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The idea of a person being ‘illegal’ within the United States and other 

industrialized countries has not always appeared in our culture the same way it does 

currently. Accounting for the nativist ideologies that inherently came with the spread of 

colonialism, the idea of an illegal person and the strategies border police employ to 

“protect” American soil and citizens has transformed. Looking at the United 

States/Mexico border, racist and sexist rhetoric diminishes the image of immigrant women 

down to immoral and dehumanized individuals. Mexican immigrant men and LGBTQIA+ 

individuals also experience border and state violence, but immigrant women are the focus 

of this paper because their history and the ways they experience violence are unique. How 

immigrant women are made vulnerable is going to be explored in terms of intimate 

gendered violence, targeting from the border police, and silencing by the state. Using the 

disciplines of history, sociology, and women’s and gender studies, the intersections of 

border violence are analyzed in connection to the attempts by communities to fight for 

recognition of immigrant women’s humanity as well as practical systemic responses. 

Beginning with the history of immigration enforcement, the Border Police was 

created in the United States by the Immigration Act of 1924. Their original purpose was 

to exclude ‘illegal aliens’ but it marked the creation of a police force with the specific goal 

to enforce who was a legal resident and who was not (Vera 2013). The idea of what the 

border police is needed for, both in the eyes of American culture and the state, has shifted 

since 1924. After the 9/11 terrorist attack, what was once just Immigration and 

Naturalization Services, was extended to three total units under the department of 

Homeland Security. These entities focus on citizenship and immigration (CIS), customs 

enforcement (ICE), and border protection (CBP). The border protection unit has the main 
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goal of preventing terrorists, drugs, or any weapons from entering the country. Since that 

has become the focus of the border, the CBP pursues and recruits agents that want to 

‘protect’ the country from undocumented immigrants as well as illegal cargo (Vera 2013). 

Seeking out agents that have these goals and using nativist ideologies to mark 

anyone that is perceived as a threat simply because of where they came from, puts 

immigrant women at great risk. The current state of border control does not reflect how 

the negative perception of Mexican or South American women predates the increased 

security at the border during the Bush administration. Beginning in the 1980s under the 

Immigration Reform and Control Act, the ability of immigrant mothers to utilize state aid 

for their children that were United States citizens was greatly restricted. Mary Romero of 

Arizona State University explained that this specific policy was “shaped by the belief that 

immigrants are a drain on the welfare system and public benefits. Consequently, 

immigrant women as mothers and their children are constructed as undesirable” (Romero 

2011). The time period of this ideology was parallel to the ‘welfare queen’ popularized 

under the Reagan administration. 

The welfare queen put forward a stigmatizing idea that poor women of color, often 

more specifically single Black mothers, are having children just to take advantage of 

welfare systems, at the loss to the American taxpayer. The term ‘anchor baby’ has been 

used to describe a similar idea, as immigration increased across the U.S./Mexico border, 

there was growing panic of the ‘hyperfertility’ of immigrant women and loss of state 

funding and taxpayer money (Foster 2017). This not only puts into question the morality 

of undocumented immigrant mothers, but also labels them as a threat to American citizens. 

The controlling image of Mexican and South American women being ‘hyperfertile’ feeds 
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into the fear that they will come to the United States and have so many children that it will 

push white populations into the racial minority. These images support the false narrative 

that we need the state and border police to control specifically immigrant women and their 

bodily autonomy (Collins 2000). All of these ideas of immigrant women lead to the 

bolstering of hate-based violence carried out by border officials as well as a justification 

for the systemic silencing of these women by the state. 

In the International Affairs Review, Valeria Vera explains how the expansion of 

the border patrol and the militarist ideologies that come with it, has directly led to increases 

of gendered violence towards immigrant women. She states, “patriarchy establishes 

masculinity, masculinity establishes dominance, dominance justifies violence as a method 

of domination and therefore normalizes it”. In times when national guard troops are sent 

to border states in attempts to regulate immigration, incidents of hate-based and sexual 

violence increase. These troops are not trained in international or civil relations, they are 

trained in combat with the goal of stopping the ‘enemy’ (Vera 2013). The sociological 

concept of the ‘social body’ can be used to analyze how border militarization specifically 

puts women at risk. The social body refers to the physical body with all of the socially 

constructed factors connected to it (Angulo-Pasel 2019). Immigrant women are put at risk 

because with the social identity of ‘illegal’ being placed on them, undocumented status 

allows for border officials to hold the threat of deportation over them. The inherent 

devaluing of their humanity overall and ‘hyperfertility’ labels them as sexual objects, and 

border officials use their power to carry out hate-based violence with no repercussions, 

perpetuating the brutal assertion of dominance as well as racist and nativist beliefs. 

It has been shown that the state supports violence carried out either through policy 
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or border officials, but it is also important to account for other socio-economic factors that 

can impact immigrant women and intimate violence they experience. In terms of women 

traveling through Mexico from South American countries to reach the United States 

border, or eventually living as undocumented immigrants in an American border state, 

there are many policies and state systems that limit their mobility. In terms of employment 

opportunities, undocumented women have few options that restrict them to gendered 

positions in manual labor jobs such as domestic work, food service, child care, etc. 

Especially in border cities, American employers know they do not have working papers 

so that leaves these women without any legal protection from exploitation or unfair job 

loss (Angulo-Pasel 2019). Since they are vulnerable economically, many undocumented 

women rely on their family and kinship systems for job opportunities and social support. 

As immigration from Mexico and South American countries boomed in the 80’s 

and 90’s, the family networks across both sides of the border increased as well. It can be 

beneficial for immigrant women to have strong family ties when arriving in a new country, 

although it can place a lot of familial pressure. In a study done on the experiences of 

Mexican and Mexican American women with family on both sides of the border, there 

were reports of family members taking their pay completely or restricting their autonomy 

over the money they earned. Also, since they can not freely travel between the borders, 

even if they are unhappy with the choice to emigrate and would like to go back, the social 

and economic obligations to family are prioritized over their own personal desires (Bastida 

2001). 

It can be beneficial for many undocumented women to have access to supportive 

kinship networks, although the cases where these women cannot access state or familial 
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support need to be considered as well. This can be in cases of intimate gendered violence 

within the family or lack of family systems on both sides of the border. Using Women’s 

and Gender Studies and the analytical framework of intersectionality, the specific holistic 

needs of immigrant women as individuals can be accounted for. Mexican immigrant 

women’s undocumented status impacts the rest of their identity, it holds meaning in how 

they are perceived sexually, their economic opportunities, access to state aid, and 

protection from intimate or hate-based violence. In a study done at the University of Texas 

on the contributing factors and needs of homeless women in U.S./Mexico border 

communities, it was stated that resources for childcare, job opportunities, violence 

prevention, and medical services were the main needs amongst the women interviewed 

(Perez et al. 2021). All of the previous factors analyzed such as anchor baby rhetoric, lack 

of economic opportunities, as well as state and hate-based violence are contributing to the 

neglect of immigrant women. 

In response to all the ways immigrant women are impacted, the discpline of 

Women’ and Gender Studies can also be used to look at effective resistance. Since it has 

been shown that the United States government sees these women as a threat, and dismisses 

violence carried out by agents of the state, the majority of resistance in recent years has 

been started by grassroots organizations run by family members and border communities 

(Blancas 2010). One of the most dangerous border cities for immigrant women in Mexico 

is Ciudad Juárez, near El Paso, Texas. There is a general lack of research on violence 

towards women in border cities, although Ciudad Juárez has been the subject of more 

studies because of its high crime rates paired with an inadquate legal system to support 

immigrant women. There have been increases in women traveling to this city for 
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economic opportunities close to the border but when they arrive and are living without 

any kin or state support, they are vulnerable (Domínguez-Ruvalcaba, Corona 2010). 

In response to this issue, an organization has been started to address increases in 

femicide in border cities. Nuestras Hijas de Regreso a Casa (Our Daughters Back Home 

- NHRC) is an organization started by mothers of victims of sexual violence to not only 

give voice to the family members they have lost but also the pain their community feels. 

Outside of increasing visibility, they also attempt to find those committing these crimes 

since they recognize that they cannot currently rely on the state to take action against this 

issue. They released a chart from the National Human Rights Commission outlining all 

the femicides accounted for in each major Mexican city in 2021. Many with the highest 

reports were cities along the border including Ciudad Juárez, Nuevo León, Chihuahua, 

and Sonora (“Cartografía del Feminicidio en México”). The rhetoric of hyperfertility and 

anchor babies plays a role in how this issue is addressed. 

The militarization of the border police and the apathetic reaction of the state is 

sustaining and concealing the violence Mexican immigrant women are experiencing. 

Grassroots organizations are able to work against these stereotypes and hold the Mexican 

and United States government accountable, and also help to meet the immediate needs of 

immigrant women. It does need to be considered that currently their social body can still 

dictate their housing or job opportunities and feeling of safety in border cities and beyond. 

Although complex issues offer no quick or easy solutions, these organizations can begin 

to unravel the perpetuation of violence by helping to create a humanized image of 

immigrant women in the eyes of the state and citizens. 

Grassroots organizations such as the NHRC are a prime example of work that 
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wants to bring attention to this violence as well as justify their community’s reactions. 

Patricia Ravela Blancas and her peice ‘We Never Thought It Would Happen to Us’, 

highlights how showcasing emotions such as anguish, fear, and insecurity can be 

incredibly powerful in bringing humanity back to the victims. Blancas and the NHRC 

actively critiqued responses to this growing issue, the Mexican government’s and media 

attempts to portray it as isolated incidents or just another name being added to a list. Since 

the most attention is offered to Ciudad Juarez, women that have been targeted by this 

violence are called “Las Muertas de Juárez” (The Dead Women of Juárez). The mothers 

of these victims refuse this label because it plays into the cycle of victimization and puts 

more power of depiction in the hands of the media rather than community-led 

organizations (Blancas 2010). 

Reflecting on the work of grassroots organizations and their critiques of state 

responses to this violence showcases the desperate need for integration between emotion 

or humanity and state responses to gendered violence. Currently, both the Mexican and 

United States governments are silencing survivors and victims’ families by prioritizing the 

protection of physical borders and upholding nativist images to enforce immigration 

regulation. The actions of these mothers and organizations are not limited to a local scale; 

their work and stories can be shared on an international scale that can impact policy. It 

could be argued that the emotion of ethics and international politics typically challenge 

each other, because many facets of government and international politics currently and 

historically violate human rights. It can be difficult to integrate emotion and humanist 

ideas into many state systems because they have been designed to run efficiently in the 

pursuit of economic profit and protection of the nation, rather than its people. We can start 
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with giving more voice and funding to grassroots organizations that offer an accurate 

perspective of these issues and address the underlying socio-economic issues that put 

immigrant women at risk. 

It has been shown historically that gendered violence against immigrant women is 

not a new issue, it is simply evolving. There are long-standing state ideologies that are 

embedded within our culture, so relying only on drastic policy change is not realistic in 

certain cases. Instead, it is essential to support organizations such as Nuestras Hijas de 

Regreso a Casa and others that can address the immediate needs of Mexican immigrant 

women and shift narratives. If this can be paired with policy that does not demonize and 

restrict immigrants, major change could be acheived. The violence that women currently 

face on the border is paired with state restrictions on their economic opportunities, which 

in turn leaves many with only family or community to rely on for their survival. There are 

millions of immigrants from all over the world that live in the United States, but the 

position of undocumented Mexican women is unique because of their relation and distance 

to both sides of the border. That is why doing the work to restore their humanity and 

increase access to resources is absolutely necessary. 
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