that a Legal Permanent Resident or US Citizen 

could take temporary custody of their children and/or personal belongings in the case that they 

were deported. This was organized because it has been reported that when the undocumented 

parents are deported US citizen children can fall into state custody. In order to prevent this, 

power of attorneys were a tool for undocumented families to ensure the preservation of their 

families by entrusting someone with the care and handle of their children and property.  

One of the first of these free clinics were organized in Tuscaloosa at the Catholic church 

through the invitation of the Hispanic Ministries Coordinator, Theresa, the Mexican American 

older woman who I discussed helped Gonzalo during his arrest in Chapter 3. Word of the event 

was spread through word of mouth.  Announcements were made during Catholic masses and 

news of the clinics distributed through flyers that were posted at the local ethnic stores. I 

volunteered at one of these clinics. The members of the Cabelleros de Colón that had organized 

the tornado aid shelter were eager to help with clinic. They helped to organize the space, set up 

tables and organize the crowd as they waited their turn to write up their power of attorney. This 

process was a heart-wrenching event. It was mostly women who came to file the forms, and 

many would cry as they would sign their name. One woman at the clinic stated, ―Sé que es lo 
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mejor para mis hijos, pero se siente como que los estoy regalando. I know it‘s what‘s best for 

my children but it feel like I‘m giving them away.‖  

It is important to recognize that despite the pain it took for these families to sign these 

documents and to have these difficult conversations with their children, they were ultimately 

choosing to stay in Alabama, time and time again. ―Attrition via enforcement‖ criminalizes 

immigrant life with the intent of pushing immigrants out of Alabama, yet instead it has pushed 

many to assert and affirm their commitment to the state as their ―home.‖ It also spurred the 

community to engage in collective actions against the state, slowly becoming more and more 

involved in organizing and taking a public stand against the law. Once HB56 was being 

implemented, individuals began to surface as community leaders and utilize the social networks 

that the Latino community has built up to mobilize acts of organized collective resistance. In my 

field site I became involved with the development of a all-volunteer, grassroots, Latino-led 

collective that eventually named itself ―Somos Tuskaloosa‖ meaning ―We are Tuscaloosa‖ in 

Spanish. By claiming ―Somos Tuskaloosa,‖ the group tapped into the community‘s desire to be 

recognized as a part of the city by appropriating a popular unity slogan that came out after the 

natural disaster. There were many signs and posters claiming ―We are Tuscaloosa,‖ signifying 

solidarity with victims of the storm. Yet Latinos in the community realized that they were not 

seen as part of the city and that their recovery was not important. Latinos were recovering from 

the disaster and fearing HB56 while doing so. By naming the group ―Somos Tuskaloosa,‖ the 

member of the groups were asserting their stake in the city and asserting that they represented the 

city as well. The group began meeting at the Catholic church but eventually transitioned to 

meeting at members‘ residences. It was loosely formed by people that had been involved in the 

tornado recovery efforts, myself, and a gay Unitarian Universalist (UU) White preacher, Rev. 
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Joshua Barrett, who had become involved in immigrant justice work years ago and Theresa (the 

Mexican American elderly women who I mentioned before). 

 

Figure 3.2 Photograph posted by Mundo Hispánico (a Spanish-language news magazine based in 

Atlanta) on Facebook of members of Somos Tuskaloosa attending a court hearing 

on state-level immigration laws HB56 and Georgia’s HB87 in Atlanta. Photo 

credits: Mundo Hispánico, ―Untitled,‖ March 01, 2012. Atlanta, GA, 

https://www.facebook.com/mundohispanico/photos/t.100000771394071/396863663

663782/?type=3&theater. 

 

During my fieldwork, I was able to observe how the local immigrant justice movement 

developed as the law progressed. When HB56 was being proposed in the State Legislature, I was 

still a relative newcomer to the area and was acting more or less on my own when I attended 

hearings, protests, and rallies against the impending bill. Before the law was in effect, issues 

concerning immigrant rights and immigrant justice were mostly addressed by a handful of social 
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service and advocacy/civil rights organizations. The state-wide immigrant rights organization, 

the Alabama Coalition for Immigrant Justice, had existed since 2006, but it was managed by a 

steering committee made up of organizational representatives from other social justice/advocacy 

and social service organizations that form a loose coalition and occasionally hired a staff member 

if funding was available. Once the law was passed, there was a period of time where these 

organizations were speaking and mobilizing against the law, but the process things operated from 

a very grassroots framework. Once the law went into effect, this created a vacuum were 

undocumented people were being talked about—by the media, by legislators, by civil rights 

leaders, by city and state officials, by non-profit organizations—but there were very few avenues 

for undocumented people to voice their complaints and protests directly and very little input 

from undocumented people as to how to combat HB56. By this I mean that while, for example, 

the law was being argued in litigation, very few undocumented people were able to give their 

input as to why they felt HB56 was bad for them, how it affected their lives, and what they were 

willing to negotiate and prioritize as pro-immigrant non-profits organization organized their 

campaigns against the law. Alabama did not have any grassroots organizations that advocated for 

immigrant justice issues at the time that HB56 was passed.  

Once the law was going into effect, the Latino community across the state was spurred 

into having to react. Some undocumented people left the state and either returned to their home 

countries or left to other states. Yet many people stayed. Once individuals and families decided 

to stay, many were prompted to come out of the shadows and challenge the law. Informal groups 

like HB56 began to surface in different areas across the state, usually led by a charismatic leader 

or group of friends that felt they had to ―do something‖ when the law passed. Somos Tuskaloosa 

was one of the first of these types of informal organizations. I was an active participant of the 
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Somos Tuskaloosa group and through my involvement in the group I was able to attend 

organizational strategy meetings, rallies, marches, civil disobediences, and other direct action 

work coordinated by the grassroots group and larger nonprofit organizations. It is through my 

involvement that I was able to gain access to a wide breath of people and build even greater 

rapport with the Latino immigrant community, with social service and social justice 

organizations and with the widely dispersed community organizers from local, state, and national 

organizations.  

The early work of Somos Tuskaloosa entailed the creation of safe spaces where the 

collective was allowed to grieve over the fear of deportation, cut loose and celebrate their 

identity as undocumented Latinos, provide a means for other organizations to come and share 

accurate information about the undocumented community‘s rights under HB56, and network 

with emergent immigrant justice movement efforts to address civil and human rights abuses that 

occurred in the name of HB56. Furthermore, the development of the group pushed 

undocumented Latinos to take up public leadership roles and speak on behalf of their community 

which began to fill a void that was greatly apparent before HB56. Once the law was being 

implemented, the emergence of groups like Somos Tuskaloosa created a safe space for 

undocumented people to join the emergent debates over immigration and offer their critical 

voices. By the time that my fieldwork ended, the organization had grown and matured into a 

nationally recognized group with a well-defined mission and vision that was created in a 

collaborative space which I was a part of. The group defined its organizational vision and 

mission as follows: 

―OUR VISION: We envision a world without borders with just and humane laws 

so that we may live to our full worth and develop towards our full potential and 

where we are never discriminated against. We began by fighting against AL 
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HB56, Alabama's racist anti-immigrant law but today. We call ourselves Somos 

Tuskaloosa to assert that as immigrants, we are part of Tuscaloosa too.  

 

OUR MISSION: Somos Tuskaloosa is a Southern community group from 

Alabama that fights for justice and social equity. We defend immigrant rights and 

make them valued and we seek to create a community where all cultures, 

ethnicities and nationalities are accepted and valued (Somos Tuskaloosa 2016).‖ 

 

 In this section, I will provide ethnographic examples of two private events that Somos 

Tuskaloosa organized for the benefit of the community and in which undocumented Latino 

voices dominated the platform. 

As I mentioned above, one of the things that members of Somos Tuskaloosa felt was 

important and lacking was the creation of spaces to manifest and acknowledge the collective 

grief that the community felt from dealing with the tornado and HB56. One of the first of these 

events was held the night before HB56 was heard in federal court. That day members of Somos 

Tuskaloosa came to organize a prayer session at the church. Lorena, a headstrong undocumented 

woman from Reynosa, Mexico, invited Gonzalo (the young Guatemalan Mayan man who was 

later deported and returned discussed in Chapter 3) to lead the prayer session. She had suggested 

the event in a Somos Tuskaloosa meeting as a way to give people a way to come together and 

sway the heart of the presiding judge through God‘s influence. About fifty people, all Latino 

most of whom I knew to be Mexican and undocumented, came to the church that evening. 

Lorena had gotten permission to use the main altar space of the church and everyone lined into 

the pews. She welcomed everyone and the prayer session began. Gonzalo, usually a relatively 

quiet person wearing a smile, began a fiery prayer. I had never seen him lead prayer before, so I 

was surprised by his tone and exuberance. He led an hour-long prayer session in a charismatic 

catholic style. He called for the judge, the governor, and the state politicians to open their hearts 

to immigrants. He was chanting, walking side to side across the floor in front of the audience, 
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placing his hand on his chest and then raising his arms, repeating his words every so often to 

emphasize what he was saying, speaking at a rapid pace. The high energy was a sharp contrast to 

the usual slow mass led by the White father who headed the Spanish-language Mass.  The style 

of prayer got a mixed reception from the audience. Some of the people present seemed entranced 

swaying with his words and raising their arms while others squirmed and others bowed their 

heads and prayed quietly. The prayer session was a space that was held for the collective grief of 

the community. The event was attended solely by undocumented Latinos and their families, 

without any clergy or church administration present. It was a solemn affair that in a way initiated 

life under HB56 and provided a cosmic pushback to the law. 

As I discussed in Chapter 3, the implementation of HB56 pushed Latinos in Alabama to 

close themselves off. I briefly discussed how many female informants told me they felt 

depressed, cut off from their friends and families for fear of driving and being caught. As I 

became involved with Somos Tuskaloosa, I realized that one of the most important things that 

they did as a group was to create safe spaces where Latinidad was dominant and celebrated. To 

create spaces were their ―illegality‖ was acknowledged without being pathologized and were 

they were able to run the show. Food was very important to the group. Once meetings began 

being held regularly at people‘s homes, the hosts would give attendants a meal and the group ate 

together while they planned and coordinated events and actions. As the group gained notoriety 

they were invited to participate in events and become spokespeople. The group would mobilize 

people to attend events organized by the non-profit organizations that were leading campaigns 

against HB56. Yet I believe that their most important work was how they created safe, familiar 

spaces that were organized by undocumented people, for undocumented people were HB56 was 

challenged on their terms—regardless of whether this actually challenged the law on structural 
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terms. Organizing a private prayer session to move the heart of the judge to protect their 

community allowed the community to come together to express their anguish and fear 

collectively.   

As the group became seasoned through participating in different events and campaigns 

the tone of their events evolved. A particularly festive event that the group put on was a 

celebration called kermés, a traditional Mexican fundraising event that they called, ―Bailando Sin 

Papeles / Dancing Without Papers.‖  This event was held in a barn that one of the member‘s 

friends had access to from their employer in Cocker, Alabama. At this point the group had been 

in existence for several months and needed to raise funds so that members could pay for a tour 

bus to travel to a rally that was being organized by a state immigrant justice organization, the 

Alabama Coalition for Immigrant Justice, to protest HB56 on Valentine‘s Day. There, one of the 

members of the group acted as the DJ and played Latino music over a makeshift dancefloor. 

While Cumbias, bachata, and banda music roared, the rest of the members set up tables along 

the barn stall walls with traditional Latino food dishes that each of us had cooked and donated to 

the group to sell. People and their families came by the dozens despite the fact that it was a rainy 

day with freezing weather and the location was far away from the center of town, near an 

isolated rural highway. The energy was bustling, with people laughing, dancing and eating. This 

was a space where ―illegality‖ was usurped and transformed in a tongue in cheek turn of the 

phrase.  
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Figure 3.3 Photograph of children playing loteria (Mexican Bingo) at the ―Bailando Sin Papeles‖ 

Fundraiser/Kermés. Photo credit: Benjamin Tzompaxtle Itehua, ―Untitled,‖ 

Tuscaloosa, Alabama. March 14, 2014. 

Engaging with the Immigrant Justice Movement  

The evolution of Somos Tuskaloosa revealed how immigrant members grew to become 

leaders of their community who are now seasoned community organizers themselves with a 

variety of political perspectives and sometimes conflicting objectives. As time moved forward, 

the group was launched into the national platform and asked to participate in many different 

campaigns and events. This moved the group to have to define itself as a group, develop its skills 

in mobilizing the local community, and pushed their commitment to the cause of challenging 

HB56. However, the work was incredibly taxing and time-consuming, there were times when the 
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group was meeting two to three times a week, coordinating and planning local events, 

mobilizations to attend events held in other cities, or planning their own participation in different 

social justice conferences. Because the group was led by undocumented, Latino immigrants, they 

were also sought after for interviews with reporters to comment on their lives and their thoughts 

on HB56. The members of Somos Tuskaloosa did not have prior political experience. However, 

they were led into movement building work through their desire to preserve their families.  

Once HB56 was in effect, the state was inundated by multiple organizations that worked 

on immigrant justice or social justice issues and worked on different campaigns. Some of the 

organizations that Somos Tuskaloosa worked with included the Alabama Immigration Justice 

Coalition (ACIJ), Alabama Appleseed, the Hispanic Interest Coalition of Alabama (HICA), the 

Southeast Immigrant Rights Network (SEIRN), the National Day Laborer Organizing Network 

(NDLON), the National Domestic Workers Alliance (NDWA) and the Center for Community 

Change (CCC). As they became involved with these organizations, their visions and goals 

changed over time. What may have started from a point of self-interest—finding a way to avoid 

being deported—led to involvement in a complex social movement. Somos Tuskaloosa was not 

the only grassroots community group to go through this process. Once HB56 was in effect, 

grassroots, immigrant led community organizing grew in the state. Ironically, the law that was 

meant to push undocumented immigrants out of Alabama spurred the growth of a grassroots 

immigrant justice movement in the state.  In this section, I will highlight how Somos Tuscaloosa 

members participated in important events that illustrate this engagement.  

At the national level the heterogeneity of the immigrant justice movement runs the gamut 

from those who espouse immigrant assimilation and uplift ―model immigrant‖ discourse in 

contrast to those that are anti-authoritarian and pursue a world vision that outright challenges the 
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State‘s right to create borders and enforce immigration. Both types of discourses, however, 

challenge immigrant movements that espouse White supremacy. Similarly, Somos Tuskaloosa is 

composed of people who have different and even conflicting viewpoints and all with forceful 

personalities. The onset of the passage of HB56 on June 09, 2011 revealed a serious lack of 

organizational infrastructure by immigrant rights and civil rights organizations. As Alabama was 

propelled into the national spotlight, as the rest of the country realized that the often overlooked 

Southern state had now passed a law that could have major implications for immigrants at the 

national level. In the case of human rights activists and undocumented people across the country 

they learned that there was very limited resistance against the passage of such laws and worse 

there was no formal national network to challenge the duplication of these laws in other states]. 

The Latino immigrant community in Tuscaloosa, composed of mostly undocumented and mixed-

status families was especially affected by the passing of the law and there were very little 

resources available to this community. A state of panic set in and immigrant rights organizing 

took on the form of crisis management for social justice and social service organizations that 

were on the ground in Alabama. Since the law had already passed, community organizing took 

on the three-fold role of having to educate people about their rights and responsibilities under the 

law, manage cases of abuse of the law and direct them to forms of relief, and organize a strategy 

to counter and/or alleviate the law itself. National immigrant justice organizations also swooped 

into the state, rushing to incorporate Alabama into their campaigns and efforts having realized a 

blind sight in their strategies: by not recognizing the South as essential in the fight for immigrant 

rights, Alabama managed to pass HB56 and defend it more successfully in the regional courts 

than SB1070 had fared in its respective circuit court. 
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Unlike other states, various community organizers inside and outside of Alabama have 

noted how there was a distinct lack of concentrated resistance against HB56 before it passed into 

law and distinct lack of immigrant voices to advocate against the law before it actually passed. 

Although many individuals worked very hard to try to counter the law, the organizations that 

dedicated their staff time to the issue were organizations that did not focus on immigrant justice 

exclusively and many recounted feeling torn between fulfilling their assigned duties and working 

on this issue. Another issue that exacerbated the passage of the law was that many organizations 

and their staff were afraid of losing funding or endangering their 501(c)(3) status if they 

politically advocated against the law by organizing people to voice their criticisms. For example, 

when I attended Alabama House and Senate hearings on HB56 and HB 658 (the latter was a 

similar version of HB56) during my ethnographic field work there were notable differences 

when private citizens offered testimony against the law and in the approach organizations took to 

critique HB56. I noticed that the organizations failed to address the human rights violations of 

the law and the racist intent of the policies.  Instead organization representatives offered formal 

analyzes focusing on unconstitutional aspects of the law.  I also noticed that the passage of the 

law was further aided by the absence of US citizens who were Latinos and could provide 

testimony that the law would have adverse impact upon their lives, specifically violate their civil 

rights.  Before HB56 passed first generation immigrant voice were absent from the hearings as 

well as from political forums organizing against the law. Unfortunately, the passing of HB56 

eventually worked as a catalyst to spur the Latino community, especially immigrants, into taking 

on the issue of immigrant justice in public.  Latinos began to participate in the civic process and 

in formal community organizing, to oversee how the law was implemented and to challenge any 

civil rights violation in its implementation.  
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There was insufficient activism on the part of Latinos to challenge the law before it was 

passed. Once the law went into effect, many Latinos were still initially fearful of participating in 

actions that protested the law. Yet little by little, the fear subsided as protests, rallies and marches 

became more prevalent and Latino leadership was uplifted by the non-profit organizations that 

were heralding campaigns to reverse the effects of the law. Somos Tuskaloosa was one of the 

first community groups to become involved with these emergent efforts, most of which were 

organized under the umbrella of the Alabama Immigrant Justice Organization (ACIJ). This 

organization itself went through deep structural shifts once the law was passed. Through the 

acquisition of funding, the organization which was originally a loose network of social justice 

organizations who had interest in immigrant justice issues, eventually hired community 

organizers and a coordinator, and became the first organization in the state to exclusively 

dedicate its activities to immigrant rights advocacy. 

One of the first times that Somos Tuskaloosa members began to take on public leadership 

was at a mayor campaign launch rally that was held by ACIJ in conjunction with a legislative 

field hearing that was organized by Congressional members such as Representative Luis 

Gutierrez and Alabama‘s own Representative Terri Sewell to listen to testimony against HB56. 

Both of these events took place on the same day, NOV. 21, 2011. Both Rep. Gutierrez and Rep. 

Sewell spoke at the 16
th

 Street Baptist Church rally, along with other notable figures such as 

Dolores Huerta, Judge U.W. Clemon (Alabama‘s first African-American federal judge), 

Alabama State Senator Billy Beasley (who eventually proposed a failed bill to repeal HB56), and 

Birmingham Mayor William Bell, among others. Somos Tuskaloosa members were invited to 

speak among with a few other undocumented people. The rally was attended by thousands of 

people who spilled out of the church and into the streets. The rally marked the launching of the 
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ACIJ‘s ―One Family, One Alabama‖ campaign, which demanded a repeal of HB56. The slogan 

is still used by the organization today. 

Maria, Imelda and I sat at my dining table to draft their speeches. Maria was set to testify 

at a United State Congressional field hearing at the Birmingham City Hall and Imelda Iracema 

was going to speak at the at the historic Sixteenth Street Baptist Church to protest against 

Alabama‘s anti-immigrant law, HB56. Both were really nervous. Imelda was drawing a blank as 

to what to say, so I helped her by asking her to tell me something that no matter how mundane it 

was, it could prove la ley had changed her life. She started crying and confessed that every 

season she and her family would go down to the strip on football game days to watch the crowds 

and yell ―Roll Tide‖ and cheer on the hometown football team, the Crimson Tide. But now she 

and her husband, both undocumented, were trying to keep driving to a minimum since they are 

unable to get driver‘s licenses and if they are caught by police without a license they could be 

arrested and deported. Since the passage of HB 56 going to a football game is an unnecessary 

risk for many families since police are required to arrest undocumented drivers and report them 

to ICE. Consequently, Imelda and her kids could no longer drive around town and they felt 

stranded at home. I listened to both their stories, helped them draft them out into a speech and 

helped them rehearse it so it would conform to the time limits. Maria, on the other hand, was set 

on what she wanted to say but she just wanted help on how to write it. She was very angry about 

the law and felt traumatized by the law. I discussed Maria‘s case in Chapter 2, having lost her 

home in the tornado, she, her husband and her children had bought a mobile home and moved in 

to a trailer park were many Latino families lived. Yet due to the law, she was now facing not 

being able to renew the vehicle registration on her mobile home, and facing pressure from the 
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trailer park to move out because she was undocumented. Maria is a very intelligent, strong-

willed woman. In her speech to legislatures she said:  

―…la HB56 ha causado una reacción en cadena que nos impide a los hispanos en 

Alabama vivir con dignidad. Nos atacan como grupo por nuestra aparencia, 

idioma y cultura…ahora me siento como presa en mi casa, extrañamos la libertad 

de ir a comer fuera o ir al parque sin sentirnos vigilados. Nuestro hermoso 

Alabama no debe de asfixiarnos o robarnos nuestros sueños…  

 

The HB56 [law] has caused a chain reaction that prohibits Hispanics in Alabama 

to live with dignity. We are attacked as a group for our appearance, our language 

and our culture…now I feel like a prisoner in my own home, we miss the liberty 

of being able to eat out or go to the park without feeling we are being watched. 

Our beautiful Alabama should not suffocate us or rob us of our dreams…‖ 

 

The speeches that Imelda and Maria shared at the 16
th

 Street Baptist Street ―One Family, 

One Alabama‖ Rally were very powerful and gave them a sense that they had the audience‘s 

support to change HB56. Yet the tone and the type of actions that Somos Tuskaloosa and other 

Latinos who were involved in the emergent activism evolved over time. At first, many of the 

speeches were very supplicatory in tone, imploring for Alabama legislators to change their minds 

about the Latino community. Slowly, the tone in the appeals that community leaders make has 

changed to demonstrate more outrage and to demand change. The appeals have also grown 

beyond asking an end to HB56. Immigrant activists in the state now demand a general stop to 

―La Polimigra‖ (the ―immigration-police)—a moniker given to the increasing merging and 

collaboration between ICE and law enforcement agencies, a call for a humane comprehensive 

immigration reform without militarization of the US-Mexico border, an end to deportation and 

detention, make demands for the extension of DACA and DAPA, call for a shutdown of 

immigration detention centers in the state, and more. This reflects what is happening in the 

nation, as the immigrant justice movement reaches a critical point given multiple failed attempts 

at passing a comprehensive immigration reform legislation through Congress and given the 



 138 

tension brought on by anti-immigrant rhetoric spewed by the 2016 presidential campaign, 

especially by the current Republican presidential candidate, Ronald Trump. The Alabama 

immigrant justice movement continues to be at an infant stage, but it has already bloomed into a 

heterogeneous movement with many different actors, different perspectives, and different 

organizational styles.  

 On August 12, 2012, Somos Tuskaloosa joined a campaign organized by the NDLON 

called the ―No Papers, No Fear Ride for Justice,‖ also known as the ―Undocubus.‖ The campaign 

consisted of a caravan of seasoned undocumented activists from across the country that drove 

from Pheonix, Arizona to Charlotte, North Carolina to reach the 2012 Democratic National 

Convention, crisscrossing from the Southwest to the Southeast, cutting through the Deep South 

with the stated intention that they wanted: ―to come out as unafraid, support local organizing, 

and challenge proponents of hate (No Papers No Fear Ride for Justice 2012).‖ The bus carried a 

mixture of young, undocumented, queer Latino youth (many college students) and older (middle 

age and older) undocumented Latino activists, some of whom were domestic workers and day 

laborers.  

Somos Tuskaloosa invited the Undocubus to come to Tuscaloosa because they were 

offended and angered from being denied a permit to conduct a vigil a few months prior. 

Governor Bentley owns a home in Tuscaloosa, and the group had planned to hold a silent vigil in 

front of his home and requested a city permit. The permit was denied, and Rev. Joshua Barrett 

(who had applied for the permit) was told by police that the Governor‘s security team had raised 

―security concerns‖ over the group‘s intentions. The denial of a permit for a silent vigil was 

outrageous to the group. In a meeting, they argued that how dare the Governor not allow them to 
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interrupt his life for day when he had disrupted and uprooted their lives by passing HB56. For 

this reason, the group sought the help of contacts outside of the state to see what could be done.  

In Tuscaloosa, the caravan helped Somos Tuskaloosa plan and execute a direct action. 

Originally intended as a civil disobedience, the action ended up being an unpermitted press 

conference in front of the Tuscaloosa federal courthouse, an interruption of traffic with a large 

painted banner, and an unpermitted march down a major thoroughfare that cut through the city‘s 

Downtown and into the historic University of Alabama campus. The members of the group were 

not ready to be arrested at the time, fearing the repercussions that an arrest could have on their 

lives. The march ended at Foster‘s Auditorium in front of the same steps that Governor Wallace 

stood at in the historic stand in the schoolhouse door. The event marked Somos Tuskaloosa‘s one 

year anniversary and was held on the first day of the public school system‘s academic year. 

 At the press release, Maria once again spoke out against the law. Now a seasoned 

activist, she was no longer as nervous as before. Part of her speech highlighted that Latinos in the 

state were here to stay and wanted dignity. I was unable to watch off her speech directly as she 

gave it because I was assigned a different task for the action by one of the Undocubus 

coordinators. I was asked to manage the press, to match undocumented people that were close to 

the movement to speak and be interviewed in order to highlight undocumented people‘s voices. I 

was also supposed to be on guard for police—ready to alert already chosen police laisons who 

would work to de-escalate police and try to prevent arrests. The following is transcribed from an 

interview that was published on YouTube and posted on the ―No Papers, No Fear‖ website along 

with summary of the event. In her speech, she said: 

―Ni el tornado ni las leyes anti-inmigrantes nos van a quitar los sueños ni nuestra 

dignidad. Ha sido muy difícil pero nos estamos fortaleciendo con nuestros valores. Somos gente 
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de familia, gente que trabaja por sus hijos. Queremos demonstrarle al gobierno que no somos 

números, que tenemos róstro, que antes de ser número somos seres humanos… Neither the 

tornado nos nor the anti-immigrant laws are going to get rid of our dreams nor our dignity. It‘s 

been difficult, but we have strengthened ourselves through our values. We are a family-driven 

people, people that work for their children. We want to show the government that we aren‘t 

numbers, that we have a face, that before being a number we are human beings. ‖
ii
 

The police were soon to arrive to the courthouse and threatened arresting us if we did not 

leave the premises. The assigned police laisons spoke with them and the Chief of Police arrived 

quickly and told officers to stand down. The protestors pushed the limits again as the press 

release was coming to a close, now slowly crossing a four-way stop and unfurling a large, 

painted banner in the middle of the crossing intermittedly and then coming back to the corners 

when police tried to run after them. One officer was especially agitated and tugged on the banner 

to pull it away from the road. Anastasia posted a photograph of the event on Facebook were you 

could see Carlos (Discussed in Chapter 4) holding on to the banner as the officer pulled it away, 

the moment captured from a television news report. Once the police threatened to start arresting 

the banner holders, an impromptu decision was taken by the organizers to start marching towards 

the campus and to Foster‘s auditorium. Being a part of the civil disobedience, rally, and march 

felt stressful and invigorating. The next day, the caravan left the city to move onto another site 

on their journey and Somos Tuskaloosa stayed and continued to challenge HB56 in different 

ways.  
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Figure 3.4 Photograph of Somos Tuskaloosa and the ―No Papers, No Fear Ride for Justice‖ 

caravan laying out a hand painted banner on the plaza in front of Foster Auditorium 

at the University of Alabama. Photo credits: Benjamin Tzompaxtle Itehua, 

―Untitled,‖ Tuscaloosa, Alabama. August 2012. 

                                                 
i
 I am connected to my research contacts and informants via Facebook and other social networking platforms and 

have been for the duration of my fieldwork and after. Although it is not the primary site for my fieldwork, it has 

served as a means of maintaining my relationship with them and building rapport throughout the years. Facebook is 

also important as a site that influences the actions of people in real life as well. For the purposes of my discussion on 

―ponerse trucha,‖ I am only quoting statements provided by people who have already provided consent to being 

participants in my study and under the explicit understanding that I am using their reflections for my dissertation and 

academic research. 
ii
 Maria quoted from YouTube video. Original video posted on No Papers, No Fear Ride for Justice Blog Site 

―Somos Tuskaloosa: Tornados and Anti-Immigrant Terror,‖ No Papers, No Fear Ride for Justice, August 26, 2012, 

accessed July 25, 2016, http://nopapersnofear.org/blog/post.php?s=2012-08-26-somos-tuscaloosa-tornados-and-

antiimmigrant-terror. It was transcribed and translated by myself. 



CONCLUSION 

This dissertation provides an ethnographic account and analysis of how immigration 

enforcement policy of ―attrition via enforcement,‖ as seen through Alabama‘s ―Beason-Hammon 

Alabama Taxpayer and Citizen Protection Act‖ (referred to as ―HB56‖ throughout this work) 

came to be proposed and passed into law and the effects that it had on the Latino immigrant 

community residing in Alabama. In this dissertation, I assert the following: 

1) The passing of HB56 exemplifies institutionalized colorblind racism as evidenced by the 

use of a discourse of ―polite racism‖ by Alabama lawmakers who equated Latinidad with 

―illegality‖; 

2) ―Attrition via Enforcement‖ in Alabama is a strategy of state-level immigration 

enforcement law and policy that criminalizes the everyday life of the emergent Latino 

population; 

3) The criminalization of life through immigration enforcement necessitates that we 

understand the border as something that ―follows you anywhere‖ as it is a fluid, lived 

experience that is reproduced in ordinary, everyday actions; 

4) Many undocumented Latinos facing ―attrition via enforcement‖ and (and even natural 

disaster) did not leave as was presumed, but instead resolved to stay put, claiming 

Alabama as their ―home;‖ 

5) Latinos in the South see themselves as a population under attack and consequently 

practice daily tactics of resistance for their survival which are embodied in the popular 

adage ―ponerse trucha,‖ ―to make like the trout;‖ 

6) While working for self-preservation, more and more Latinos in the South are engaging in 

organized resistance and are now taking part in the national immigrant justice movement. 
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The conclusions drawn in this work are based on the analysis of ethnographic data and 

semi-structured interviews with Latino immigrants living in Alabama and community organizers 

working on issues of immigrant justice in Alabama, an analysis of legal texts such as the text of 

HB56 and court documents associated to the litigation that followed the law, and the analysis of 

news media and some limited social media that was produced during the research phase of this 

dissertation. My ethnographic observations concentrate in the West-Central region of Alabama, 

namely Tuscaloosa, Alabama which was my primary field site. My ethnographic research is a 

work of ―activist anthropology,‖ a field of scholarly research that seeks to produce academically 

rigorous research that also preserves and acknowledges the researcher‘s commitment to social 

justice, political struggle and the transformation of the lives and communities of oppressed and 

marginalized peoples (Hames-García 2009, Hale 2006). I also draw from feminist standpoint 

theory and Black and Xicana feminism to acknowledge my own positionality as a 

Xicana/Mexicana scholar and use my positionality and lived experience as a vantage point to 

relate to my research subjects and the field and to make inferences on our academic 

understanding of the lived experience of Latinos in the South.  

In Chapter 1, titled ―Dulce Hogar (Sweet Home) Alabama: Looking at Latinos in the 

Heart of Dixie,‖ I provide two broad overviews of factors that influence my work. In the first 

section, I provide a brief historical overview of the US South with a focus on the Deep Southern 

States and Tuscaloosa, Alabama, including an account on the growth of Latino populations in the 

South. In the second section, I provide a more in-depth narrative of my thoughts on activist 

research and my own positionality as a Latina scholar working in the South, writing about 

Latinos in the South. In the first section of the chapter, I provide a history of the South as a 

context to understand the social landscape within which Latino immigrant populations are 



 144 

growing. The history of black and indigenous genocide and the system of institutionalized White 

Supremacy that was established and engrained through the institutions of slavery, the failures of 

the Reconstruction Era, Black disenfranchisement through Jim Crow, and the apprehension 

towards desegregation after the Civil Rights Act are important to understand as these now merge 

with a growing xenophobia targeted specifically against Latino immigrants. In the second section 

of this chapter, I discuss how being a Latina scholar living in Tuscaloosa that is studying Latinos 

in the South affects and influences how I am read while in the field by my informants and by the 

resident community at large. I reflect on incidents where my own brown body and my language 

are identified and analyzed in border inspections as I live and conduct my research and were my 

right to live in this space is questioned for being a brown woman and resisting straight-line 

assimilation into Whiteness. I also discuss how my being Latina is read by other Latinos and 

how I negotiate sometimes being seen as part of the community which I study while 

simultaneously being an outsider. 

In Chapter 2, titled ―Let’s Empty the Clip [on Illegal Immigration]: Attrition via 

Enforcement as an Approach to Eliminate Mexicans,‖ is broken into two analytical sections that 

discuss the formation of HB56 in the State Legislature and a breakdown of particularly grievous 

sections of the law that negatively impact the social and biological reproduction of Latino life in 

Alabama. I first argue that the discussions and debates that Alabama lawmakers had while 

passing HB56, particularly the White Republicans who came to hold majority in the Alabama 

State House and Senate after the 2010 rise of the Tea Party, exemplify a Southern variant of 

colorblind racism that I name ―polite racism.‖ I lay out a mixture of ethnography and media 

analysis to give evidence of how Alabama lawmakers explicitly meant to limit and control the 

growth of Latino populations (not just undocumented migrants) through state-level immigration 
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law that explicitly aimed at ―attrition via enforcement,‖ otherwise known as ―self-deportation,‖ 

of the growing Latino population in the state. To these lawmakers, the growth of the Latino 

population in the state is akin to social decay. The adoption of harsh immigration enforcement 

law and policy has become the chosen measure to prevent the growth in size and potential power 

of the Latino population. The employment of such a hyperbolic, drastic law was, however, an 

overuse of power given that the Latino population in the state was and continues to be relatively 

small. In the second section of this chapter, I provide ethnographic examples of how this law 

negatively impacted my community of study. I give examples of how the law was applied in 

ways that specifically targeted Latinos that were read as being ―Mexican.‖ I further provide 

ethnographic examples of how the law created an environment where the surveillance and 

scrutiny of brown bodies was legitimated and this encouraged overreach and inconsistency in the 

law’s application by everyday citizens and by law enforcement. 

In Chapter 3, titled ―La Frontera Te Sigue Dondequiera (The Border Follows You 

Anywhere): Mobile Borders and the Criminalization of Immigrant Life,‖ I argue that the ways 

that we conceptualize the border should adapt to the reality that immigration law and policy have 

shifted to criminalize everyday life. I argue that the border is a fluid, lived experience that is 

reproduced in ordinary, everyday actions where people are policed over their right to be present 

in a space by agents of the state, which under laws like HB56, are anyone. I do not downplay the 

importance of the physical boundary between Mexico and the US and how it continues to be a 

primary site of bordering and the violence and surveillance that surrounds it. However, the 

experiences of Latinos in the Deep South show us that the border is also mobile, affixed to 

people‘s bodies and enacted in the minute interactions of the day to day even when far away 

from la linea, the [boundary] line. Here, I provide ethnographic examples that show how the 
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―border is anywhere,‖ as was poignantly articulated by one of my primary informants. In this 

analysis, I see my work as answering a call by other authors to expand Borderlands research into 

our analysis of the South.  

In Chapter 4, titled ―Si El Tornado No Nos Quitó Entonces Una Ley Tampoco (If the 

Tornado Won’t Get Rid of Us Then a Law Won’t Either): A Community’s Resistance,‖ I discuss 

how the HB56 has heightened the Latino community’s self-awareness as a community under 

attack by the state and that, under this reasoning, Latinos have resorted to various tactics of 

resistance and survival for the benefit of themselves, their families and their community. I liken 

the Mexican adage of ―ponerse trucha,‖ ―to make like the trout,‖ to DeCerteau’s analysis of 

bricolage as a tactic of opportunistic resistance by the oppressed. I argue that ―ponerse trucha” 

exemplifies the alertness and defensiveness that the Latino community displayed in my 

ethnographic observations. I then provide ethnographic examples of different tactics that the 

community has taken to avoid getting caught by law enforcement and ICE. I argue that even 

individual tactics rely on the establishment and maintenance of a well-connected social network. 

Eventually, individual tactics for resistance and survival by individuals and families have led to 

engagement in organized forms of resistance. I provide an ethnographic account of how, for 

example, the Latino community in Alabama came together to look out for their own after the city 

was devastated by a natural disaster (an EF4 tornado that hit the city on April 27, 2011). 

Members of the Latino community gained experience working together and collectively looking 

out for the preservation of the community. This empowered Latinos in my fieldsite to actively 

resist HB56 through community organizing, first at the grassroots community level. This activity 

soon became more and more enmeshed with an emergent immigrant justice movement in the 
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state of Alabama that did not exist before HB56. As this movement grows, Alabama Latinos are 

having to negotiate and enter discussions with the national immigrant rights movement.  

While I have hinted to a gender analysis in my research in recognizing the vital role of 

women in doing the ―lifework‖ necessary to ensure social reproduction, more research is needed 

to fully explore the gender complexities of Latinidad in the South.  Furthermore, my work does 

not address issues of sexuality and gender-identity, which is a complex and vital issue for 

communities of color in the South, especially when we recognize the intersectional nature of 

sexuality and race. For example, an area ripe for study that I observed during my fieldwork but 

fell outside of the purview of this dissertation are the challenges that ―undocuqueers‖ have made 

to the mainstream immigrant justice movement to recognize and acknowledge the intersections 

of immigration status and sexuality/gender-identity.  

I would like to openly recognize that in writing this dissertation I have not adequately 

presented ethnographic work or interviews that touch on issues of Blackness in the South, be that 

of US-born Blacks or Afro-Latinos. It is my intention to conduct more interviews with Black 

community members, preachers, community organizers and other social players in my future 

work. In the span of my fieldwork and thereafter, I did conduct interviews with Black 

individuals, particularly US-born Black social movement leaders associated to churches and 

grassroots and nonprofit organizations and have made multiple ethnographic observations about 

Latinidad and its sometimes friendly, sometimes antagonistic relationship to Blackness in the 

South. However, these interviews did not end up being highlighted in this work. I recognize that 

the absence of Black voices in this dissertation is a major oversight in this dissertation, however I 

recognize that as I focused on the maintenance and reproduction of White Supremacy through 

HB56 and its implementation, I focused on the speech and actions of White legislators and 
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Whites who have attacked Latino immigrants and did not highlight the ways that African 

Americans have actually come out to support the emergent immigrant justice movement in 

Alabama and have actively criticized HB56. In my future work, one of the interventions that I 

plan to make is a criticism of the ways that the emergent immigrant justice movement in 

Alabama has been discursively framed around a romanticized framework of the Civil Rights 

Movement. I believe that while the struggle for Black liberation (including but not limited to the 

Civil Rights Movement) has many overlaps and points of intersection with contemporary 

Latinos’ appeals to rights, both movements suffer loses when they are equated with one another. 

For example, in my observations, Black-focused civil rights work in Alabama has sometimes 

been US-centric and limited to appealing to rights afforded by citizenship, which are not all 

necessarily applicable to undocumented immigrants. Furthermore, equating Latino immigrants’ 

struggles to those of US-born Blacks glosses over the problem of anti-Black sentiment in the 

Latino community, erases non-immigrant Latino struggles (such as the Chicano Movement), and 

does not account for the complexity of how xenophobia and Mexican disenfranchisement 

(through the failure of the Treaty of Guadalupe) have worked to shape the nation today. I have 

many notes of being in meetings where community organizers brought Blacks and Latinos into 

the same room to share their experiences, but rather than it being an organic process, it often felt 

forced and both groups would end up having to flatten their histories for easier consumption as 

full comprehension of each other’s movements and experiences were often interrupted by large 

gaps in age, gender and language. Still, I feel that it is important for me to recognize my 

negligence and believe that this is an important area for future study. 

The work that I have presented in this dissertation is an important addition to our 

understanding of the growth and development of Latino populations in the country, especially in 
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the South. Although I did not originally set out to do this when I first began my ethnographic 

research, I was able to be on the ground to witness and document how Alabama’s legislature 

became dominated by Tea Party Republicans in 2010, how HB56 was introduced and passed in 

the Alabama legislature as part of the party’s election platform, and how the law was 

implemented and tested through litigation. As this was happening, I was able to document how 

the Latino community in my field site (and across the state) was impacted and how they reacted 

to the law. The arguments that I have laid out in this work come are timely as the nation has been 

and currently continues to be embroiled in a national debate over immigration that is being 

crystalized in the impending 2016 Presidential elections.  

As I move forward, I will work to publish the research that I have produced in this 

dissertation as an academic monograph. As it stands, once published my work may be the first 

monograph on Latinos in the South by a Latinx, second-generation immigrant anthropologist 

(excluding research based in Texas and Florida, which have an abundance of scholarly work 

produced by Latinx scholars).
i
 As such, my research breaks ground for other Latinx scholars to 

advance research about Latino life the US Deep South.  

My research is relevant and makes interventions into various fields of study. My work 

speaks directly to Mexican-American Borderlands Studies, pulling from the work Borderlands 

scholars in how I analyze and explore the experiences of Latinos in Alabama.  My work is also 

in conversation with critical race theory and ethnic studies as I speak to how Latinos are 

racialized with the Alabama context and how colorblind racism is operating within immigration 

enforcement. My work is relevant to the field of immigration studies, as I make observation as to 

the incorporation (or lack thereof) of Latino immigrant communities in Alabama and how these 

communities see themselves as setting roots in the South while simultaneously maintaining 
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translational ties with their homeland and contributing to circular migration between the US and 

the homeland. Lastly, as I begin to delve into how Latinos are becoming more and more involved 

in formal community organizing through their involvement in the immigrant justice movement, 

my research will appeal to those interested in the study of social movements and resistance. 

 

                                                 
i
 I have found research conducted on Latinos in the South by Latin American and Latinx scholars such as that of 

sociologists such as Nestor Rodriguez, Víctor Zúñiga, Rubén Hernández-León, Vanesa Ribas, and Laura Lopez-

Sanders and from a humanities perspective such as the work of José María Montero.  
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