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    Foreword




    The book by Josefina Vázquez Mota, We the DREAMers: Life Stories of Visionary Young Undocumented Immigrants, is a love letter to some of the most inspired leaders and activists of our time. Significantly, more than a decade ago, former President Vicente Fox referred to Mexicans residing abroad as “national heroes.” Then president of the Colegio de la Frontera Norte, Dr. Jorge Santibáñez, corrected him by saying they were instead, “actors in a national tragedy.” The massive migration of Mexicans to the United States in the 1990s serves as a backdrop to the story told in We the DREAMers, the moment when many Mexicans decided to try their luck on the other side of the border, fleeing the economic crisis at home. Those Mexicans are, in the words of one of the mothers quoted in this book, “the original dreamers.”




    Lacking the channels to legally migrate, they took their chances in the most dangerous crossing: by land. Many carried their belongings with them in precious bundles tied up in cloth, led by a “trustworthy” coyote or taken across the border with a passport belonging to a cousin or neighbor. Most of them found work and began to invest in a life in the United States. The years went by. Without the opportunity to legalize their status, they stayed on, paradoxically trapped by a borderline designed to exclude them. No one imagined that thirty years would pass after the 1986 amnesty (Immigration Reform and Control Act) and there would still be no place to wait in line, or any way to get “papers.” For heads of family, this prolonged limbo lasted more than they expected, but it was not completely surprising. When they migrated, they knew the risks they were taking and the precariousness of working “under the table” or “off the books.” Generally their employers didn’t care about their status, because there was plenty of work for everyone. They raised their children, however, with different and new expectations, aspirations that could never have been imagined in the towns and villages they came from: “work hard and you’ll be able to go to college; you can become a professional; you’ll be able to get ahead.” They instilled in their children an ethos based on a meritocracy of hard work, perseverance, and diligence. Their children, for the most part, began to excel. Studies such as the brilliant book by Angela Valenzuela, Subtractive Schooling, tell us that those who migrate as children often surpass their contemporaries born in the United States. This is what Dr. Robert Smith, professor at the City University of New York, calls “the immigrant family deal”; when parents say to their kids: “I’ve sacrificed everything for you to get ahead, so you don’t have to do the work that I do; I work for you to study.”




    However, the deal is not always honored. Despite hard work, desire, and dedication, many young people, an entire generation born in Mexico and raised in the United States, realized they did not have papers and that without them, they were not going to be able to go to university, to receive financial aid, or to work in their field of study. Faced with this obstacle, some graduated from high school and went on to college, and continued, still without options, to master’s degrees, medical or law school, doctorates … Others, discouraged, dropped out and took on the same jobs as their parents, washing dishes or making pizzas. Some, given their bilingual ability, found work as managers or supervisors in the same factories or restaurants where their parents worked. The United States did not fulfill its part of the bargain: the emphasis on hard work was twisted and used as a tool against immigrants. Anti-immigrant sentiment in the country grew to shocking and offensive levels. Frustrated, many young people began to devote their energies to collective action, to activism, and a nationwide movement was born.




    The proposal for the DREAM Act bill (Development Relief and Education for Alien Minors Act) was presented to Congress every year from 2000 to 2010. Designed as a path to legalization, specifically for young students, it would protect them from deportation and give them a path to citizenship. Unfortunately, it was never passed. Wearing T-shirts with the words “undocumented, unafraid and blameless,” the young people came out from the shadows in Chicago in 2010, openly declaring their status and promoting action on a national level. They wagered they would be safer out in the open than hidden in the shadows. Many proudly wore their graduation robes, to draw attention to their good grades and academic qualifications as another reason to give them a path to legalize their status. But the merit-based discourse began to work against them. The same legislators who backed the DREAM Act sought to deport the parents of these students, saying the young people did not break the law because they were brought as children, but the adults had violated it. And so, the dreamers were characterized as innocents, but their parents were criminals. Some young people began to reject the merit-based discourse and the DREAM Act itself, making a call for a legalization of all undocumented individuals and promoting the end of arrests and deportation under the Ni uno Más (Not1More) campaign. They refused to criminalize their parents. They rejected the idea that their parents had broken the law, whereas they were innocent. They chanted: “No human being is illegal!”




    Their tactics became bolder: crossing the border into Mexico and going back over it, asking for permission to “go home.” They even infiltrated detention centers and held sit-ins in the street interlocking their arms to block buses taking immigrants to these centers. They also occupied President Obama’s campaign offices and it seems he listened to them. After making a veiled call for activism, when his spokesperson Cecilia Muñoz, former director of the National Council of La Raza (NCLR), explained the president executes the law and only the legislature can change it, Obama began to explore the option of an executive action. On a national level, activists demanded he use his authority, insisting the president could halt the deportations and detentions with the flourish of his pen. Finally, in 2012 President Obama announced Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals or DACA: protection from deportation, permission to work and to have access to driver’s licenses for immigrants who crossed the border before the age of sixteen and who had not yet turned thirty-one.




    Despite the fact this meant a victory for activists, many responded with caution. Many were excluded: those who were not in school or had left it, those who were older or younger than the ages mentioned, those who had fallen into the criminal justice system, and more importantly, their parents. Many were afraid to apply, wrongly thinking it was a trap, that they would be deported, or that whoever succeeded Obama would use the DACA registry as a list of deportable individuals. Nevertheless, many trusted it and requested entry into the program, and for the first time many of those documented in DACA could work “on the books” and in the professions they studied; they could drive and stop fearing the threat of deportation. Many activists expressed their weariness after years of struggle, and activism quieted down.




    Then President Obama continued the initiative to sign an extension for DACA adding DAPA, for the parents of children who were citizens. Again, many people complained it wasn’t enough, but their criticism was nullified when a judge in Texas issued a preliminary injunction blocking the program, a status that remains in force despite a number of appeals until the federal Supreme Court makes a ruling on the case. For now, parents and families continue to wait. They still live in limbo. They are still trapped in the “gilded cage.”




    In this book Josefina Vázquez Mota focuses on the DREAMers, placing emphasis on the words and personal histories of these individuals. In contrast to most of the publications on this subject (which continues to be of more or less recent interest), the author of this book listens more than speaks. She has always said people forget facts and statistics, but they never forget a personal story. Life stories predominate here. We can learn about the tremendous diversity of DREAMers and their stories—ranging from the young man who studied at Harvard and the other who left school and almost committed suicide when faced with the desperation of seeing his options limited. Vázquez Mota provides an expert overview of the legal situation experienced by many DREAMers and their families, and she offers key statistics and data, presented in an interesting and accessible way, although she concentrates even more on the emotional toll on students when they face barriers they never imagined. Most of them were unaware of their immigration status and what it implied until they finished high school. Because undocumented youngsters have the right to study in public schools until they finish high school, when they want to go to college they begin to face obstacles. Paradoxically for many of them it is precisely in the process of entering university, campus tours, and other activities designed to promote higher learning where they find out for the first time the obstacle implied by their status.




    Josefina Vázquez Mota has distinguished herself for her love of fellow Mexicans, no matter where they live. She untiringly stands up for the empowerment and mobility of Mexicans in our transnational era. Whereas in the past some people criticized migrants for “deserting” their country at a time of crisis by dedicating their productive years to working in the United States, she is sensitive to the difficult calculations that families make in measuring the aspirations and dreams of their members when they opt to live in the United States, above all when they do this without legal permission. How many ­DREAMers and their families have been upended by different Mexican and American policies, unable to make totally autonomous decisions because of a broken immigration system? They fall between the cracks of regulations that govern educational qualifications, professional licenses, and residence requirements, and when the famed official stamp, the apostille to certify documents, is requested.




    Many families represented in this book have tested multiple strategies: migrating in stages, returning to Mexico, trying out life in the United States again, seeking to apply their economic and social resources to the construction of an empowered life, and to unite their families. Vázquez Mota is given insight into all the fine details that restrict and emotionally charge the decisions made by families: splitting up families, delayed aspirations, leaps of faith that families take when they are largely unable to control their circumstances. Both in her philanthropic work with the foundation Juntos Podemos (Together We Can) and in her ongoing fight for the Mexican people, she promotes double nationality and naturalization. She unequivocally declares that Mexico wins when its people on both sides of the border are empowered with full mobility and rights. She advocates civic participation, urging those who can vote to become naturalized and to be involved in politics. She applies pressure on the Mexican government to do more for its citizens abroad—even if they have no intention of returning for the moment—and she is able to do so. Instead of lamenting the “brain drain” of Mexican professionals and entrepreneurs to the United States, she celebrates their enterprising spirit of innovation, their social commitment, and their generosity, because Mexicans empowered in the United States can lend a hand to those who follow their lead, to demand better bilateral policies and to contribute to their communities on both sides of the border, while their families fulfill their dreams.




    This book is for the courageous, for some of its stories will break any reader’s heart, especially those that are a litany of closed doors and lost opportunities. Nevertheless, it is a story of perseverance, optimism, and social commitment on the part of young people filled with hope. Driven by the desire to achieve their own dreams, the DREAMers strive ­relentlessly to make the road less difficult for those who follow them, and to minimize the obstacles that face other undocumented young people and their families, while they campaign fervently for immigration reform.




    Moving and inspiring, Josefina Vázquez Mota has traveled from coast to coast, visiting many states in the American union to collect the worthy stories of the DREAMers. We hope that someday they can fulfill their dreams.




    ALYSHIA GÁLVEZ,




    CUNY professor


  




  

    Introduction




    In the United States there are woman and men, all of them quite young, who came from Mexico when they were children: sometimes very little; they traveled with their parents on the same paths through the desert, the mountains, and the border passing to cross over on foot. Some had a temporary visa that allowed them to enter, even though they knew the possibility of returning was slim or nonexistent. Those children from ten, twenty years ago, today are seeking a better future in the United States. The profile of the DREAMer, the young immigrant, the dreamer who hopes to achieve the American dream, was coined from the bill for a law presented for the first time in the United States Senate on August 1, 2001. The proposal is better known as the DREAM Act, the acronym for Development, Relief and Education for Alien Minors Act. The initials of the initiative gave rise to the name of its beneficiaries, the undocumented young people, the DREAMers. From a legal entity, this epithet has become a sort of temporal identity, a term that shifts and is redefined each time that one of them appropriates the word to share his or her history.




    Mexico and the United States are witnessing the first truly binational generation: young people who are faster than any public policy and who represent the best of both countries. Their experiences are the starting point to open another chapter in bilateral relations and their impetus is the impulse to transform North America into a more competitive and inclusive region




    The stories of these young people are highly diverse. Some came to the United States without birth certificates; others, depending on their age, stayed in Mexico for a while with their grandparents and crossed the border with a coyote or a relative to be reunited with their parents. Many simply went along with the steps and dreams of their parents without knowing or even imagining what awaited them in their new lives, without the least idea where they were going. In 2014 I visited several cities in the United States in search of local leadership to better understand the reality of the Mexican-American community and I met a number of them. This is how this book was born, from conversations in which these young people shared their stories with me. In many cases the process has been arduous for them, but they have managed to forge a reality in accord with their goals; in others, much more remains ahead, before they can feel all this effort has been worth it.




    All the DREAMers have different stories on their origin and their family ties, how they reached the United States and how they maintained a relationship with Mexico. However, although they differ, they also share many points in common, whether they know it or not. It is impossible to generalize the personal stories and the experiences of each family or each DREAMer, but it is essential to note the many coincidences among them.




    There are cases of adolescents who when they want to enter university find out it is impossible given their status as immigrants without legal documents. In this situation some even reached desperate extremes, such as thinking there was no reason to live. These reactions jolt anyone out of indifference. It is important to recognize their reality, which contrasts with some groups of young people in Mexico who have had countless opportunities to choose between limitless options and to achieve almost anything they desire. The contrast with so-called mirreyes, rich kids who flaunt their wealth, is brutal. While these young people with all the opportunities within reach squander their lives on frivolous and wanton ostentation, the DREAMers are eager to take advantage of each and every opportunity that arises.




    In this way, telling the stories of these young people is a way of getting to know another community of Mexicans, a community that is almost never discussed, but is of the greatest importance because DREAMers are active participants in society. They are innovative, enthusiastic, hard-working, studious, and above all, they are responsible and aware of the role they will play in the future.




    While I was traveling to interview the DREAMers, I would go over their stories in the evenings and I felt that my own struggles in life had been minor in comparison. I often thought about young people like Pedro Morales and the conditions he lived in as a child in the poorest barrios in Ciudad Juárez; his uncle used to beat him and sexually abuse his sister. For protection he had to sleep between fruit crates in the market and for food he used to sing in cantinas when he was not even twelve. He also thought about his stint in the maquiladoras—they gave him work because he pretended to be older to help his mother support the family—and in the offer he was given to work in the White House and that shortly after was withdrawn when they found out his mother had lied about their entry into the United States. Even today I continue reviewing his untiring quest to get work at construction sites to avoid abandoning his dream and to finish school. Even today I can say I have known few people capable of showing both pride and humility at the same time and Pedro is one of them. Not long ago he showed me his diploma from Harvard, a magnificent accomplishment he had just achieved. And he told me it was not the result of his merit, but because of the people who had supported him, and above all, with the helping hand of God.




    When I think about young people like Pedro, I understand how the DREAMers are like warriors who day by day fight all sorts of battles without ever giving up. Each one of them is an example of courage and perseverance. In many cases, despite their youth, they knew their fundamental purpose in life and what they wanted to achieve. Many, after finding out their immigration status prevented them from studying in college, got work or a license, overcame their frustration and sought out support. They recognized their new reality and started over with more grit and determination, with the conviction they would never give up. This is how they began to create help networks and to promote change that has growing resonance with each day, because they invited other young people to join them in their efforts. Together, they learned to overcome fear and to seek institutional paths to find institutional channels to resolve their demands.




    Access to opportunities has also depended on the city where they live. Although in some places they have found simpler routes to move forward, in others adversity and barriers continue to block their way. Close to half of the young people who can apply to DACA (Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals) do not know about it or lack the resources to do so. DACA—the result of executive action taken by President Barack Obama to defer the deportation of young people brought to the United States as minors under the age of sixteen by their parents and who at the time of application were younger than thirty-one and who had lived in the country since June 15, 2007—offers renewable permission to remain in the country for two years. The requirements are similar to those established in the DREAM Act. Although it does not offer a path to legal residence, it does allow them to study or work in the country. At times the obstacles to getting ahead are in their own community. Some parents pressure their children to leave school to go to work with them, for they believe if they could survive in the shadows, their children should do the same; they think even if their children fight to enter college and have better opportunities, it is pointless because they won’t be able to take advantage of them. They believe young people are wasting valuable time at school and that instead they should use it to economically support the family.




    Today there are 17,000 Mexican students in universities in the United States, according to the study Open Doors Data published by the Institute of International Education in 2015 (http://www.iie.org/Research-and-Publications/Open-Doors/ Data/fact-Sheets-by-Country/2015#.V5uNX5MrKCq). They include countless cases of remarkable academic achievement that, with better support, could be developed into better living conditions. Forged in adversity and effort, their hands, minds, and hearts are ready to go as far as will and passion can carry them. For that country to the north, these young people can be potential talents; they can generate prosperity; they represent the spirit of strength and determination. If there is progress in immigration reform, the DREAMers will be the upcoming members of congress, entrepreneurs, scientists, professionals, respectable women and men, proud of the country that offered them opportunities, and they will work for and defend it. Furthermore, they could be potential investors in Mexico, a country that relies on foreign investment.




    However, for Mexico this is the final call: we are facing a generation of young people unknown to us. These DREAMers are beginning to shed Spanish, they know Mexico indirectly through references and stories their parents and grandparents told them. This is a generation that barely remembers the day they left. For them Mexico is a nostalgic memory, the country of their parents, the place they have never been able to visit, or where they had to “return” against their will: a country that besides being unknown to them treats them like foreigners and is a far cry from the reality they are familiar with. It is a place alien to their battles and their dreams.




    Even though they still consider themselves Mexican-Americans, in second and third generations they feel more like Americans and less and less like Mexicans. They have seen their parents work day in and day out, advancing in the shadows with fears and pride, with unfailing effort and merit. Although their parents sent remittances that support almost a million and a half Mexican homes, according to figures from the INEGI (National Institute of Statistics and Geography), the DREAMers gradually lose any reason for doing the same as their ties to Mexico grow more tenuous. Aside from remittances, the DREAMers could build a connection and constructive relationship with Mexico through cultural ties, investment and the generation of jobs in their country of origin. That is why it is urgent to make these life stories known, the contributions of these young people, and the spirit of greatness they embody; it has to be done now on both sides of the border.




    It is shameful when a newspaper article is published about them in Mexico. It is almost always in the international section, as if these young people were not part of Mexico’s reality. Paradoxically, when their parents’ remittances to their relatives grow, the articles tend to occupy large spaces on the front page of newspapers and other media. With rare exceptions, very few people in Mexico know who DREAMers are, whereas in the United States they are faced with the attacks of increasingly reactionary anti-immigration groups. In fact, as I write these lines, the decision of a judge in Texas has put DACA and DAPA programs on hold. In 2014, given the impasse in the U.S. Congress to pass an integral immigration reform, President Obama issued a new series of executive orders on immigration. These measures would expand the number of beneficiaries of DACA to 408,000 individuals (DACA+), of which 209,000 would be Mexicans and it would also benefit undocumented parents of permanent residents authorized in the United States (DAPA). In total these measures, DACA+ and DAPA, could benefit 3.9 million people, of which at least 2 million are Mexicans.




    A few hours after Obama’s announcement and his executive actions, sheriff Joe Arpaio in Maricopa County in Arizona tried to challenge the president’s plan to defer deportations in a federal court in Washington, D.C. in the proceedings known as Arpaio vs. Obama. Days later, representatives of seventeen states (plus nine that later joined the cause) presented a similar case to a federal court in Brownsville, Texas. This case is known as Texas vs. United States.




    The United States government opposed both suits arguing that the president’s actions were a legitimate use of presidential powers and that the plaintiffs lacked grounds to proceed, because they were not wronged parties.




    The federal court in Washington, D.C. swiftly dismissed Arpaio’s case. This decision was unanimously confirmed by a panel of three judges of the Circuit Court of Appeals in the District of Columbia on August 14, 2015. Sheriff Arpaio requested the Supreme Court review the case, but on January 19, 2016, the Supreme Court denied the request.




    Then the federal court in Texas justified the suit of the twenty-six states, arguing a violation of legislative process on the part of the executive. The Department of Justice appealed this decision and took the case to a higher court: the Fifth Circuit Court of Appeals. On November 9, 2015, in a split 2 to 1 vote, this Court of Appeals approved the decision of the ­federal court in Brownsville. A day after this ruling, the Department of Justice announced its intention to present an appeal before the Supreme Court of the nation. The Supreme Court agreed to review the case on April 18, 2016. Its vote on the resolution of the Court of Appeals resulted in a 4 to 4 tie. This tie implied the decision of the Fifth Circuit Court remained in place, so until there is a ruling by the Supreme Court contrary to the tied vote, DACA+ and DAPA will remain suspended.




    The Department of Justice can appeal the decision of the Fifth Circuit Court of Appeals; the Supreme Court can rule again, and given a possible tie (highly likely given the current composition of the Court), the decision of the Court of Appeals would remain in force again, in other words it would not be possible to implement DACA+ and DAPA. This process could take years to reach a final resolution.




    Nevertheless, the DREAMers will not return to the shadows. They will not accept it as their fate to abandon school or to be excluded from prosperity. They have made progress in their struggle and today they have more confidence and a better perspective of their future. Whereas their parents only had the option of working and adapting to new rules and ways of life, the DREAMers are building a wider range of life choices, of success. These young people are dedicated not only to looking for jobs; in fact, they begin to generate them.




    These young people are negotiating a new identity. In order to dream, one must act, and in order to act one must dream. Now that they have begun to transform their vision of the country where they were born, they are determined to build their future in the land where they grew up. Without any doubt, the DREAMers will change history on both sides of the border. Their revolution, at times silent, at times raucous, has barely begun.




    This is the final call for them not to lose their heartfelt ties to Mexico, their desires to return someday to explore the place of their origins.




    This book is a compilation of personal histories that gives readers a sample of the diverse situations, responses, and stories of strength in the face of adversity. It is divided into five chapters with background resources, reference material in the form of data, in addition to excerpts of the personal accounts that I chose for this volume. At the end, an appendix contains complete interviews featuring the voices of the young people and the mothers who wanted to share with readers their life stories and their example of struggle. In addition to being moving, these interviews also serve to suggest what is to come. When you hear that their greatest desire is to attend university or to help their family, you cannot help but feel an enormous urgency: they need all the solidarity that society, each and every one of us, can offer them.


  




  

    CHAPTER I




    The DREAMers




    WHAT DOES IT MEAN TO BE A DREAMER?




    DREAMers are young people who were born in Mexico but grew up in the United States, on the fringes of the system. For different reasons, almost all of them related to a precarious way of life and a lack of opportunities in Mexico, many families have been forced to migrate without the proper documents; almost all these young people were still children (most under the age of fifteen) when they had to relocate with their parents. Because they came to the United States illegally, they grew up without a Social Security number; they worked without documents and lacked the opportunity to study under the same conditions as other kids whose parents had papers. In sum, despite the fact they and their parents paid taxes, because they worked, they lived without opportunities and rights, like second class citizens.




    Today there are almost two million young people originally from Mexico who are regarded as DREAMers. Fortunately, some of them have made remarkable efforts to study and earn a university degree, and they have already begun to stand out as leaders in the Hispanic communimty.




    LEGAL FRAMEWORK





    DREAMers (young undocumented “dreamer” immigrants who want to achieve the “American dream”) arose from the bill known as the DREAM Act, an acronym for the Development, Relief and Education for Alien Minors Act), first brought to the U.S. Senate on August 1, 2001. The abbreviation of the initiative gave rise to the name by which its beneficiaries have become known: the undocumented young people who are now known as DREAMers.1 No longer merely a legal entity, the name has become an identity with greater resonance, a term that shifts and is nuanced in different ways each time that one of them appropriates the term to share their story.




    While I was collecting these personal histories I never met a single DREAMer who abandoned his or her parents or siblings in a trade-off to regularize their immigration situation. Better than anyone else, they were fully aware of the importance of what it means to have their community’s support. These young people represent and are promoting a change in their families. They have fought for the rights of their parents; they have encouraged other generations to register for the DACA program; and they have given advice to their younger siblings in how to navigate day-to-day difficulties. In fact, there are DREAMers who devote their time to helping others who are even more vulnerable, such as indigenous immigrants or compatriots who live in remote or isolated locations and lack sufficient information and resources.




    This book explores a range of cases of young people who came to the United States in precarious conditions and who are now leaders, but they are not the only ones. Many have become DREAMers without DACA support. For them, being a DREAMer offers much more than legal status, a program that allows them to shed their fear of being deported and to get a Social Security number, a scholarship, and a job. As DREAMers, they assert an ongoing hope; they create a response of strength and inspiration that shows generosity for their own numbers, and for others, unknown to them, in a similar situation.




    Transformers of Collective Reality




    My motto in life is: “Don’t give up and keep moving forward.” In fact, I plan to write a book called Never Give Up. What I do hasn’t only changed my family, my nephews and nieces, and my mom. The day before yesterday a girl from my hometown wrote me that she’d seen me on TV and she was inspired by my example. That motivated me because we’ve already broken down the barriers that made us think someone from a small town could never achieve great things. With the DREAMers I realized I could motivate them and they motivate me.




    YOHAN GARCÍA, New York




    A Community of Hope




    And I thought: “I go down like a loser or I stay and fight for something, I fight for my dreams.” Mexico had made me a loser and this is how I came to the U.S. I couldn’t go back the same. I needed to prove that if Mexico hadn’t given me the chance, there were other countries that were going to give my talent an opportunity.




    And I started to fight, to search for someone I could work with to push for immigration reform. There was going to be a protest in Washington, D.C. in March 2010. I knew I could be deported if the immigration police stopped me, but I got to the point of saying: “I’m going there alone, driving my car, and if they catch me, go ahead and deport me. For this one battle I’m not leaving without putting up a fight.” A girl I know introduced me to another guy, Ramiro Luna, and we went to Washington. I remember we got to Virginia and I met a colleague who was going there with our group. Her name was Jennifer Cortés. She invited me to lobby with them, and I thought: “How can I lobby if I don’t have papers?” But I didn’t say anything, because I figured they all had documents. They’d made appointments with senators and representatives. It was a world I didn’t belong to. How could a wetback enter Congress, the Capitol building, to talk to them? I spent half an hour at the entrance thinking about what to say. At that moment it occurred to me that the Secret Service was going to find out I was there as an undocumented immigrant and by entering the Capitol they were going to ask me for documents, a visa; I didn’t know what was going to happen, but I decided to go in. If they stopped me, I thought, that’s as far as Marco got, “back to Mexico to work hard.” But they didn’t check us; they let us go in. The kids began to talk about the DREAM Act and who knows what else. I didn’t qualify, because I came when I was seventeen and the age limit was sixteen, but afterwards everybody started to share their stories. I identified with them and then I said to myself: “I’m a DREAMer too, I work and I study, my family didn’t bring me, I came on my own, but because of my dreams, my effort and my studies, I am a DREAMer.”




    I remember that at the protest I yelled and yelled, that atomic bomb I carried inside, of anxiety, sadness, that negative energy came out in Washington, D.C. I lost my voice, but I returned with my soul set free. I reclaimed my humanity from the people who’d called me an illegal and a wetback. I said: no, this is mine, it’s my life, it isn’t yours; it doesn’t belong to you.




    I started to fight, to organize with others. I saw people from California were organized, and what about Dallas, and who was in Texas? Alfonso Salas, Jennifer Cortés, Ramiro Luna, Nicole, and I formed a group. “And now, bud, what do we call ourselves?” Ramiro asked. We needed a name that would identify us to the legislators. And all the ideas we had in mind came together in the North Texas Dream Team. We were four nuts working together and the movement began to grow, lots of kids who had come with the same hopes and dreams joined us. We held a three-day hunger strike and people started to support us. They brought us food and water. Then I saw hope isn’t dead.




    MARCO MALAGÓN, Texas




    A Slumbering Giant




    Now I have my papers, I’m a documented DREAMer. I didn’t have to sign up for DACA, which came out the same year I received residency. I was afraid of saying anything because I thought all the others were citizens, but when I told my story, some of my friends said to me: “Oh, I’m in the same boat.” It made me feel proud to know more of us were coming out of the shadows.




    We DREAMers are the students who have the most energy to study, to fight to legalize our status, and to travel freely to our birth country. As long as I can remember, the kids with the highest averages were the sons and daughters of immigrants. That shows how much we want the American Dream. We’re a slumbering giant and we’re waking up.




    MARÍA YOLISMA GARCÍA, Texas




    Parents as the Original Dreamers




    I want to change the political environment in Arizona so my parents can feel safe here. Our parents are the true dreamers; they left their families and everything they knew and they risked their lives to get a better one for us, their children. I want our parents to be okay and to have the life they’ve dreamed of.




    ADRIANA GARCÍA, Arizona




    We (the parents of the DREAMers) feel like we’re the original dreamers because we left everything to dream for our children, to dream of their well-being. In our country we had a profession. We weren’t millionaires or well-off, but we had our little house, our jobs, and it was our country. No one could criticize us. We didn’t live under any threat.




    LENKA MENDOZA, Virginia




    DREAMers’ Moms USA




    

      By the early nineties, between 45,000 and 55,000 Mixtecs were working in agriculture in the Central Valley of California, and between 50, 000 and 60, 000 Zapotecs had settled in Los Angeles.




      —Jonathan Fox and Gaspar Rivera-Salgado, “Construyendo sociedad civil entre migrantes indígenas,” US-Mexico Policy Bulletin no. 7.


    




    The College & Financial Aid Guide for: AB540 Undocumented Immigrant Students




    http://www.e4fc.org/images/AB540final.pdf




    THE POWER OF A SHARED HISTORY




    Decades ago there were leaders such as César Vargas and Adelfa Callejo, who established the foundations for an immigrant cause that gained force in 2001. Today, faced with the possibility of promoting a law for immigration reform through the DREAM Act, young migrants have built solid support networks to regularize their situation. They want to obtain the documents that would allow them to legally remain in the country where they grew up, which will also give them access to the same rights as other U.S. citizens.




    With time, they have made their voices heard by their communities and their representatives to apply pressure to legislators and state and federal public servants to resolve their problem. This is one of the reasons why the immigration debate and responses have focused on this group of young people.




    In this process, the importance of sharing their story has been essential. Before, they needed to keep their identity secret, but once they realized they were not alone, they joined together and began to share their problems and dreams. In the process they found the strength they needed to work together. Thanks to this joint work they came out of the shadows to inspire others to build a more just reality.




    

      According to the report “Ten Economic Facts about Immigration” of 2010, presented by The Hamilton Project, Today’s immigrants possess a strong entrepreneurial spirit. In fact, immigrants are 30 percent more likely to form new businesses than U.S.-born citizens. (http://www.brookings.edu/~/media/research/files/reports/2010/9/immigration-greenstone-looney/09_immigration.pdf).


    




    Speaking for Healing




    I was a street kid in Ciudad Juárez. If I got to Harvard it wasn’t through academic merit, but through the love of many good people who supported and helped me find the way. Those interventions, those small gestures of support added up until they became a personal decision. However, there were two key people in my life. The first is Professor David Carrasco; he forced me to face the past we Mexicans came from, the colonial past, the past of systematically living under oppression for hundreds of years. We act like it doesn’t have anything to do with us. We believe education is going to raise us out of that and make good things happen, but we don’t face up to the past. Professor Carrasco encouraged me to share my story that was loaded with an intense inner rage. He detected that claw, that passion in me, and he taught me to use it for something more positive; maybe that’s why people follow me. The second person is Professor Marshall Ganz, who helped me articulate my story and heal the wounds of the past through personal narrative. By sharing your story, you find strength and the way to relate to others without letting that story overwhelm you.




    PEDRO MORALES, Massachusetts




    I’m Mexican, but my feet are planted here. I came to the United States when I was five and I lost my identity. My brother was born here and he could travel to Mexico. When he was leaving, I felt like he was taking all of us with him. The few things he brought back meant a lot to us. Our identity is incomplete and we need to be aware of that, to talk about it.




    NORMA RAMÍREZ, Nevada




    Reaching a Goal




    The goal that year was to spread awareness of what a DREAMer is and to invite other students in the same situation to come share their story. For many it was hard to stand up and speak into a microphone, but knowing the battles that the others had experienced gave us strength; at least it gave me strength to go on and to do much more. I just turned twenty and I’m going to graduate from a four-year program before turning twenty-one. I’m very proud because I was able to accomplish this despite the fact many people told me I couldn’t. I was able to achieve this and now I want to do my master’s.




    KARINA ROCHA, Arizona




    Acting for the Benefit of the Community




    In 2011, a year before the National Democratic Convention, we held an act of civil disobedience in Charlotte and I was arrested. It was for them to let us study in community colleges in North Carolina. After that I did the same thing here in Raleigh, in the General Assembly, when they were trying to pass the same laws here that they have in Arizona.




    CYNTHIA MARTÍNEZ, North Carolina




    I remember on December 18, 2010, the DREAM Act was being debated in the Senate. I was there when they began to count the votes and they were five short of making the law of our dreams a reality. While we were walking through the Senate corridors, I told one of the students who had invited me that the DREAM Act wouldn’t benefit me so much because I had already been approved for DACA. She answered: “Maybe it won’t benefit you, but through your leadership you can help other students.” I still didn’t know what I was going to do with my life, but when I heard Democratic senator Kirsten Gillibrand speak—she gave a 90-minute speech on the DREAM Act—I was so inspired, I said: “Now I think I know what I want to do.” Later, when the Senate voted against it, I saw more than 200 students in tears, and I thought of my dad, who used to say to me: “You have talent and you can’t waste it.” Then I said to the girl who had invited me: “I promise you we’re not going to rest until we pass the DREAM Act.”




    In 2011 we started to work on the basis of another version of the DREAM Act. We developed major campaign initiatives, we held a 150-mile walk to promote the New York DREAM Act, we were on the radio, we held protests, press conferences, art actions, talks where DREAMers told their stories. I began to share mine and I realized that when you tell your story, you not only motivate young people to move forward, you also touch the people you least expect.




    YOHAN GARCÍA, New York




    BEING (AND DREAMING) IS DOING




    More than DREAMers, we’re doers because we’re getting things done, we’re not just dreaming of a better future, we’re fighting to get ahead and we’re growing not only in numbers, but in spirit as well. We’re going to keep going until we have the future we want.




    CRISTIAN ÁVILA, Arizona




    Originally, the notion of DREAMer appealed to a series of demographic features within the context of the DREAM Act. If we were to limit ourselves strictly to these conditions, DREAMers would only exist as a possibility, because the DREAM Act has not been approved. Today what exists de facto are the DACAs, in other words those who have been able to benefit from Deferred Action issued by President Obama in 2012. However, young immigrants have assumed the designation DREAMers as a banner and have begun to identify themselves as a growing community that has a major political impact. Many of their actions have contributed to empowering the Mexican-American community. For instance, they have told their stories to inspire others and they work in pro-immigrant organizations or directly with legislators through public protests or campaigns.




    The DREAMers are people of action. They think about their community and act to help others like them. They bring their situation to public attention; they endeavor to give voice to those anonymous individuals to make the system hear them; they offer information to other DREAMers; they help them and open channels of communication.




    

      According to analysis by the Institute on Taxation and Economic Policy, in 2012 the income of 8.1 million workers in the United States could not be “connected” to Social Security numbers: some are recording errors, but the majority corresponds to undocumented workers. This means that 11.8 billion dollars were paid in Social Security taxes. Meanwhile, researchers at Harvard University and the City University of New York (CUNY) found that from 2000 to 2011 undocumented workers paid more than 35 billion dollars to Medicare (low cost medical services financed with workers’ taxes) without having received any services or benefits in return.


    




    They Inspire Political Awareness




    I didn’t understand what a privilege it was to be a citizen. That’s why I got involved in the DREAMers movement, because I saw that those of us born in the United States had forgotten our roots, where we came from, our culture of helping others. I realized it wasn’t just me; it’s either everybody, or nobody.




    When I returned to Dallas, I met Marco Malagón and I realized the North Texas Dream Team was holding forums and working with the Mexican consulate. They’d already helped a thousand people obtain Deferred Action, and I said: “Wow! You guys are amazing, using the power of your dreams with the energy to move ahead.”




    I invited Marco Malagón to West, Texas, a fairly conservative town where the people live under constant threat. It’s full of border patrol agents because that’s where the work is, Hispanics live there, not like in Dallas where there are lots of resources. The North Texas Dream Team helped many people there. Before I’d been involved in several organizations, but they didn’t have the character, the fire of these leaders.




    I’m involved in this as a first-generation immigrant, because even though we don’t agree about what they’re giving us, I also see how as a community we don’t get our act together. I see these kids, their energy, and how much they’re able to contribute, and that’s why I’m in the organization. I register people. I invite them to vote in Dallas senate and house races because they’re the ones who have the power in Texas, not the president. I help them so they can help themselves. With the North Texas Dream Team we have a committee that helps people at risk of being deported. For example, a family from Oklahoma came here to Dallas. The father was at risk because, according to the police, he didn’t use his turn signal. His wife, who was also undocumented, was crying and I said to her: “Don’t go to Mexico. Have faith, something good is going to happen.” The next day they called them and gave them a one-year extension, because we didn’t give up.




    LAURA MENDOZA, Texas




    They Organize and Make the Community Visible




    In 2007 I met other students in the same situation and I found out there was a strong movement; I joined the organization and that changed my life. I started to participate in actions, protests, and visits to legislators. I found out how to continue studying with scholarships, extra jobs, and the help of my parents.




    I am a strong believer in women’s organizations; working with stay-at-home moms is key. I think we have a lot of strength and a lot of power as women; by involving mothers we can have greater success. We have to improve the process, using the media, and ensuring that everyone has information and resources to apply it. We have to keep up the energy now that the process to renew work permits is coming up.




    CITLALLI GÓMEZ, California




    They Promote Reforms




    In less than a year we began to build something immense, to push legislators and a society that refused to recognize that we were there. They couldn’t ignore us. In 2011 we did something amazing, bringing almost five hundred undocumented young people from all over the United States to Dallas: I don’t know how, but we brought the United We Dream ­National ­Congress. We all agreed to push for a single goal: Deferred Action. And we won in 2012.




    MARCO MALAGÓN, Texas




    We’re the DREAMers’ Moms USA, and we already have a big organization with mothers from ten states in the country. I founded the group and we rallied under the motto: “Mothers undocumented and unafraid.”




    My kids used to say to me: “Mommy, is it true you’re not afraid?” and my husband also warned me: “Think it through. You’re going to pull all of us into this.” But I’m not afraid. Either we fight or we’ll stay the same and we won’t accomplish anything. We started out as five women and we’re growing. Now women from other cities call us saying they’re inspired and they want to belong to our network. There are moms who’ve been deported who are in Tijuana and they see their kids through the fence every day; they touch hands; that’s very tough. I know how much it hurts to be far away from my family, but my case is one in a million. That’s why I’m going to keep fighting for immigration reform. We work; we pay taxes; we haven’t come here to commit crimes; we’re building this nation. They can’t do anything to us for asking for our rights; we want to regularize our situation.




    LENKA MENDOZA, Virginia




    DREAMers’ Moms USA




    

      It is estimated that in the United States there are some 35 million Mexicans, only 6.5 million of whom are undocumented.


    




    THE FAMILY’S STRENGTH




    I’d tell young immigrants to look at their own moms. She’s the only model, the only strength they need. If your mom could bring you and make a life, you have no excuses. You have all the power.




    CÉSAR VARGAS




    One of the key coordinates in the DREAMers’ life stories is family. It can be found in the distant memory of the love of their grandparents or in the strength they have found in their parents, above all in the inspiration and untiring work of their mothers.




    It is no accident, in this context, that a women’s movement has arisen to support their children in achieving their dreams. In fall 2014 I had the opportunity to talk to the mothers of DREAMers who went on a hunger strike outside the White House. They were asking President Obama to clearly define the future of DACA; on November 20, weeks later, that positive response finally arrived.




    Unlike other communities, Mexican families in the United States have set an important standard in terms of values such as solidarity, working together, sacrifices, shared effort, and also in the comprehension of their own differences and realities. In some families young adults who already have U.S. citizenship live together under the same roof with brothers or sisters who remain in the shadows and who have to deal with what it means to be undocumented on a daily basis. Today, of the 10.4 million households of Mexican origin in the United States, 3.3 million are mixed homes, in other words, some members have and others lack documents.




    These same families have been transformed over time. The parents’ objective is for their children to attend school and to have the opportunities they didn’t have when they arrived. This purpose produces different dynamics when it comes to relating inside and outside the family, with second and third generations.




    Almost all young people portrayed in this book understand and speak Spanish on different levels, but in all cases they are speaking it less. For decades, speaking Spanish was the cause of discrimination, sanctions, exclusion, and repression, whereas now greater credit is given to bilingual speakers in countless educational institutions. Clearly, this is an important incentive for the Mexican-American community to not lose Spanish and to be integrated throughout the country that has seen them continuously grow and work.




    When one thinks of a Mexican-American community it is indispensable to recognize the coincidences, but it is also necessary to note the important differences. Believing or pretending there is a single homogenous group will lead to making wrong decisions or reaching erroneous conclusions. There are DREAMers all over the United States, but they are concentrated in some states in particular: 26 percent live in California (326,000); 12 percent in Texas (146,000); 9 percent in New York (111,000); 7 percent in Florida (84,000); 7 percent in New Jersey (71,000); 5 percent in Illinois (59,000); and 4 percent in Arizona (52,000). The great challenge and opportunity is to work so these generational chains maintain their ties of origin with sights set on the future: not with nostalgia, but with the objective of achieving millions of dreams that strengthen their family ties and values.




    

      The organization DREAMers’ Moms USA was born in 2012 to motivate mothers and families to get involved in the DREAMer movement; its objectives include halting deportations that have split up families of Latino and Hispanic immigrants. In addition to providing information and standing up for immigrants’ rights, they are activists promoting immigration reform.




      dreamersmoms.org


    




    Family Support




    We never imagined how difficult it would be to be in this country, without speaking the language, without documents, and more than anything, without our parents. We rented a little room. My brother went to school in the morning and I worked in the afternoon in hamburger joints and I went to school in the morning. When I started university I began to feel obstacles and I didn’t have my parents’ support; they always helped us from Mexico, but it’s not the same as having direct support at home. I didn’t finish college because I felt I was very far away from my family.




    GIOVANNI DE JESÚS CASTILLO, Texas




    Equality among Siblings




    I was sad to see a division among my own children, because my daughter had privileges her brothers didn’t have. She’d hug them and say in her innocence: “Don’t worry; I’ll give you my papers so you can study, so you can drive and work.”




    When we went to the Peruvian consulate to renew our passports, my daughter said to her daddy: “I want to be like you.” We decided to register her and my daughter was so happy, saying: “I’m Peruvian now! Now we’re all equal!” Before she felt like she wasn’t part of the family, she felt bad for having rights her family didn’t have.
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