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In the course of my involvement in the immigrant
rights movement since it was reenergized in 2006,
when documented and undocumented migrancs
poured out on the streets of ciries across the United
States to protest anti-immigrant federal legislation,
I joined an anti-deportation rally in Manhattan at
the invitation of Families for Families in the summer
of 2009. 1 was in New York for a few weeks to learn
about migrant organizing, and was curious about
Families for Freedom (FFF), which had been formed
12002 in the wake of escalating deportations post-
911, From its inception, it has been made up en-
tirely of deportees and their loved ones. Those not
directly affected by deportation are allies but not
members, The organization represents migrants
from the Caribbean, Latin America, Asia and Africa.
The members have a range of immigration status—
some are undocumented, others legal permanent res-
idents (LPRs), and still others asylum seekers. Many
of them live in mixed-status families with members
who are US citizens.

The rally that day in front of the Federal Plaza,
which houses the immigration court, was for a £Ee
organizer, the then fifty-two-year-old Brooklyn
resident, Roxroy Salmon, a Jamaicar national and a
LPR. He was appearing before an immigration judge
for a hearing on his deportation case. Many of us
who had gathered that morning held signs thar read
“Broken Hearts, Broken Families. Stop Deportation
Now,” “Help Keep Children Safe. Stop Deportation,”
and “A Family United Is a Happy Family.” During
the several hours we waited for Roxroy, we sang and
chanted about the attentiveness with which Roxroy
cared for his mother and his children, three of whom
lived with him; we communicated to all those who
passed us on that busy street that we were standing
up against a state practice that separated children
from their parents. Hours later, Roxroy, who had
been building the campaign against his deportation
for two ye.ars, emerged to tell us that the judge had
o.rclered his deportation for two minor drug convic-
tions over twenty years ago.
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As I examined FFF’s representational strategies,

I wondered what would make criminalized men

of color, like Roxroy, sympathetic figures. Reading

member testimonies on its older website,! I found
that the emphasis on Roxroy's caregiving in his
family was not exceptional. It was a theme that
ran through the narratives of and about other men
who had been deported or were in deportation pro-
ceedings. Was the portrayal of these men as loving
and caring fathers a move on their part to represent
themselves in the public eye as migrants deserving of
reprieve? As a feminist, I wanted to find out how the
organization mobilized families, the public appeal
to which made me wary because “the family” and
family values have been appropriated by the Right to
push a conservative white heteropatriarchal agenda
to promote sexual, economic, and political control
over women, measures that are particularly punitive
for poor women.

What set FFF apart from many others, which

appealed to normative ideas of the family in fight-
ing deportation, was its unwavering commitment to
publicly advocating the rights of criminalized mem-
bers, most of whom, mirroring the prison popula-
tion, were men of color. Its entry point—the role
of deportation in tearing apart families—helps us
piece together how deportation, working hand in
Rand with mass incarceration, reorganizes kinship
arrangements as well as the division of labor within
families. The testimonies that were carried on its
older website and my interviews with organizers
reveal the ways in which the state intrudes in the
lives of migrants of color to put not only their eco-
nomic viability at risk but also their ability to do
carework in the private sphere. This type of state vio-
lence, feminist theorists of color have reminded us,
have historically shaped communities of color, which
are not allowed to shield their private lives from state
intervention (Cohen).

Migrants, who often share the same inner-city
neighborhoods with African Americans and Chica-
nos, are subject to heavy policing and racia] profil-
ing, which have led to the mass incarceration of the
mm(?r{nzed citizenry in the United States, By, for
noncitizens the consequences of encounters with the
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The IIRIRA expanded the definition of aggravarey
felony to misdemeanors and low-level offenses fo
noncitizens. Those with such convictions are subject
to mandatory detention and removal. The changes,
the law have been applied zealously in the twenty.
first century. In this period, several federal programs
authorized local police to find out whether arrested
noncitizens had immigration (civil) violations. This
federal-local law enforcement cooperation enhanced
the ability of immigration authorities to identify
deportable migrants. In 2014, the Immigration and
Customs Enforcement removed 315,943 people and
reported that 85 percent of the 102,224 individuals
refnoved from the interior (i.e., not at the border) had
criminal convictions (United States). These numbers
show that the criminal legal system has become a
key partner in the business of deporting migrants
who lived in the United States.
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The FFF etess, o of whom had crimj-
nal convictions, faced a difficult task, akin ¢o that
shouldered by tlgﬁse who fidv0cate prisoners’ rights,
because the public perceives them ag lawbreakers
and deadbeat dads who are unable to financially and
emOtiom_lllY support their families. These racialized
expectations about normative fatherhood were codi-
fied into 1“"“’ in 1996 as part of restructuring welfare
and reducing public assistance for single mothers,
whose benefits were tied to stringent child support
collection and paternity establishment requirements
(Curran and Abrams). The FFF men’s accounts as
well as those of their partners and children directly
counter the stereotypical casting of men who have
criminal convictions as uncaring and irresponsible
(see Pallares on the emergence of the family as a
political subjectivity and site of racial resistance in
the immigrant rights movement). They present in
loving detail the work they did in caring not only
for their biological children but also stepchildren
from their partners’ previous marriages as well as
elderly parents. They eloquently express the ways in
which their indefinite separation from their children
or their constant fear of deportation interfered with
their ability to be good fathers.

Howard, a FFF member deported to Jamaica
for not complying with a prior deportation order,
described his feelings on being separated from his
US citizen wife, who sponsored him for residency,
and three children: “Even though I'm not locked
up, it feels like prison. I worry about time I used
to spend with kids. We spent precious time to-
gether. I don't want my kids to grow up without
a father” (“Barbara and Howard”). From his wife'’s
testimony, we learn that Howard used to “pick up
the children from school; take them to the library,
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is typical of a society where commodified anb per—
carework is done by women of color for other, better
off families while struggling to take care Of -
own. In this racialized and gendered div1s1.0n
labor, families that lose a caregiver t0 deportation do
not have the resources to replace the emotional at}d
physical labor. Jani, an African American woman, i1t
asking for sanctuary for her Haitian husband, Jea-n,
who had a criminal record, recounted the crucial
role he played in her life by taking care of their chil-
dren so that she could attend college and earn her
bachelor’s degree.

Joe, an asylum seeker from China, in his testi-
mony to the congregants of St. Paul of the Apostle
Church, expressed his and his wife’s constant anxiety
of being separated from their small children. He said,
“As parents facing deportation, we feel helpless to
protect our own children. . . . We love our children’s
smiles. We want to see them grow. We want to be in
their daily life. . . . I have been working in a restau-
rant for 10 years. . . . Today I am 28. [ am a young
father. I want to be a good father. . . . My daughter
here—she is the oldest child. She is 2 now. I take
her to the playground, even if I am ctired. She has a
lot of energy. She deserves the best.” Both Howard
and Joe articulate what they consider to be the quali-
ties of good fatherhood; both emphasize time spent
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w:tI.1 their children and focus on everyday tasks of
taking care of them and the daily, mundane plea-
sures‘of fatherhood. Similarly, when testifying with
her fflne-year-old son, Joshua, to the United Nations
Spegal Rapporteur, Kathy McArdle, who continues
to sit on FFF’s board, shared an ordinary but tender
domc.?Stic moment while recounting the horrors of
Calvm's arrest ac their home early one morning by
eight armed immigration agents. Recalling the in-
teractions Calvin had with their son, she said, “Their
greatest joy was probably the tickle fights they used
to have, and just quiet moments together that can
never be duplicated by phone calls.” In the magazine
Colorlines, an older Joshua is quoted as remember-
ing his father’s cooking: “I miss his cooking, I really
liked his rice that he used to make. It had coconut
milk in it” (Wessler). Calvin, a LPR, had lived in the
United States for thirty-three years at the time of his
arrest and deportation in 2004.

Janis Rosheuvel, former executive director of FEF,
artribures the focus on men’s caregiving in their
households to the lived experience of these families.
Fathers struggling to find work often become the
primary caretakers, cooking their children dinner,
taking them to the park, and helping them with
their homework. FFF, she noted, represents men
and women who jointly care for their children and
elderly to survive in decaying urban areas while
working low-paying jobs without adequate benefits
(Rosheuvel). These inner city men of color have few
prospects of gainful employment, especially if they
have a criminal record or are undocumented. Roxroy,
for example, could not financially support his family.
Instead, he took on the role of the person who took
care of his children, his mother, who suffered from
Alzheimer’s disease, and his infant grandchild. This
work ensured that his eighteen-year-old daugh-
ter could attend a local university, His life story,
Rosheuvel points out, is not an exception when it
comes to members of the organization.

The testimonies from FFF members challenge us
to a;f,-ly the feminist insights about kinship arrange-
ments in com iti color where 's place
i their families cannot be read straightforwardly
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enforcement,  national security, and immigmma

enforcement constantly remind FFF that their meq,

bers and their loved ones are under atrack becayg

they fall outside of nationally and racially marked

familial arrangements considered normative. In thj;

context, Rosheuvel's insistence that “Our family ig

valuable; our family deserves justice; our family

should have access to relief and justice like any other
family” rests on the recognition that deportees’ kin.
ship ties are devalued because they do not conform
to dominant ideologies that govern the family as
an institution (Rosheuvel). The revaluation renders
visible the emotional and material labor of migrant
men in their households. The stories of domesticity,
intimacy, and tenderness under social and economic
circumstances that strain heteronormative versions
of these affective states counteract the dehumaniz-
ing portrayals of these men as dangerous criminals,
terrorists, and men who flout the “rule of law," 2
concept that reifies the state’s sovereignty exercised
through its right to deport. Deportation practices
that mandate lifetime separation of family members
themselves create new configurations of nonnorms-
tive kinship, desire, and intimacy. These split fami-
lies may signal a restructuring of heterosexuality
b_y unmooting it from heteronormativity, as fem-
nist scholar Jasbir Puar suggests (146). The long"
d1sranFe arrangements raise afresh questions about
what it means to negotiate heterosexuality as well
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