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ABSTRACT 

This project examines nativism as an important historical process in the 

development of American cultural identity, following an interdisciplinary approach that 

focuses on the emergence of anti-immigrant discourse on the Internet. My aim is to analyze 

how anti-immigrant groups, despite access to new technologies, continue to reify 

stereotypes and representations of Latin American immigrants within a longstanding 

tradition of nativism. In particular, I explore the impact of strategies employed on the 

websites of the anti-immigrant groups Border Guardians, Mothers against Illegal Aliens, 

American Border Patrol, Justice for Shawna Forde, Minuteman Civil Defense Corps, and 

Minuteman Project to circulate anti-immigrant rhetoric on the World Wide Web. 

Following the work of cultural scholars Jean Baudrillard and Michel Foucault, as well as 

new media scholars Andrew Shapiro, Manuel Castells, and Sherry Turkle among others, I 

argue that nativist groups utilize multiple hyperlinking techniques to “disintermediate” 

their rhetoric, resulting in a closed ideological environment I call a “hyperverse.” The 

nativist hyperverse effectively isolates itself from competing perspectives on immigration 

that could challenge its discourse, largely by framing itself as what Castells refers to as a 

“counter power” movement against hegemonic forces. Furthermore, I build upon the work 

of Arjun Appadurai to position the hyperverse within a larger anti-immigrant “mediascape” 

that permeates established media, such as print and television, and which in turn inflects 

public and political discourse. I maintain that the processes that create the hyperverse also 

render it immune to rupture from competing perspectives circulating in new or traditional 

media. Nevertheless, I cite popular movements, as described by Sasha Costanza-Chock, 
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formed through communications technologies that connect and mobilize youth in 

opposition to hegemonic anti-immigrant ideologies. I conclude by proposing that new 

media technologies be viewed not merely as a vehicle that automatically privileges truth, 

but as tools for creating narratives that must be regarded with a critical approach. I conclude 

with a call to twenty-first century educators to develop new pedagogical methods to teach 

students to seek and analyze sources of online texts in order to become empowered 

consumers and producers of information.
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INTRODUCTION 

1. Motivation for this study 

All of my studies within the Border Studies Track at the University of Arizona have 

reinforced the idea of the border not as an immutable dividing line, but as a malleable 

concept that is both mobile and omnipresent. I was introduced to this first principle of 

border studies through the work of Frederick Jackson Turner, who defined the American 

frontier as a shifting geographical area where the fundamental ideals of American 

democracy were shaped, and later through studying digitally archived news articles written 

during the Mexican repatriation of the 1930’s. This last project taught me that while 

immigrants have been scapegoated for many problems in the U.S.-Mexico border region, 

the border is actually a site where violence is perpetrated against immigrants by hegemonic 

forces. My interest in the apparent disconnect between anti-immigrant narratives and actual 

historical practices encouraged me to study more recent anti-immigrant movements, and 

in particular their reliance upon certain assumptions about immigrants that reduce complex 

sets of social and economic circumstances into tropes through which anti-immigrant 

narratives are constructed. 

I arrived in Arizona in 2005 as the border vigilante movement was gaining 

momentum. Various groups, the most famous of which was known as the Minuteman Civil 

Defense Corps, were routinely staging armed patrols along the U.S.-Mexico border. These 

groups’ actions were likely a factor in the increasing attention to immigration issues in 

public and political discourse. In a post-NAFTA border studies class, Dr. Javier Duran 

made me aware of the proliferation of anti-immigrant websites, such as those of the groups 
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Border Guardians and Mothers against Illegal Aliens. I was not surprised to discover that 

anti-immigrant rhetoric was abundant on the Internet, or that it overwhelmingly targeted 

Mexicans. However, I found it curious that these organizations employed the same 

discourses that had been directed at previous waves of immigrants: that they steal jobs, are 

more likely to be criminals, and are unwilling to assimilate to the “native” culture. Dr. 

Duran contextualized these websites through the work of anthropologist Nicholas De 

Genova, who identifies nativism as the ideological underpinning of anti-immigrant 

movements and defines it as an a priori preference for the native exclusively on the grounds 

of its status as being native. Although nativism is often framed as a philosophy of inclusion 

(because it does admit immigrants of a certain kind), it is invariably deployed as a strategy 

of exclusion. Nevertheless, I remained flummoxed by nativism’s longevity—how had it 

survived, and even thrived, while other exclusionist discourses such as racism had become 

publicly untenable? 

Nativism on the Internet struck me as particularly pernicious because its users have 

come to rely on the Internet as the ultimate arbiter of truth (or, at minimum, as a proxy for 

truth). Although I intuited this notion at the outset of my project, it was only during the 

course of my research that I discovered the underlying reasons. As the first many-to-many 

mass medium with the potential to connect all of its users to each other, the Internet is 

generally perceived as an open and democratic medium. Combined with the creation of 

what Jaron Lanier calls the “noosphere,” or a superintelligence formed from the wisdom 

of crowds (48-49) that is automatically assumed to privilege truth (very much like Adam 
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Smith’s notion of the “invisible hand”), Internet users are primed to uncritically consume 

information delivered through screens. 

The idea of the noosphere, however, would seem to be in direct conflict with the 

existence of nativist ideology on the Internet. My first line of inquiry was to compare and 

contrast the arguments underlying nativist discourses in new media and “old media,” such 

as print and television, to determine whether nativist ideology had been transformed by 

moving online.  

As I began my research in 2008, I discovered that almost no scholarship (serious or 

otherwise) had been dedicated to online nativist discourse. It seemed that border studies, 

as an emerging interdisciplinary set of critical tools, could provide the approach necessary 

to study nativist websites as cultural artifacts. These virtual environments take real borders 

as their subjects, but they also create borders by sealing themselves off from alternative 

discourses which could challenge the narratives they weave. I knew that this project would 

also require me to explore scholarship of online environments. I was confident that border 

studies and new media studies were not incompatible methodologies—instead of working 

against each other, I hoped each approach would inform the other in an effort to produce a 

new understanding of how the Internet as a medium affected the circulation of nativist 

discourse. My hypothesis was that although the discourses had not been transformed by 

moving online, the Internet had allowed anti-immigrant messages to reach a wider audience 

by forming a loose but extremely broad network of nativist individuals and organizations. 

Because of the tendency that humans have shown to trust the information they find 

on the Internet (through the rise “noospheric” sites like Wikipedia), I found it urgent to 
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contest the notion that the Internet winnows out the truth. There can be little doubt that the 

Internet will continue to expand the ways it mediates humankind’s interaction with both 

real and virtual worlds. As such, it will become increasingly important to enable ourselves 

to navigate the information contained within it by understanding its semiotics. Doing so is 

essential not only to understand how such an extensive online nativist network has formed, 

but also to think about how it can be subverted. 

2. Structure of the dissertation 

Nativism, as defined by De Genova in Working the Boundaries: Race, Space, and 

“Illegality” in Mexican Chicago, is “precisely native-ism—a preference for the native 

exclusively on the ground of being native” (60-61, emphasis in original). Since the birth of 

the United States, this deceptively simple core principle has served as the ideological 

underpinning of anti-immigrant movements and adapted with each successive wave of 

immigration, despite the changing ethnicities and geographic origins of each successive 

group. The concept of “nativism,” however, turns out to be far from simple, so I will begin 

my study with an examination of the term by drawing from the work of De Genova, John 

Higham’s classic text Strangers in the Land: Strangers in the Land: Patterns of American 

Nativism 1860-1925, and Linda Bosniak’s “‘Nativism’ the Concept: Some Reflections,” 

and other critics and scholars who have attempted to account for anti-immigrant patterns 

in political and social discourse in the United States. 

An abundance of investigations explore, in great detail, the various nativist 

moments of American history, including those occurring as early as the late 1700s and as 

recently as the 1990s and beyond. Several fine studies are found, for example, in Juan 



17 

Perea’s Immigrants Out! The New Nativism and the Anti-Immigrant Impulse in the United 

States. In particular, I will be using historical examples of nativism found in Gilbert Paul 

Carrasco’s “Latinos in the United States: Invitation and Exile,” Joe Feagin’s “Old Poison 

in New Bottles: The Deep Roots of Modern Nativism,” Néstor Rodríguez’s “The Social 

Construction of the U.S.-Mexico Border,” as well as Perea’s introduction to the anthology. 

I will also draw heavily from the work of Eithne Luibhéid, especially her book Entry 

Denied about the refraction of gender and race through the history of U.S. immigration 

law. 

Likewise, these scholars and others, such as Roxanne Lynn Doty, detail the 

methods nativists use to communicate their message to the public. However, as of yet there 

has been a paucity of investigation into the burgeoning use of the Internet for the 

dissemination of nativist discourse. The current work addresses this deficiency by 

examining the propagation of nativist philosophies through new media and is motivated by 

a fundamental question: How is nativist discourse transformed by its transmission through 

the new media (if at all)? In other words, how does the Internet as a new technological 

medium impact nativist discourses through new possibilities for presentation, propagation 

and interaction between producers and consumers? My hypothesis is that while the 

discourses circulated by tech-savvy nativists on the Web have been entirely recycled from 

those used in more traditional media, the techniques utilized to disseminate them, and the 

ways in which they can be received and circulated, are distinct. These changes are a 

consequence of the way web pages are designed, with copious links to similar sources and 

“supporting information,” but also because of the built-in architecture of the Internet itself. 
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Since the Internet allows for unprecedented networking among humans and sources of 

information (as the first mass medium facilitating not just one to many, but many-to-many 

communication among the general population1), it is technologically trivial for nativist 

groups to deliver their message to a mass audience. And despite the widely presumed 

nature of the Internet to serve as a source of increasing democracy and openness, the 

architecture of the new media actually provides ways to narrow the information accessed 

by their users—a phenomenon resulting from the ability to personalize the information we 

receive to an almost infinitely granular degree. Shapiro cautions against this tendency in 

The Control Revolution: How the Internet Is Putting Individuals in Charge and Changing 

the World We Know, calling it “oversteer” (104). 

The first objective is to trace the recurring patterns of anti-immigrant discourse 

against several groups of ethnic immigrants (Germans, Irish, Chinese, Japanese, and 

Mexicans) from the late eighteenth to the late twentieth centuries to describe the genealogy 

of current representations of immigrants that predominate in early twenty-first century 

immigration discourse. Nativism is typically presented as a phenomenon that emerges only 

during moments of exception, i.e. during periods when enough immigrants are arriving 

from a certain group whose culture, traditions, and ethnic backgrounds are perceived to be 

substantially divergent from Benedict Anderson’s American “imagined community”2 to 

threaten the social fabric of the United States. (As I will argue throughout this work, the 

1 For more on the relationships between producers and consumers of various media, see Costanza-Chock, S. 
“Analytical Note: Horizontal Communication and Social Movements.” Annenberg School of 
Communication, 2006. Web. 7 Aug. 2014. <http://web.mit.edu/schock/www/docs/horizonal communication 
and social movements.pdf>. 
2 See Anderson, Benedict R.O.G. Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of 
Nationalism. London: Verso, 2006. Print. 
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most recent moment of exception is still underway.) The precise makeup of the social fabric 

is not usually explained, but those worried about it include themselves as an integral part 

of it. While historically this may have meant being white, belonging to a particular religion, 

and having emigrated from certain countries in Europe, it is a fluid concept that changes 

over time. Still, nativism is usually presented as a historical phenomenon, situated within 

a distant past, and a relic inapplicable to any present discussion of immigration. However, 

as affirmed by De Genova, nativism has been integral to the development and evolution of 

the United States’ national imaginary. In Working the Boundaries, Race, Space, and 

“Illegality” in Mexican Chicago, De Genova asserts throughout his study that nativism is 

adaptable according to the needs of the dominant sector of the population at any given time. 

The first chapter of the dissertation will be an examination of some of the most 

widely deployed nativist discourses that have operated in the United States since its 

inception (which will necessarily entail looking not only at their genesis, but also their 

evolution and displacement onto successive waves of immigrants). This study will focus 

primarily on three of the most established discourses, which were some of the earliest to 

arise and have also proven to be the most adaptable for transposition onto various 

immigrant groups. The key discourses to be examined are as follows: 1) the suspected 

impossibility or lack of desire of immigrants to assimilate to the native culture, and the 

concomitant fear of “watering down” or permanently changing the native culture; 2) moral 

turpitude as a consequence of belonging to a particular immigrant culture, especially in 

comparison with the dominant native population; and 3) the negative impact of immigrants 

on the economy of the United States. 
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Once the cyclical, recurring nature of these discourses has been established, the 

second chapter will focus on their usage in various nativist websites on the Internet. The 

websites that will serve as data for this project are those belonging to the following 

organizations: Mothers against Illegal Aliens (mothersagainstillegalaliens.org), American 

Border Patrol (americanborderpatrol.com), Border Guardians (borderguardians.org), 

Minuteman Project (minutemanproject.com), Minuteman Civil Defense Corps 

(minutemanhq.com), and Justice for Shawna Forde (justiceforshawnaforde.com).3 These 

websites are (or were) maintained by groups that are physically close to the border and 

unilaterally represent it as a space of conflict and violence. Their proximity to the U.S.-

Mexico border bestows upon these groups an implicit authority that allows them not only 

to generate knowledge about the region, but to interpret the dangers of immigration for 

visitors to their sites that may live far from it. Furthermore, the groups behind these 

websites often expand this representation of the border, through the use of tropes such as 

“immigrant invasions,” as a threat to the stability and values of the entire country. As such, 

they all center to varying degrees on the objective of vigilance (or more specifically, a 

vigilante presence) along the actual border line itself. Vigilante activism at the border was 

a nativist trend that expanded rapidly from the mid to the late 2000s, coinciding with the 

aftermath of the events of September 11th and the reconfiguration of state security 

apparatuses.4 However, despite ostensibly new preoccupations among these nativist 

3 Although these sites were all actively maintained when the current investigation began, many of them are 
now defunct or hosting sites for what appear to be different groups. As a result, this project can be considered 
as an investigation of a digital archive rather than a collection of current websites. 
4 For a detailed analysis of how “virtual borders” have become a pervasive metaphor and modus operandi for 
state security apparatuses, see Muller, Benjamin. Security, Risk, and the Biometric State: Governing Borders 
and Bodies. London; New York: Routledge, 2010. Print. 
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groups, their discourse continues to rely on arguments elaborated against previous 

immigrant groups. 

Particular attention will be paid to Border Guardians and Justice for Shawna Forde, 

two sites administered by the same individual invested in reporting an alternative view of 

the double murder of Raúl and Brisenia Flores, two private citizens living near the border 

in Arivaca, Arizona in 2009. This event garnered widespread media attention and catalyzed 

discussion about border violence. Because of the strong linkages and close relationships 

among anti-immigrant groups, their frequent mergers and splintering, and the creation of 

related organizations promoting exclusionist views on the web, other websites will also be 

drawn into the discussion to provide a more complete analysis of how specific arguments 

are engineered in the larger online environment. 

The second half of chapter two begins to explore the persuasive techniques (which, 

although rhetorical, are also an inherent part of the Internet’s architecture) utilized on these 

web pages. In particular, I will demonstrate how two distinct types of hyperlinking are used 

to reinforce the groups’ messages by connecting them to inside and outside sources. In 

addition to the interactive possibilities of the Internet that give nativists new tools to 

circulate their messages, chapter two will examine a process Shapiro calls 

disintermediation. Shapiro uses this term to index the various ways the Internet allows 

users to assume control over the information they consume and, more importantly, the 

effect upon traditional brokers of knowledge: 

In looking at the ways in which the Net allows individuals to assert 

themselves and take more control of their lives—by becoming critics and 
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publishers, by personalizing news and products, and by establishing new 

communities and identities—we have been charting the decline of certain 

middlemen in society. 

. . . [Disintermediation] is associated with the ability to engage in 

commerce directly without brokers, retailers, and distributors. But the 

concept can be usefully expanded to describe the way that technology 

allows individuals to bypass editors, educators, and other gatekeepers who 

stand between us and whatever it is we seek. (55) 

Shapiro’s extension of the concept points to an important consequence: at best, 

distinguishing reliable sources of information on the Internet from unreliable ones can 

prove problematic; and at worst, they become impossible to find. As such, a cornerstone 

of traditional journalism is eschewed, and disintermediation becomes a normative operator 

in the circulation of information on the Internet. Similarly, one of the Internet’s most basic 

tools, hyperlinking, allows any page to link to any other, giving users immediate access to 

other sites that reinforce their nativist message. I argue that this aggregation of websites, 

while appearing to be independently operated and maintained, creates a loose but extensive 

network of nativist ideology that amounts to a separate anti-immigrant movement—yet it 

also reinforces and functions simultaneously with non-virtual anti-immigrant movements.  

The third chapter of the dissertation synthesizes the concrete examples of nativist 

discourse on the World Wide Web from chapter two and describes some of the processes 

that influence the flow of information within and outside of the nativist network. The 

primary purpose of the chapter is to elucidate some of the possible ramifications of the 
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ever-increasing deployment of new media technologies by the online anti-immigrant 

empire. 

Despite the “newness” of the Internet as a communications medium, it has quickly 

become a focus of scholars in a wide variety of fields. Because of the complexity that is 

already inherent in nativism (a discourse with a long history) and the multiple ways nativist 

messages are created and circulated on the Internet, I apply the work of scholars with in 

various fields and with disparate approaches to attempt to understand how nativism is 

constructed and reproduced online. I construct my theories by borrowing from the work of 

technologists Nicholas Negroponte and Lanier, sociologists Castells, political scientist 

Philip Howard, psychoanalyst Sherry Turkle, and cultural scholars such as Michel 

Foucault, Jean Baudrillard and Sasha Costanza-Chock. I also return to Shapiro’s work, 

which clearly and succinctly illustrates shifts in how information is accessed on the Internet 

(such as disintermediation and oversteer). 

I depart from the hypothesis that anti-immigrant sentiment can spread with 

incredible efficiency as a consequence of the practice of hyperlinking, one of the Internet’s 

most basic yet innovative technologies. Prolific hyperlinking among nativist websites 

allows for two important corollary processes which I identify as “reciprocal hyperlinking” 

and “simulinking.” The first occurs when nativist websites places links to one another’s 

pages on their own sites, thus creating a direct route for users to navigate among them. The 

second coinage, a portmanteau of Baudrillard’s conceit of “simulacrum” and 

“hyperlinking,” is the practice of linking, from within the body of a persuasive text, to other 

websites that do not explicitly support the argument within that text. In Simulacra and 
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Simulation, Baudrillard writes that simulacra result out of an ineffable blurring of the line 

between reality and its representation, or “substituting the signs of the real for the real” (2). 

A simulacrum, however, arises not simply out of any confusion between the two separate 

concepts we might catalogue as “reality” and “representation of reality,” but when the 

representation of reality supplants reality itself. In other words, he uses the language of 

Saussure to specify that signs (references) become not only divorced from their particular 

signifiers (referents), but that, as a system, signs lose all relation to signifiers. Signs, then, 

derive meaning exclusively through processes of combination and permutation with other 

signs.5 The deployment of hyperlinking technologies creates a simulacrum, since both 

reciprocal hyperlinking and simulinking are utilized to uphold a wholesale nativist belief 

system that does not rely on facts about immigration or discussion of immigration issues 

that encompasses opposing viewpoints. 

I continue to guide my analysis with Baudrillard’s work on “hyperreality” by 

suggesting that the websites are only a small part of a much larger hyperreal entity 

constructed from a collective of nativist websites on the Internet. Baudrillard claims that 

the realm of the hyperreal is a product of simulacra. As such, it is no longer reality, but 

only its “scaled-down refraction,” and “everywhere the hyperrealism of simulation is 

translated by the hallucinatory resemblance of the real to itself” (23). I argue that online 

nativism can be imagined as a closed loop in a self-sustaining, independent hyperreality. I 

refer to the product of this configuration as a “hyperverse,” defined as a hermetic discursive 

5 See, for example, Saussure, Ferdinand. Course in General Linguistics. New York: Philosophical Library, 
1959. Print. 
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space that produces meaning through self-referentiality in which all individual elements 

are connected in the same semiotic chain. I supplement this analysis with the work of 

Castells, which envisions the Internet as part of a new experience known as “real 

virtuality.” 

In addition to Baudrillard’s notions of the simulacrum and hyperreality, I introduce 

Foucault’s construct of the regime of truth. According to Foucault’s framework, the anti-

immigrant assertions on nativist websites achieve truth by virtue of being repeated and by 

their ability to exclude other perspectives; in essence, the websites themselves become the 

determiners of what is true and false. I also introduce Turkle’s similar notion of a spatial 

representation of the Internet in which things can be “true here”; i.e. the semiotics of a 

virtual space exist independently and are not necessarily governed by external logic. 

Although the hyperverse remains sealed against contamination from outside 

discourses, I incorporate Appadurai’s paradigm of the “mediascape,” which he defines as 

“image-centered, narrative-based accounts of strips of reality” (299) to explain how 

extremist anti-immigrantism has been able to inflect the national immigration debate and 

contribute a rightward shift in national political and public discourse. I provide specific 

instances of the shift using John McCain’s abrupt reversal on immigration policy and Lou 

Dobbs’s assertion of immigrants as a public health threat to Americans. 

The conclusion reinforces the concept that nativism continues to be an essential 

part of the development of the United States. While the specific arguments of nativist 

discourse have remained largely unchanged, the Internet’s potential for the elimination of 

cognitive dissonance and the disintermediation of information allows for more efficient 
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and effective ways of propagating nativism than have heretofore existed. I end by 

suggesting some possible paths to intervene in these processes. I examine some opposite 

trends, such as the mobilization of pro-immigrant communities that have formed primarily 

over social networks, as described in the work of Costanza-Chock. These movements, 

which possess both spontaneous and planned elements, counterbalance anti-immigrant 

impulses in many ways—however, I predict they will never be able to rupture the nativist 

hyperverse. I recommend, therefore, that educators make concerted attempts to teach 

digital literacy in order to dispel the widely held belief that the Internet functions as a truth 

engine that we uncritically allow to mediate our experience of reality. I believe that 

understanding the underlying architecture of the Internet, and the ways it governs the 

circulation and meaning of messages in both the new and old media, is necessary to begin 

to make progress toward redefining a useful concept of literacy in the twenty-first century. 

Scholars such as Castells advance significant evidence to suggest that virtuality will 

become inseparable from everyday experience. As a result, it should be regarded as our 

most important objective to transform students into active participants in the consumption 

and production of information and to provide them the necessary tools to become 

responsible citizens of the age of digital networks.
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CHAPTER 1: NATIVIST DISCOURSE IN THE U.S., 1790-2000 

1. Introduction 

America is often referred to as a “nation of immigrants” and a “melting pot,” 

phrases that index the United States as a locus of acceptance for people originating from 

diverse parts of the world. The latter of these originally referred to Henry Ford’s “melting 

pot school,” where immigrants learned English and Anglo-Protestant values (Feagin 26). 

Americans’ family histories are invariably peppered with stories of ancestors who arrived 

on the Mayflower or transited through Ellis Island. These tales of migration are never 

spoken of with disdain; rather, “immigrants are seen in very favorable, ancestral terms” 

(Rodríguez 232). Americans recount narratives of their foreign forebears with patriotic 

pride; in fact, being descended from immigrants is often claimed as an embodiment of 

patriotism itself. Bernard Weisberger describes the phrase as “a politician’s generality at 

an ethnic picnic, a textbook bromide swallowed and soon forgotten. It is also, as it happens, 

a profound truth, defining us and explaining a good part of what is extraordinary in the 

short history of the United States of America” (41). The phrase is more than just 

descriptive—it conveys a discursive notion of belonging deeply invested with cultural, 

political, and social meaning. No one considers herself any less American for having 

foreign ancestors; in fact, immigrant extraction is upheld as a primordial tie that binds one 

stronger to an imagined community of native-born Americans. According to Benedict 

Anderson, “[i]t is imagined because the members . . . will never know most of their fellow-

members, meet them, or even hear of them, yet in the minds of each lives the image of their 
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communion” (6, original emphasis). It is through this phenomenon that immigrant origin 

stories are an essential part of the warp and weft of American nationalism. 

Americans celebrate the diversity of their heritage and even cite the contributions 

of various ethnic groups to what are regarded as core institutions—pizza from the Italians, 

hamburgers from the Germans, St. Patrick’s Day from the Irish; an endless list 

encompasses all manner of cultural, historical, and social institutions deemed distinctly 

American. There is an unassailable belief that America was founded by, and eventually 

came to prosper because of, immigrants from various parts of the world. This belief can be 

reasonably situated within the larger umbrella discourse of American exceptionalism, 

whose fundamental principle is that the USA has proven throughout its history to be a 

uniquely benevolent entity that has pioneered the practice of ensuring basic human rights 

and equal opportunity for all regardless of color, creed, or national origin. Under this 

assumption, its guiding principle has always been, and continues to be, the betterment of 

all its citizens. 

The evidence shows that the discourse of American exceptionalism has been 

astonishingly convincing, having woven itself inextricably into many spheres of the 

nation’s politics and public discourse. Although its overt focus is on inclusivity, 

exceptionalism is also practiced through exclusivity. Various criteria have been utilized to 

mark people as ineligible to be members of the nation. In the eighteenth and nineteenth 

centuries, race, religion, and language were the primary factors utilized to exclude people 

(and, by extension, entire groups) from participation in mainstream American society and 

politics. However, in the twentieth and especially the 21st centuries, the notion of 
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citizenship has become the primary means of excluding large numbers of people from 

America’s imagined community. The concept of citizenship is ostensibly a legal one. Leary 

sustains that “the concept of ‘citizenship’ has long acquired the connotation of a bundle of 

rights—primarily, political participation in the life of a community, the right to vote, and 

the right to receive certain protection from the community,” and additionally “connoted 

that all men . . . were free and equal” (247). This brief description shows that citizenship 

conveys particular legal rights, but that its connotations of freedom are potentially even 

more significant. However, citizenship itself is not necessarily bestowed freely or equally 

upon the inhabitants of a country—it also carries within it an expectation of adherence to 

a set of cultural practices that comprise the “American way of life”; i.e. to be considered a 

citizen by society at large it is important to successfully assimilate into mainstream 

American society. Society typically views those who have not done so (even after earning 

the legal status of citizen) as suspect and undeserving of citizenship. In addition to the 

pressure to conform to a certain set of practices, the “core” of American society has been 

perceived by many as Anglo-Saxon and Protestant.6 Any group departing from these racial 

and religious characteristics is often viewed with suspicion by the dominant culture. This 

study will examine many of the forms this suspicion takes and the repercussions for 

targeted groups. Citizenship, therefore, is a legal mechanism to determine who belongs in 

the country, and in public discourse references to citizenship are almost always framed as 

6 Racialized visions of the United States are not unique to past nativist moments. Peter Brimelow, a British 
immigrant to the U.S. and founder and director of the anti-immigrant organization VDARE, has claimed that 
the core of American cultural identity is racially and culturally Anglo-Saxon. He advocates hard restrictions 
on immigration to prevent the United States from becoming an “alien nation” (Chávez, “Immigration 
Reform” 67). 
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such. However, when the object of discussion is a particular group (even when explicitly 

referred to as a legal concept), citizenship also indexes who belongs to the nation, i.e. those 

who have assimilated; as well as to whom the nation belongs—usually those particular 

groups who do not conflict with its Anglo-Saxon Protestant core. Like exceptionalism, 

citizenship promises not only inclusion for new arrivals to the host country, but 

simultaneously enacts a significant potential for exclusion. The dual purpose of citizenship 

continues to be constructed and reified through an accretion of discourses that underpin the 

various forms of nativism. 

2. Chapter objectives 

This chapter has three principal objectives. Firstly, it is important to establish a 

concept of the term “nativism,” along with pertinent examples of its referents through 

American history, in order establish it as a recurring theme through anti-immigrant 

discourse. This definition will be followed with a description of the three principal nativist 

discourses that will be the object of study, as follows: a) the suspected inability or 

impossibility for immigrants to assimilate to the native culture, thus threatening the 

coherence of the social and cultural fabric of the nation; b) the notion that immigrants are 

a drain on the economy, either by stealing jobs that rightfully belong to natives or by 

becoming drains on the economy through the use of public services; c) and the attribution 

of moral weaknesses or deficiencies to immigrants that prevent their participation and 

integration into native society. The final section will comprise a survey of the evolution of 

three of the primary nativist discourse in the U.S. from the mid-nineteenth to the early 
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twenty-first century, focusing on the elaboration of specific nativist arguments and their 

deployment against Germans, Irish, Asian, and Latino immigrants. 

3. Nativism: A signifier with many signifieds 

Since the earliest days of nationhood, nativism has served as both a catalyst for and 

a product of anti-immigrant sentiment in the United States. By “sentiment,” I am referring 

to various kinds of discourse enacted against particular groups--public and private, as well 

as social and political. Nativism has persisted through each successive wave of 

immigration, despite the changing ethnicities, cultural traditions and geographic origins of 

each current. An abundance of investigations explore, in great detail, the various nativist 

moments of American history; including those occurring as early as the late 1700s and as 

recently as the 1990s and beyond. The canonical survey of the history of American 

nativism remains Higham’s Strangers in the Land: Patterns of American Nativism 1860-

1925. Higham’s exhaustive detail about how negative images of different groups of 

immigrants figured into American social and political consciousness, while the underlying 

tenets of nativism remained constant, was the first rigorous study of how patterns of anti-

immigrant sentiment developed in the United States. For more recent scholarship (from the 

perspective of various disciplines and covering a wide range of nativist movements and 

moments), several fine studies can be found in Juan Perea’s collection Immigrants Out! 

The New Nativism and the Anti-Immigrant Impulse in the United States. The essays within 

its pages trace the origins and development of American nativism from the nineteenth 

through the end of the twentieth century as the targets shifted from the Germans to Irish, 

Irish to Southern Europeans, and Southern Europeans to Latinos, and documents the 
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actions and reactions of the dominant group against them. Some contributors, such as 

sociologist Feagin write about the long history of nativism in “Old Poison in New Bottles,” 

while others, such as Rodríguez, focus on the formation of modern images of borders in 

“The Social Construction of the U.S.-Mexico Border.” Although the essays are written by 

scholars from varied disciplines, their distinct approaches all coalesce around questions of 

how nativism has survived through the United States’ changing social conditions over time. 

This chapter will establish that, far from being innovative, nativist discourses are 

continuously recycled, repackaged, and successfully adapted to target the latest immigrant 

group. Accepting huddled masses of immigrants is part of an exceptionalist discourse, 

serving as an example of America’s singular adherence to principles of inclusivity. 

Nativism, likewise, purports to be a philosophy of inclusivity, drawing in all who will 

consent to govern themselves according to cultural and societal norms. Since behavior is a 

choice, it can theoretically be embodied by anyone. However, nativism is a praxis enacted 

through exclusivity. Whereas the discourse promises the potential for nearly anyone to be 

considered “native,” this dream is forever deferred for nearly all immigrants arriving in the 

United States without documents. Nativism bills itself as what immigration policy scholar 

Jonathan Inda refers to as a technology of citizenship, an “endeavor to reinsert the excluded 

into circuits of responsible self-management, to reconstitute them through activating their 

capacity for autonomous citizenship” (Targeting 19). Inda gives the example of welfare, 

which provides a vehicle for the “ethical reconstruction” of the recipient by regulating their 

conduct in order to “remoralize” them. According to this description, nativism can be 

considered a technology of citizenship, because it offers immigrants a path to “redeem” 
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their immigrant status by assimilating into the social and cultural patterns of the larger 

society they have entered. However, nativism is just as much an anticitizenship technology, 

or as Inda puts it, a mechanism that seeks the following: 

to shape human conduct and achieve specific ends not through the 

empowerment of individuals but through their incapacitation and 

containment. Put otherwise, it is a technology bent on disempowerment: on 

the abjection (that is, casting out) and exclusion of particularly troublesome 

individuals and populations. (127) 

Nativism is generally employed in discourse that has the objective of excluding 

groups of undesirable elements within the borders of the country—or at the very least, of 

arguing against accepting any more of them. By casting them as lacking the necessary 

ethics to be part of American society, as I will demonstrate that all nativist discourses do 

in one way or another), nativism normatively operates as an anticitizenship technology. 

Although Inda’s terminology is of relatively recent origin (to characterize new 

policies of border surveillance and enforcement), the first use of the term “nativism” could 

be described as an example of an anticitizenship technology. Feagin writes that the term 

was coined as a reference to the negative ethnocentrism that developed in the 1830s in the 

United States against certain recently-arrived groups of European immigrants. It was 

thought that these predominantly Catholic groups lacked the necessary religious and moral 

characteristics to assimilate to the dominant Anglo-Protestant culture (17). This idea is 

probably far removed from the experience of most Americans today, considering that 

Catholicism has generally ceased to be a concern of anti-immigrant sentiment (although it 
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is linked in more covert ways to current debates about Latino immigration, such as those 

centering around the hyperfertility of Mexican women). For his part, Higham provides a 

much more encompassing description, characterizing it as follows: 

. . . intense opposition to an internal minority on the ground of its foreign 

(i.e. ‘un-American’) connections. Specific nativistic antagonisms may, and 

do, vary widely in response to the changing character of minority irritants 

and the shifting conditions of the day; but through each separate hostility 

runs the connecting, energizing force of modern nationalism. While 

drawing on much broader cultural antipathies and ethnocentric judgements, 

nativism translates them into a zeal to destroy the enemies of a distinctively 

American way of life.” (4) 

Working from a similar concept in his work Working the Boundaries: Race, Space, 

and “Illegality” in Mexican Chicago, De Genova explains that the target of nativist 

discourse is not what defines it; rather, it is “precisely native-ism—a preference for the 

native exclusively on the grounds of being native.” He continues by citing Walter Benn 

Michaels, who describes nativism as the condition in which “one prefers one’s own 

‘race’—or one’s own ‘culture’ or ‘nation’—not because it is superior but because it is one’s 

own’” (60-61). De Genova in particular delves deeply into the crux of nativism as a system 

of thought and a rationale for action: by transcending traditional hierarchies that 

predictably dichotomize groups into superior and inferior strata, it focuses exclusively on 

identity to determine its superiority with respect to any other institution, culture, etc. that 

opposes its identity. As such, nativism reduces itself to the simplest of binaries: us vs. them, 
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and that “us” is a priori the privileged member of this couplet. By stripping the philosophy 

to its core, De Genova’s framework is able to reveal characteristics of nativism which have 

thus far remained absent from scholarship. Specifically, De Genova makes the salient point 

that nativism is not confined, as is often assumed, to the conservative end of the political 

spectrum. By showing how nativism can disguise itself as a liberal ideology by advocating 

for immigration restriction with the ostensible intent of lifting up marginalized groups of 

native-born Americans (such as poor African Americans), De Genova reveals the workings 

of what he calls “nativism of the left.” He writes that while uncovering the fundamental 

versatility of the philosophy underlying all anti-immigrant discourse, he leaves us with 

little doubt of the reasons for its longevity and immutable success. 

4. Three recurring nativist discourses 

Nativism is not an anti-immigrant philosophy per se, but it has been very effectively 

deployed through several key anti-immigrant discourses. This study will limit itself to three 

recurring discourses, all of which comprise a variety of individual arguments. These 

arguments were some of the earliest to take shape against American immigrants, and they 

have also proven to be extraordinarily malleable for displacement onto various immigrant 

groups. The key discourses to be examined are as follows: 

a. The suspected impossibility or lack of desire of immigrants to assimilate to the 

native culture and the concomitant threat to the coherence of the social and cultural 

fabric of the nation. This concern is often expressed as a fear of gradual 

demographic change that will culminate in a political majority and consequent 

increase in political power. Although gradual, demographic change is often 
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considered imminent because of concerns about hyperfertility among female 

immigrant populations. A further ramification of this discourse which is more 

extreme, yet has recurred through successive waves of nativism, is the fear of a 

conspiracy to usurp power from the “natives” in order to assume control of the 

government, economy, and society. This accusation has been leveled against 

immigrants at least since the mid-nineteenth century in the United States; first, 

against Irish and Southern European Catholic immigrants (in accusations of the 

“popery” conspiracy, as discussed by Higham) and later in the nineteenth century 

against the Japanese.7 The latest iteration takes aim at Latino immigrants. Known 

as “The Reconquista,” a conspiracy of Mexicans to return the Southwestern United 

States to its original homeland of Aztlán, is discussed by Néstor Rodríguez in his 

essay “The Social Construction of the U.S.-Mexico Border.”  

b. Weakness of moral character as a consequence of belonging to a particular 

immigrant culture in comparison with the dominant population. Accusations of 

moral failings such as criminal tendencies and the lack of a strong work ethic were 

leveled against Irish immigrants in the mid-nineteenth century, as evidenced by 

contemporary accounts in newspapers such as The Christian Examiner and 

magazines such as Harper’s Weekly. Widespread fears of prostitution and other 

illicit activities among Chinese immigrants in the late nineteenth century are 

detailed in Luibhéid, and the negative cultural habits attributed to southern 

7 See Luibhéid’s Entry Denied: Controlling Sexuality at the Border, in which the author elaborates how laws 
intended to reinforce heteronormative familial structures eventually came to be seen as encouraging a 
Japanese invasion of the United States. (This will be traced later in this chapter.) 
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European immigrants at the turn of the nineteenth century (such as a tendency 

toward alcoholism) are the focus of Feagin’s “Old Poison in New Bottles: The Deep 

Roots of Modern Nativism.” According to both Feagin and Luibhéid, these 

concerns about distinct groups both led to panic about contagion and infection, 

(medical and cultural) among the “native” population. In the twenty-first century, 

the same fears now tend to be directed at Latino immigrants, though the focus of 

these allegations has shifted toward the trafficking of illicit drugs and human 

smuggling as a result of the federal government’s failure to establish differences in 

policies of economic immigration and criminal activity, as Julie Murphy-Erfani 

develops in “Whose Security?” Meanwhile, the longstanding fear of immigrants 

contaminating the native population are detailed in its nineteenth-century forms by 

Luibhéid, who details the preoccupation of white society with the corruptive 

influence of Chinese men. The more contemporary version targeting Latino 

immigrants is the focus of Sarah Hill’s study, “Purity and Danger on the U.S.-

Mexico Border, 1991-1994.” Hill shows that while immigrants and Mexican 

factories receive blame for polluting the American side of the border, this discourse 

hides the fact that American companies own the polluting factories and are partially 

responsible for the association of filth and unhygienic behaviors with Mexican 

immigrants. 

c. The negative impact of immigrants on the economy of the United States. This 

discourse relies on two fundamental, yet paradoxical assumptions: that immigrants’ 

willingness to work for less money, and under poorer conditions, allows them to 
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“steal” jobs from the native population; but also that an inability or lack of desire 

to work causes immigrants to use social services at a higher rate than natives. 

Ancillary to this discourse is the concern that immigrant women have higher 

fertility rates than native women and that their children often become public 

charges, as detailed by Luibhéid. As with the previous two discourses, this 

economic argument was first deployed against Irish, Southern European and Asian 

immigrants of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries and is now most frequently 

leveled by opponents of Latino immigration. Significantly more than discourses 

“a” and “b” in this list, the economic discourse can be couched in other arguments 

from the right or the left of the political spectrum. This discourse has been widely 

explored by scholars such as De Genova, who examines the aforementioned 

“nativism of the left” by looking at scholars who advocate for restrictions on 

immigration as a measure to benefit African-American populations in the US. 

Carrasco likewise examines how Mexicans have been repeatedly encouraged to 

migrate to the U.S. for economic reasons, only to be forced out when the economy 

shifts, in “Latinos in the United States: Invasion and Exile.” 

The development and evolution of these three anti-immigrant arguments cannot be 

examined separately from one another, since they are almost always intertwined. As a 

result, it is difficult and ultimately unproductive to attempt to examine them apart from one 

another. Doing so would obscure the ways in which these discourses freely associate with 

each other to fuel nativist sentiment. Instead, it is more appropriate to read how nativist 

arguments have been constructed against discrete recently-arrived immigrant populations 
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throughout the history of the United States. This will result in a more coherent analysis of 

the ways nativism has been so remarkably successful and transformed itself as necessary 

throughout American social and political history, which is precisely what has permitted it 

to become inextricably enmeshed within the American imagined community. 

5. The eighteenth century: Nativism’s inception 

One of the earliest concerns, if not the earliest, of native-born Americans about 

immigrants was that they simply could not, or even probably would not, assimilate to the 

dominant culture. As Feagin states, nativists question the ability of immigrants, whom they 

see as coming from racially and culturally inferior groups, to successfully assimilate into 

the national culture (13). This discourse takes advantage of the fear that immigrants desire 

to retain the traditions of their sending countries or of a particular brand of xenophobia that 

assumes that other ethnic groups categorically lack the prerequisites for assimilation 

(whether they are cultural, social, political, cognitive or otherwise). 

The first piece of nativist legislation, enacted in 1798 when the United States had 

existed for scarcely more than a decade, was called the Alien and Sedition Acts. It consisted 

of a collection of four separate bills bestowed upon the government the power to deport 

immigrants it considered a “danger [to] the public peace or safety” and raised the residency 

requirement from five years to fourteen, which had the consequence of substantially 

reducing the number of immigrants who could vote. One contemporary congressman chose 

to inveigh against immigrants by declaring in session that Americans were already doing a 

fine job populating the young country, “so there was no need to ‘invite hordes of Wild 

Irishmen, nor the turbulent and disorderly of all the world, to come here with a basic view 
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to distract our tranquility’” (Finkelman 43). The motivation behind the passing of these 

laws was an impending war with France, and as Higham observes, “much of the immigrant 

population on that occasion appeared pro-French” (19). The real threat was therefore not 

immigrants per se, but the might of Europe, and a concomitant fear that “Europe’s disorders 

might swiftly overwhelm the new world” (8). Though probably the first instance of 

government mobilization against what was seen as the subversive potential of immigrants, 

it would certainly not be the last. Suspicion of plots by the foreign-born to topple the United 

States government and overwhelm the power structure would become a recurring theme of 

nativism over the following two centuries. 

Even though the eighteenth century had not yet drawn to a close when the Alien 

and Sedition Acts were promulgated, preoccupations about the effects of uncivilized 

foreigners in general had already been definitively established, and Catholics in particular 

would remain a concern for American-born Protestants of British extraction. They 

harbored doubts that Catholic immigrants, having originated in Germany, could feasibly 

be melded into a Protestant society. In fact, the discussion ranged to the opposite extreme, 

as evinced in the words of a statesman considered one of the pre-eminent figures of 

American Enlightenment thought. Benjamin Franklin suspected that these uncivilized 

immigrants “would shortly be so numerous as to Germanize us instead of us Anglifying 

them” (qtd. in Feagin 18). Although Franklin eventually reversed his opinion, anti-German 

sentiment persisted undeterred, in varying waves of intensity, long after his death. 
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6. The nineteenth century: The Irish question 

Feagin remarks that the particular characteristics perceived in Germans developed 

into a pattern that re-emerged during various moments in American history, such as during 

the mid-nineteenth century among Irish immigrants and Southern European immigrants 

during the first decades of the twentieth century. A notable consequence of this xenophobia 

was that “Catholics were hated not only because they were ‘foreign’ immigrants but 

because of Protestant stereotypes of Catholic ‘popery.’” (19). Higham, alluding to the 

“evangelical Protestant fervor of the day,” states that the Catholic Church was seen as 

having an authoritarian organizations that reminded Americans of feudal and monarchical 

governments, and therefore the immigrants belonging to it were considered “minions of 

the Roman despot, dispatched here to subvert American institutions” (6). Defending the 

notion that Catholic immigrants were fanatically devoted to the pope, this distortion gave 

birth to the notion that they were unified as conspirators in a nefarious plot to overthrow 

the government of the United States in order to establish a Catholic national order. Even 

the newspapers and magazines of the day had advanced far beyond the point of simply 

fearing that Irish could not be reasonably assimilated into the dominant culture, a project 

of utmost importance in feeding the rapacious engine of industrial capitalism developing 

in the urban northeastern U.S. by the mid-nineteenth century. Not only did mainstream 

American society fear that these designs would be thwarted, but that irrevocable social and 

cultural upheaval was imminent. 

Apart from accusations of conspiratorial leanings among the Irish, the journalism 

of the mid to late nineteenth century was populated with references to the generally 
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deplorable state of the immigrants landing on America’s shores from across the Atlantic. 

The Irish began arriving en masse to the East Coast of the United States in the 1840s as the 

potato famine raged across the island, devastating the staple upon which the nation was 

dependent. As reported in the article “Present Condition of Ireland” in The Christian 

Examiner in July 1848, 

. . . we have only small respect for those who come to us in tatters and who 

rush to us from famine. . . . We do not know the fearful selfishness which 

exceeding want may generate. . . . [T]he ill-clad and destitute Irishman is 

repulsive to our habits and to our tastes. We confound ill-clothing and 

ignorance and vice; for thus they are associated among ourselves, and that 

fancy is a rare one which can emancipate itself from the power of habit and 

the impressions of experience. The crowds that cross the Atlantic to seek a 

refuge here are in general a ragged contrast to our own well-covered masses; 

and thus rude in external appearance, many find it hard to reach the kindred 

and immortal humanity which is so coarsely tabernacled. . . . Irish society 

is but very partially represented by the portions of it that we have the 

opportunity of seeing. . . . (114) 

From the very beginning of the quote, the Irish, ill-clothed and ill-fed, are placed in 

stark opposition to the prosperous country they are entering; the reader is immediately led 

to wonder whether the Irish can overcome their hardships and assimilate to American 

society. However, the Irish are not only in poor shape to be in the United States, they are 

“repulsive” to the natives. Although it is unclear whether the author is chastising “native” 
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Americans for their attitudes toward the Irish or the Irish for their ignorance and low moral 

character, an unequivocally negative image of the Irish immigrant emerges. Interestingly, 

the author demonizes Irish immigrants further by implying that the immigrants form an 

underclass of Irish society, and that the Irish who remain in their homeland are of much 

higher wealth and virtue. Of the three arguments of nativist discourse targeted in this study, 

The Christian Examiner makes use of all three. After reading, we doubt that the Irish can 

assimilate because of their wretched condition; we consider them lacking in moral 

character as a result of their selfishness and “vice,” and we are perhaps most of all worried 

about the toll these destitute new arrivals will take on the native economy. 

The publication was largely critical of the stances toward Irish immigrants it 

describes in the article; indeed, the article strikes the reader as an appeal to overcome 

widely held anti-Irish prejudices. However, as the American Civil War approached, 

attitudes expressed in the mainstream media had become even more virulent toward the 

continuing wave of Irish immigration. In its edition of October 20, 1860, Harper’s Weekly 

reflected the prevailing nativist sentiment of its day in the article “Our Irish Soldiers”: 

We have for nearly a quarter of a century been receiving several thousand 

Irishmen annually among us. We have given them land — almost for 

nothing; employment at far better wages than they could have obtained at 

home; and political rights equal to those which are enjoyed by the sons of 

the best and noblest Americans. They have come to us steeped in ignorance 

and superstition; we have let them have their priests and their churches, and 

when fanatic Protestants have tried to disturb them, we have resisted it, and 
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have successfully protected them in what we believe to be a mistaken 

course. They have so behaved themselves that nearly seventy-five per cent 

of our criminals and paupers are Irish; that fully seventy-five per cent of 

the crimes of violence committed among us are the work of Irishmen; that 

the system of universal suffrage in large cities has fallen into discredit 

through the incapacity of the Irish for self-government; yet we have never 

countenanced any invidious legislation against them, have never thought of 

depriving them of the political rights they abused, have never sought to 

protect ourselves against their misconduct. (658, emphasis added) 

This passage bears much in common with the previous one in The Christian 

Examiner, but in a much more direct fashion. It ascribes a full gamut of evils to the 

recently-arrived Irish population: everything from a lack of education to Catholic 

fanaticism (mirroring the contemporary preoccupations of the popery question), 

accusations of what can only be described as inflated incidences of criminality and poverty, 

and a scathing critique of the presumed incapacity for self-government, Harper’s leaves 

no stone unturned in its attempts to demonize this immigrant population. As mentioned 

earlier, twenty-first century Americans are likely to scoff at such diatribes and consider 

them nothing more than a curious, ephemeral footnote to the history of the United States’ 

treatment of immigrants, i.e. as an exception. Undoubtedly, the passage of time has greatly 

enhanced the reputation of the Irish. The standard narrative of the Irish is that they were 

assimilated into mainstream American culture, and they became a successful group of 

participants in Henry Ford’s “melting pot.” 
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However, this narrative smooths over a process of acculturation that was anything 

but seamless; in fact, one obstacle to Irish assimilation was that, during their first several 

decades after they began arriving on American shores, whiteness studies8 scholar David 

Roediger claims that “it was by no means clear that the[y] were white” (qtd. in Kolchin 

155). Instead, they gradually came to be considered white as they were assimilated into 

American society. Matthew Frye Jacobson, another scholar of whiteness studies, maintains 

that racial categorization underwent a progression over its first century-and-a-half: 

From the 1790s to the 1840s, in an era of relatively few immigrants, 

Americans saw people as either white or black. Between the 1840s and the 

1920s, a period of massive foreign immigration and pervasive prejudice 

against various immigrant groups, there emerged a pattern of “variegated 

whiteness” in which some groups appeared better—whiter—than others. 

Finally, beginning in the 1920s, with immigration restriction, color again 

triumphed as a badge of race, and Americans came to see—and celebrate 

the diversity of—a “Caucasian” race that encompassed diverse nationalities 

previously deemed racially deficient. (qtd. in Kolchin 156) 

The evolution of the concept of whiteness in American history is more than a mere 

curiosity; it demonstrates that race has been entangled with nativism in one way or another 

8 “Whiteness studies” is a relatively recent field of inquiry that emerged in the 1990s. It aims to study the 
history of the construction of whiteness, particularly in American society, primarily in the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries (Kolchin 155). 
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since the U.S. became a nation.9 Nativists’ vehement denials of racism only underscore the 

point, since positioning oneself in opposition to racism makes anti-immigrant discourse 

about race in an equal but opposite way10. Indeed, whiteness has throughout American 

history been what sociologist Ruth Frankenberg calls “an unmarked marker of others’ 

differentness” which generally goes unrecognized as anything other than what is normal 

(qtd. in Kolchin 160). As we shall see, whiteness has been and continues to be a tool of 

exclusion when deployed in nativist ideology, whether it is an overt argument like those of 

the past or a more subtle, covert argument like those that are more often disseminated 

today. 

Through the forgotten process of whitening during the nineteenth and twentieth 

centuries, the United States began to represent itself as a nation of immigrants with a habit 

of always welcoming people from less fortunate lands that arrived to pursue the American 

dream. These discourses were not merely coeval with the first years of Irish immigration; 

they have been reiterated with each successive tide of immigration and relied on nearly 

identical rhetorical strategies to demonize new immigrant groups. 

7. From the East to the West: Chinese prostitutes and white slavery  

Although in the nineteenth century nativist ire was constantly directed toward 

immigrants arriving on the Atlantic shores of the U.S., it was by no means limited to 

European immigrants—Asian immigrants in the Southwestern United States found 

9 Benjamin Franklin, in a 1751 description of the world’s population discussed by Jacobson, classified only 
English and Saxons as white, while declaring Russians, Germans, and Swedes to be of a “swarthy 
complexion” (qtd. in Kolchin 158). 
10 Linda Bosniak affirms that “[a]s a general matter, many restrictionists have made careful efforts to distance 
themselves from racialist immigration discourse” (286). 
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themselves just as much the objects of anti-immigrant sentiment from the nineteenth 

century onward. Chinese immigrants were arriving en masse to the West Coast of the 

United States from the mid-nineteenth century onward. They served as an essential part of 

the labor force that enabled America’s westward expansion, contributing in particular to 

the construction of the intercontinental railroad system. Concerns about Chinese labor 

usurping jobs from the native American worker eventually led to the Chinese Exclusion 

Act of 1882, which brought a ten-year moratorium to Chinese immigration and marked the 

first piece of major immigration restriction legislation in the U.S. (Overmyer-Velázquez 

269). However, foremost in the minds of many Americans was not the threat represented 

by Chinese workers, but suspicions about their social and cultural practices. Because the 

ethnic disparity between the “native” American and the Chinese immigrant was wider,11 

the nativist arguments used against them often took more exotic forms. However, the 

popular perception of Asian immigrants was not just the result of the unfamiliarity of Far 

Eastern cultures, but also because of the environment in which they found themselves upon 

arrival. In the late nineteenth century, the western United States were popularly depicted 

as alternately ideal and/or savage milieux. Seen largely as spaces of lawlessness, violence, 

and depravity (especially those situated along the frontier), the West was also seen as a 

space of opportunity.12 In fact, fears of the detrimental effect of Chinese immigration on 

11 In “A Meditation on Borders,” Robert Chang reports that the Supreme Court decided in the Chinese 
Exclusion Case that Chinese immigrants were “foreigners of a different race in this country, who will not 
assimilate with us” and that they were “dangerous to [our] peace and security” (247). 
12 For a representation of the Western frontier as an empty space devoid of culture or civilization that needed 
to be tamed by whites, see Turner, Frederick Jackson. “The Significance of the Frontier in American 
History.” Where Cultures Meet: Frontiers in Latin American History. Ed. David J. Weber and Jane M. 
Rausch. Jaguar Books on Lat. Amer. 6. Wilmington, DE: Scholarly Resources, 1994. 
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the “native” population of the U.S. led to some of the earliest restrictionist legislation 

against a particular ethnic group. As Luibhéid states in Entry Denied, these apprehensions 

led to “[t]he historic practice of barring (or making extremely difficult) the entry of 

working-class Chinese women, because their intersecting gender, class, ethnic, and racial 

identities led to suspicion that they were likely to engage in prostitution” (xv). This popular 

attribution was the impetus behind the Page Act of 1875, which officially focused on 

restricting the entry of immigrants engaged in prostitution and other criminal activity, but 

its actual thinly-veiled intent was to prevent female Chinese from entering the country. As 

Luibhéid affirms, the fact that “the Page Act targeted Asian Women, even when women of 

other nationalities were significantly involved in prostitution work too, highlights how the 

sexual monitoring of immigrants intersects with other forms of social hierarchy” (31).  

The Immigration Act of 1903 reinforced the Page Act and further barred entry to 

prostitutes and anyone suspected of bringing women into the country for the purposes of 

prostitution. This preoccupation with prostitution among Chinese populations was 

expressed less as a concern for the welfare of immigrants than for its potential effect on 

middle-class white society. As Luibhéid explains, 

Widespread fears about “white slavery” undoubtedly helped to fuel the 

immigration services’ sexuality and gender practices in this time period. 

The fear underwent several transformations, but at its core it focused 

attention on the problem of women and girls being coerced, tricked, or 

seduced into practicing prostitution. . . . Thus, the term reflected the 
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fetishization of middle-class native white women as symbols of the nation 

whom white men had to “protect.” (12-13) 

Fears of white slavery (or what might now be referred to as human trafficking) were 

grounded in the fundamental concern that outside groups would contaminate the “native” 

population. The specter of contamination was not just a metaphorical one; it was steeped 

in the scientific theories of the time that advanced racist explanations for the differences 

among ethnic groups. According to Stuart Creighton Miller, “the germ theory of disease 

provided an explanation of the manner in which an obviously inferior group might best a 

superior one, contrary to the natural law of the social Darwinists” (qtd. in Luibhéid 37). 

Somewhat ironically, other authors such as Madison Grant contorted Darwin’s ideas to 

suggest that “‘Anglo-Saxon institutions’ were the most civilized” and that this would lead 

to the ‘“survival of the fittest’ nations on the world scene” (Feagin 20). This contrast lays 

bare the double logic on which nativist discourses frequently operate; i.e. it can 

successfully assume outside discourses in contradictory ways that nevertheless strengthen 

its core “us vs. them” binary. The scientific racism current of thought permeated into wider 

American society to the extent that it justified the notion that looking Chinese was enough 

to suspect that someone was likely to be involved in prostitution, with some physicians of 

the day even suggesting that prostitutes had grotesque phenotypical distinctions such as 

“prehensile feet” (Luibhéid 48). 

Contamination may be metaphorical, as with fears of transmitting the social disease 

of prostitution and the accompanying potential for bringing about an epidemic of white 

slavery. However, fears of literal contamination have run throughout nativist discourse and 
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the history of immigration legislation. In her discussion of the Act of 1891, Luibhéid points 

out that the law barred entry to “those with ‘loathsome and contagious diseases’” (9). As 

public health became a concern in American society in the early twentieth century, and 

ensuring a certain standard of personal hygiene became a moral obligation, immigrants 

increasingly came to be viewed as purveyors of disease. Significantly, the Act of 1891 

included language to prevent entry of persons “guilty of crimes of moral turpitude” (9), a 

curious choice of words that reveals how the concepts of contamination and personal 

character were already becoming intertwined. 

8. Japanese immigration and hyperfertility hysteria 

The Chinese were not the only Asian nationality to suffer the effects of anti-

immigrant sentiment. As Japanese immigration increased at the end of the nineteenth and 

beginning of the twentieth centuries, Americans developed concerns about the possibility 

of them overtaking the white population in California. The result was The Gentlemen’s 

Agreement of 1907, which effectively ended Japanese immigration, except for the family 

members of those already residing in the U.S., and wives in particular. According to 

Overmyer-Velázquez, the law stipulated that “Japan will prevent its citizens from 

migrating to the United States in exchange for the United States not to ban them from doing 

so” (270). The law’s intent was to encourage American normative familial forms among 

the Japanese according to heteropatriarchal standards, i.e. marriages to American men to 

whom they would bear children. However, Luibhéid reports that “when the brides began 

bearing children . . . exclusionists seized upon childbearing itself as evidence of a sinister 

plot to colonize the United States” (67). She asserts that the issue became so urgent that 
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the influential California newspaper magnate (and anti-Japanese crusader) V.S. McClatchy 

was commissioned in 1924 to write a brief for the state department in which he claimed 

that the Japanese were driven by fanatical loyalty to the emperor’s imperial designs. 

Specifically, “immigration was to be the means for realizing these plans . . . through 

population-increase from childbirth by immigrants they could begin to crowd out white 

Americans. The procreative Japanese married immigrant couple . . . would serve as the 

instrument for Japanese colonization” (64). McClatchy’s musings combine both the lesser 

degree of the assimilation discourse, that immigrant birth rates will lead to demographic 

changes that will eventually rend the American social and cultural fabric, and the more 

extreme variety, which accuses immigrants as actively conspiring under the aegis of a 

foreign power to violently wrest control of the nation. Although he has a different target 

and involves a different set of individual players, McClatchy’s framework is strikingly 

reminiscent of the popery discourse that had been elaborated half a century earlier against 

Irish immigrants. The pope has been replaced by the Japanese emperor, but the principles 

on which the argument hinges remain the same. 

9. “Reconquista,” or brown tide rising 

Nativist sentiment is currently overwhelmingly directed at Latino immigrants. It 

has developed its own language to characterize border crossers as “wetbacks” and their 

children as “anchor babies,” but they were not the focus of concern for eighteenth and 

nineteenth century nativism that were German, Irish, Asian, and Southern European 

immigrants. This is not to say that Latino immigration was not occurring, but rather that 

the vast majority of American citizens living in the Northeast and Midwest remained 
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unaware of it. But as America began to expand its population centers westward in the late 

nineteenth century through a gradual process of internal migration that continues today, the 

notion of migration from the south began to filter into the American consciousness. Anti-

Latino nativism is therefore a product of the twentieth century that has been inscribed 

within the particular historical and social conditions of the 1900s such as the Mexican 

Revolution, the Great Depression, the rise of the military-industrial complex, and the War 

on Drugs. 

The dictatorship of Porfirio Díaz in the late nineteenth century and the Mexican 

Revolution, spanning the second decade of the twentieth century, saw the ossification of 

the U.S.-Mexico border in the American imaginary as a space of violence. In The Fence 

and the River: Culture and Politics at the U.S.-Mexico Border, Claire Fox demonstrates 

how “borders figured prominently in the United States as symbols of conflict” during these 

time periods through visual media such as postcards (72). Recurring images of military 

figures in the frontier, as well as at the borderline itself, illuminate how an accretion of 

violent images produced and eventually reified stereotypes of a lawless region in need of 

order and control. Nevertheless, anti-Mexican nativism has much in common with the anti-

European and anti-Asian sentiment of the previous century. If Franklin’s suspicion about 

being Germanized seems alarmist, ingenuous and not at all similar to the claims of latter-

day nativists, we need only turn to what Rodríguez’s “The Social Construction of the U.S.-

Mexico Border.” In his discussion of assimilation, Rodríguez mentions CIA Director 

William Colby, who has predicted that “the Spanish-speaking population in the U.S. 

Southwest could result in a Quebecois-like separatist movement by the region’s Mexican 
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origin population” (227). This assertion alludes to what is commonly referred to as “the 

Reconquista,” an alleged Mexican conspiracy with the objective of “the political 

‘reconquest of the Southwest by the Mexican race,’ that is, la raza, and the spiritual 

restoration of the mythical Aztlán, or the original homeland of the Aztecs” (qtd. in 

Rodríguez 227, original emphasis). 

Although Colby and others frame their argument as drawing from a state of 

exception encompassing the current tide of Mexican immigration, the genealogy of this 

representation is anything but recent. As has been demonstrated, nativism’s primal fear that 

immigrants are incapable of assimilating into the native culture has repeatedly become 

linked to more extreme discourses that imagine conspiracies within distinct immigrant 

groups—conspiracies which always have the overriding goal of irrevocably changing the 

culture of the United States to substitute it with their own, such as Catholic popery or 

Japanese imperial fanaticism. The Reconquista conspiracy vehemently asserts the 

existence of a vanguard aiming to reclaim the Southwestern United States for Mexico—

the country to which they hold ultimate allegiance—and that this vanguard will lead the 

entire Mexican population of the United States to overthrow the American government by 

any means necessary. 

10. Latino immigrants as an economic burden and “nativism of the left” 

Throughout its long history, the assimilationist discourse has undergone various 

incarnations which have ramified into a multitude of narratives that underpin many of the 

more pernicious nativist arguments. However, perhaps no other nativist discourse has 

proved as malleable as the economic argument, typically expressed through the claim that 
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undocumented immigration produces a strain on the “native” economy. Carrasco maintains 

in “Latinos in the United States: Invitation and Exile” that the nativist economic argument 

is a cyclical criticism in the history of the U.S. and that Mexicans are the group most often 

accused of causing financial problems. Carrasco outlines three historical episodes when 

reactionary policies were implemented as a result of complaints against undocumented 

immigrants (and, in some cases, legal immigrants) stealing jobs from Americans and 

abusing social services: the repatriation of Mexicans during the Great Depression, 

Operation Wetback (1954), and Operation Gatekeeper (1994). As I will show in chapter 2, 

the economic argument continues to be one of the principal driving forces behind modern 

anti-immigrant movements. 

As many Americans were searching for a scapegoat for the economic hardships of 

the Great Depression in the 1930s, Abraham Hoffman relates in Unwanted Mexican 

Americans in the Great Depression how the public viewed Mexican immigrants ironically 

as both taking jobs from white Americans and as charity cases (90). Once repatriation was 

underway not only Mexican non-citizens, but also legal citizens and U.S.-born Mexican-

Americans were repatriated to Mexico. Repatriation programs were established at local 

government levels that “made no effort to distinguish between immigrants and U.S.-born 

Mexicans” (Guerin-Gonzales 78). The entire community was subject to subtly intimidating 

practices by immigration officials such as “scareheading,” in which publicity campaigns 

were developed with the express purpose of scaring both Mexicans and Mexican-

Americans into leaving the country. Many self-deported as a result of this practice, which 

was undertaken almost exclusively by local governments and communities. However, 
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Hoffman reminds us that “to say that these families ‘volunteered’ or to charge that one way 

or another they were ‘coerced’ would be to oversimplify their problems” (105). A 

conservative estimate places the total number of repatriates at approximately one million, 

and aside from Mexican nationals, American citizens of Mexican origin and native-born 

Americans of Mexican descent were also among the repatriated (Balderrama and 

Rodríguez 151). Despite subsequent attempts to return Mexican workers to the U.S. labor 

force under the long-running Bracero program (1942-1964), enforcement and deportation 

campaigns would begin to occur at the national level. Eisenhower’s “Operation Wetback” 

in 1954 was the first large-scale enforcement and deportation campaign since the 1924 

creation of the Border Patrol,13 and another would be inaugurated under the Reagan-era 

Immigration Reform and Control Act (1986) and during the Clinton administration as 

“Operation Gatekeeper” in 1994. These drives to remove immigrants generally occurred 

in response to the same sorts of economic preoccupations that led to the Repatriation. In 

spite of the fact that none of these efforts to remove Latinos had any documented positive 

effect on the U.S. economy, they helped to shape and disseminate the conceit that 

immigrants from south of the border were at best an economic irritant, and at worst a 

racialized population of job-stealing, welfare-supported parasites (much like the Irish 

“paupers” that temporally and discursively preceded them). 

13 Although the U.S. Border Patrol enforcement efforts are now overwhelmingly focused on unauthorized 
immigration of Mexicans and Central Americans, Andreas states that the agency’s original “primary targets 
along the southwestern border were Europeans and Asians” (Border Games 33). As further evidence that the 
U.S. government was unconcerned with Mexican immigration in the early 20th century, restrictionist 
legislation enacted in 1924 did not impose limits on the number of Mexican immigrants (Weisberger 48). 
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Carrasco debunks a widespread myth that is often ascribed to anti-immigrant 

government initiatives by emphasizing that the objective is not to put an end to illegal 

immigration, but to control it. He adds that Mexican immigrants serve as “the United 

States’ disposable labor force, brought in when needed, only to fulfill their use and be 

unceremoniously discarded” (191). This logic actually determines whether to enact anti-

immigrant measures—in moments of labor scarcity, the government and the public worry 

little about immigration; but in times of economic crisis, efforts are invariably undertaken 

to restrict it. 

Economics is also often a preoccupation of what De Genova calls “nativism of the 

left” which, in spite of its identification with the liberal end of the political spectrum, shares 

with its more conservative variants the presumption of “nativity.” De Genova affirms that, 

while they certainly have their differences, the two share the characteristic of being 

“systematically concerned with what a native we should do with a foreign them” (62, 

original emphasis). As occurs in nativism of the right, the liberal variety often adopts a 

racialized perspective. De Genova shows how a frequently elaborated version of such a 

perspective can be found in the work of sociologist Stephen Steinberg, who lobbies for 

immigration restrictions on the basis that undocumented immigrants compete with African-

Americans for the same low-skilled jobs. Curiously, this “liberal” argument seems to be 

founded on an underlying assumption with racist overtones: that African-Americans prefer 

low-skilled jobs and (considering that Steinberg does not propose an alternative such as 

education or training for more gainful employment) that these are the only jobs they 

deserve. At any rate, even without regard to the ramifications for African-Americans, the 
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effect of this ostensibly left-leaning position is to privilege one subordinated group, which 

is presumed to be native, over any other subordinated group which is not. As De Genova 

reinforces, “according to the contradictory impulses of Steinberg’s liberal nativism, ‘racial 

justice’ for Blacks can only be had at the expense of justice for Mexicans” (76). 

Economic criticisms are often couched in left-leaning ideas and framed in racialized 

terminology. We can glimpse another example in Lou Dobbs’s article “Big Media Hide 

Truth about Immigration” on CNN.com. In this article Dobbs states with utmost conviction 

that “[t]here’s no question . . . mass immigration would have a calamitous effect on working 

citizens and their families.” To reinforce his argument, he cites the words of Carol Swain, 

a professor of law and political science at Vanderbilt University, and then adds his own 

perspective on her comment: 

[Swain:] How many African-American leaders have you seen come out and 

address the impact that high levels of illegal immigration [are] having in the 

communities when it comes to jobs, when it comes to education, when it 

comes to health care? . . . And often, these low-skilled, low-wage workers 

compete in the same sectors for jobs. . . . [Dobbs:] Shouldn’t this Congress 

and [George W. Bush] at least recognize that the industries in which illegal 

aliens are employed in the greatest percentages also are suffering the largest 

wage declines? 

Here Dobbs makes use of various techniques to provide support for his claims. His 

first step is to include what Inda refers to in Targeting Immigrants as “the truth claims of 

experts” to lend credibility to his argument. Inda refers specifically to “experts—working 
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within a variety of institutional spaces such as public (state) schools” producing “bodies of 

social knowledge concerning normality, pathology, urban unrest, social stability, and so 

forth” who propose “ways to direct and control events and persons in light of such 

understandings” (10-11). Inda’s framing of experts reveals that any assumptions about their 

objectivity obscures the ways in which their knowledge enacts power over subject 

populations. Secondly, he accuses of immigrants of stealing jobs; and lastly, he extends the 

phenomenon of salary decreases to the vague term of “industry,” with the implication that 

all native-born citizens who work in these industries are affected. 

Dobbs’s diatribe fails to recognize that although the industries he is referring to are 

indeed suffering wage declines, those who suffer most are undocumented immigrants, 

while the industries themselves benefit tremendously from these same declines because of 

decreased labor costs. Consequently, it is evident that Dobbs is manipulating his sources 

in the same way as Steinberg. When Steinberg puts forward his “liberal” theory, De 

Genova points out that his argument for racial justice “with respect to other racially 

subordinated groups, inadvertently becomes yet another configuration of the same racial 

backlash that he is otherwise critiquing” (70). These two examples show precisely how De 

Genova’s concept of “nativism of the left” operates—Steinberg and Dobbs, by couching 

their arguments in terms that seem to advocate for the economic advancement of a 

historically marginalized group, appear to harbor altruistic motivations. Nevertheless, the 

desired outcome of their logic is the strengthening of restrictionist policies and 

enforcement, and meanwhile the marginalized groups they seem to support become 

nothing more than a pawn of their nativist rhetorical strategies. 
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11. Filthy habits, violent criminals, and threats to public health 

The last of the nativist discourses investigated here declares undocumented 

immigrants to be plagued with various problems as a result of cultural habits originating 

from their home countries or simply as a consequence of their undocumented status. These 

habits are represented as cultural stowaways that stubbornly remain with immigrants 

arriving in new lands. Apart from the example of criminality seen with the Irish, Feagin 

explains that in the early twentieth century Italians were seen as a group of people with 

“filthy habits of life, and a hopelessly degraded standard of needs and ambitions have been 

ingrained in Italians by centuries of oppression and abject poverty” (22). The presumption 

was that Italians centered their lives around the excessive consumption of alcohol, and they 

were blamed for destroying “the moral fabric of the nation and for accelerating the costs 

of government, particularly in relation to crime and poverty” (22), a discourse echoing 

Harper’s Weekly’s previous invective about Irish immigration. 

Moral weaknesses that prevent their integration into the imagined community of 

natives have also been ascribed more recently to Mexican immigrants. However, instead 

of alcohol, the principal moral defect of which they tend to be accused is drug trafficking 

and the perpetration of violence, two acts of criminality which have become so intertwined 

that they are often indistinguishable. As Julie Murphy-Erfani develops in “Whose 

Security? Dilemmas of US Border Security in the Arizona-Sonora Borderlands,” the failure 

of the U.S. to create an immigration policy separating drug trafficking from undocumented 

immigration criminalizes all immigrants and leads to phenomena such as Phoenix’s 

“coyote law,” which Maricopa County Attorney Andrew Thomas has attempted to expand 
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with the goal of being able to detain any undocumented immigrant suspected of conspiring 

with a coyote to cross the border (61-62). As reported by Lawrence Downes in “Showdown 

in Arizona,” this policy has already had a negative impact not only on the immigrant 

community, but on the Mexican population of the city in general: “They’ll pull a car over 

for a traffic infraction, then check everyone’s papers. They say they act on reasonable 

suspicion only—if they see a shirt or shoes like those worn south of the border or hear 

Spanish.” These policies create an environment where immigrants, and in fact anyone with 

brown skin, is automatically suspected of illicit behavior. It is not difficult to imagine these 

suspicions materializing in society as fears about the behavior of the Latino population in 

general, especially given near-constant media coverage of criminal activity along the 

border. 

These policies do not just generate nativist representations of immigrants at the 

local level—they have significant ramifications for broader legislation. Overt 

preoccupation with violence, drug trafficking, and human smuggling have culminated in 

the passing of Arizona’s SB 1070, a law designed to criminalize immigration at the state 

level and which requires law enforcement to verify the immigration status of anyone they 

have “reasonable suspicion” to believe to be residing in the country illegally. Popularly 

referred to as the “Papers Please” or “Show Me Your Papers” law, many individuals and 

organizations such as the ACLU, the Anti-Defamation league, and former University of 

Arizona legal professor and scholar Gabriel J. Chin believe that the law is written in such 

a way that racial profiling is its inevitable consequence (“Legal Issues Surrounding 

SB1070”). As such, the intent to create a direct relationship between crime and migration 
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is firmly established from the moment that the border is crossed, even in states that share 

no border with Mexico, such as Alabama, Georgia, and Mississippi, where similar 

legislation (in some cases, even harsher) has been passed in state legislatures. Since it is 

impossible to tell simply by looking whether someone is in the country illegally, superficial 

characteristics such as clothing, language, and skin color have become a proxy for 

determining who should be criminalized. 

These reactions to current immigration trends are represented as measures urgently 

needed to address a state of exception—a set of circumstances unique in American history 

that embodies an unprecedented threat to the coherence of the nation and the national union 

itself. Nevertheless, previous immigrant groups have suffered similar responses, such as 

the Acts of 1875 and 1891, which were designed to exclude Chinese immigrants. This 

group was also suspected of damaging the well-being of the native through its presumed 

tendency toward criminality, and it would seem that this nativist impulse is experiencing a 

resurgence as the origin of the dominant immigrant population has shifted from East to 

South. This ability of nativism to re-emerge during distinct moments suggests a collective 

amnesia based on the failure to look at the historical conditions of immigration, something 

which has happened so often that there is no reason to be surprised or to suspect that it will 

not continue to happen in the future. 

Anxiety over Chinese immigrants as potential vehicles of contamination through 

their cultural practices had given way in by the mid twentieth century to uneasiness over 

various sources of contamination from the U.S.-Mexico border. Rodríguez highlights that 

undocumented immigration was on the rise by the 1950s and that the migrants themselves 
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were associated with “filth” and “disease” (231). In “Purity and Danger on the U.S.-Mexico 

Border,” Hill divides the discourse into two mutually reinforcing approaches: firstly, that 

Mexican industry pollutes land in the United States; and secondly, that individual migrants 

do not give proper attention to personal hygiene and therefore put the native population at 

risk for disease. Hill also explores how Mexicans (and by extension all immigrants) have 

been associated with images of contamination and septic tanks. Although the genealogy of 

the imagery is complex, the association largely emerges from the belief that Mexican 

industry pollutes indiscriminately and that the workers are the responsible parties, a belief 

that conveniently elides the cognitive dissonance that would arise from recognizing that 

the companies are overwhelmingly American multinational corporations and not 

indigenous Mexican enterprises. As Hill remarks, “[t]he cesspool became a compelling 

metaphor for the border environment precisely because it assigned blame: Producers of a 

cesspool, a repository of human wastes, are eminently human” (790). She further explores 

other myths about immigrant uncleanliness, such as a familiarity with excrement, that 

contribute to the perception that illnesses migrate along with their bodies and infect the 

native population. She links this particular discourse to Jonathan Inda’s concept of 

“ethopolitics,” which allows immigrants to be classified as unethical according to the 

rationale of the post-social state. According to Inda’s construct of the prudential society, 

“health is something that individuals must rationally think about and act upon in relation 

to their current and future well-being. . . . Health is essentially an ethical substance” (33). 

A lack of attention to personal hygiene is considered a violation of this ethos and justifies 

the deployment of anti-citizenship technologies (discussed earlier in this chapter) “to 
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regulate these individuals and sectors of society through strategies of containment” (31). 

In sweeping strokes, this discourse responds to a supposed moral inferiority of immigrants 

perceived by nativists that justifies greater vigilance for all, if not categorical deportation. 

12. Conclusion 

There is an abundance of evidence that immigrant groups have consistently been 

targeted by the same nativist arguments deployed against those that preceded them. 

Whether accused of plotting with a foreign autocrat to overthrow the democratically 

elected government of the United States, contaminating the native population with vices or 

disease, or impacting the economy by stealing jobs from native workers or using social 

services, immigrants have repeatedly been scapegoated for the nation’s real or imagined 

ills. This fate has been suffered by the Germans, Irish, Chinese, Japanese, southern 

European, and Latino immigrants, and there is no reason to believe that the trend will not 

continue with future immigrant groups. Furthermore, nativist arguments are seldom 

deployed against immigration populations in isolation. Instead, they overlap and work 

together to construct elaborate anti-immigrant rhetorical strategies that in turn create a 

nearly impenetrable series of arguments. For example, fears of hyperfertility in immigrant 

women connote a moral deficiency, but they also carry the assumption that they and their 

children will become public charges—and both of these problems will lead to a decreased 

possibility to assimilate in the United States as a responsible citizen. These arguments have 

been so successful that anti-immigrant sentiment has not so much evolved as it has been 

recycled with each new group of immigrants. Nativism’s impact and success only seem to 

broaden with each subsequent iteration of its core principle of excluding any group that 
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does not conform to the social, cultural, and ethnic construct of the native. Anderson once 

again reminds us of the psychosocial power of nationalism to forge an imagined 

community which bestows the privileges of belonging; in order to make the sense of 

belonging stronger, it is generally seen as necessary to define the community against an 

“other.” However, under the philosophy of nativism the other can be removed from the 

realm of “them” and be assumed into the category of “us” while simultaneously 

substituting a new other in its place. This new other is not just excluded from the imagined 

community socially, culturally, and politically, but exploited as a source of cheap labor. 

And once nativist discourses were established, the “native” population was always already 

primed to assume it for new immigrant groups. Therefore, once nativist discourses were 

established, there were several powerful motivations for them to be recycled and 

repackaged for each successive group.
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CHAPTER 2: NATIVISM ON THE WORLD WIDE WEB 

1. Introduction 

Although nativism tends to function ahistorically (i.e. its previous moments are 

considered irrelevant and unrelated to present conditions), it continues to reappear in quite 

predictable cycles, always responding to what are regarded as unique circumstances. The 

discourses that comprise nativism have been directed against many different immigrant 

groups, and certainly not in any small degree against Mexican immigrants. The question 

remains whether these discourses have any hope of surviving in the entirely new mass 

medium of the Internet, which was widely trumpeted in its early years as an open and 

democratic means of communication. I examine the work of several scholars of the Internet 

who dialogue with this notion, such as Negroponte and Howard, in chapter 3, but for now 

I will simply quote Shapiro’s caution against such optimism: “Contrary to the common 

pronouncements that the Internet is ‘inherently democratic,’ then, this technology is not 

automatically a guarantor of liberty or fairness”; in fact, it could lead to “various power 

struggles in the digital age” (14-15). Still, with its seemingly infinite capacity to connect 

users to each other, it is logical to assume that the Internet would lead to more contact 

among people of diverse backgrounds and consequently mitigate any tendencies toward 

extreme views. Such a paradigm would certainly not seem to favor the proliferation of anti-

immigrant sentiment, or for that matter, any kind of extremist discourse at all.  

Nevertheless, nativism is thriving on the Internet. It turns out that the ease of access 

to the web has allowed individuals and groups with extreme anti-immigrant views to share 

them with a “virtual” public much larger than any real public they have previously enjoyed. 
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Nativist websites abound, and they do not exist in isolation; rather, they exist as part of a 

large, byzantine network that spreads throughout cyberspace. Examining every site within 

this network would be an impossible task, so this chapter will confine itself to a selection 

of sites belonging to several organizations based in Southern Arizona: Mothers against 

Illegal Aliens, American Patrol Report/American Border Patrol, Minuteman Civil Defense 

Corps, Border Guardians, and Justice for Shawna Forde; as well as The Minuteman Project, 

the only website based outside of the state of Arizona (southern California). These websites 

can all be described as vociferously anti-immigrant and are host to many examples of the 

assimilationist, economic, and moral nativism that have been deployed reiteratively toward 

successive immigrant groups. These websites overwhelmingly target Latinos, and in most 

cases they specifically attack Mexican immigrants. My rationale for choosing these 

particular sites is their common connection to the vigilante movement, whose objective is 

to engage in armed patrols of the U.S.-Mexico border, and a corollary obsession with 

territorial borders. In Roxanne Doty’s seminal study of vigilante groups, The Law into 

Their Own Hands, Immigration and the Politics of Exceptionalism, “such groups are 

extremely concerned with borders as powerful symbols of sovereignty and the specter of 

la linea out of control is a powerful symbol for these groups that enables their cause to 

resonate with broader audiences” (25). Rodríguez also refers to this trope, indicating the 

existence of “an everyday life ‘reality’ that the U.S. southern border is out of control, that 

immigration is overwhelming U.S. institutions (especially public ones), that present levels 

of immigration threaten the established social order and underlying U.S. core value and 

identity, and so on” (225). All of the groups represented in this study share the belief that 
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the federal government is shirking its responsibility to secure the nation’s borders, whether 

through willful inaction or through a lack of resources. In the words of former MCDC 

president Chris Simcox in the film 389 Miles, their purpose is to “assist our government 

when it’s weak, and our government is weak right now”; for a member of Jim Gilchrist’s 

Minuteman Project, the group was patrolling the border to “‘do the job our government 

refuses to do’ and ‘protect America’ from the ‘tens of millions of invading illegal aliens 

who are devouring and plundering our nation’” (qtd. in Holthouse). As specified by 

Deenesh Sohoni in “‘The Immigrant Problem’: Modern Day Nativism on the Web,” one 

of the only available studies of anti-immigrant websites, “[a] primary aim . . . is to create 

public attention to what they see as government-condoned flows of Mexicans across the 

border into the US. Hence, the discursive strategy for these groups is to emphasize the 

‘criminal’ nature of these migration flows” (836). Under this line of thinking, it is 

imperative that nonstate actors step in to defend the homeland. Military metaphors are 

ubiquitous on their web pages, and a post-9/11 discourse of security frequently serves as 

further justification for heightened patrolling and enforcement along the border. Inda 

describes in the following passage from “Subject to Deportation” how terrorism and 

immigrants came to be linked in the American popular imagination:  

Based on the fact that 9/11 hijackers were foreigners who somehow 

managed to get into the USA, the movement of people in and out of the 

country has been seen as indissociable from this threat. It is thus commonly 

expressed in policy and public rhetoric that there is an ever-present 

possibility that foreigners might seek to enter the USA in order to commit 
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acts of terrorism. Moreover, this discourse strongly articulates the need to 

protect against the threat of terrorism and safeguard the homeland. (5) 

Thanks to global networking, websites can be created, maintained, and accessed 

from anywhere. However, it would seem that the “locus of enunciation” (i.e. proximity to 

the physical border) still transmits significant cultural capital among nativist websites. Yet 

it is precisely the potential for a global audience, which is the greatest opportunity the 

Internet affords, that these sites become invested with the possibility to make an 

extraordinary impact on immigration discourse. 

2. Mothers against Illegal Aliens: Revoking the 14th Amendment 

In the first chapter I provide several examples of nativist arguments that make the 

claim that immigrants are generally unable or unwilling to assimilate to the dominant 

culture of the nation. This discourse can easily be found, and implemented in multiple 

ways, on various nativist web pages. For example, on the home page of Mothers against 

Illegal Aliens (hereafter referred to as MAIA14) the user can read about the group’s primary 

objective: the revocation of the 14th Amendment, which grants citizenship to all children 

born on American soil. Michelle Dallacroce, the president of the group, utilizes the 

pejorative phrase “anchor babies” to refer to these children, a term which refers to the 

presumed purpose of serving as an anchor that, due to the family reunification provisions 

contained in current U.S. immigration policy, facilitates the legal immigration of their 

relatives. In addition, Alex Saragoza relates that “hardcore nativists and their conservative 

14 In this chapter, I use abbreviations for the organizations studied herein after the initial mention of each. (I 
refrain from using abbreviations when referring to all of the groups in a single sentence to avoid confusion.) 
I use regular typeface to refer to the organizations themselves and italics when referring to their websites. 
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allies promoted the notion that immigrant mothers wanted to have their children in the 

United States, not only to exploit America’s generous welfare system, but also for the 

children to become citizens of the United States and thus have easy entrée to the country’s 

benefits” (235). 

MAIA’s anti-immigrant ideology is revealed before the user reads a single word on 

the home page. MAIA’s logo, displayed prominently on most pages of the site, depicts a 

vulnerable white mother protecting her even more vulnerable white child, flanked by the 

phrases “Protect Our Children, Secure Our Border!” as shown below.  

 

Figure 1: Mothers against Illegal Aliens logo15 

Significantly, the mother protects only one child—as what Inda would call a 

“prudential citizen,” this white mother has opted to give birth only to the child she could 

care for, in contrast to the reckless fertility of the invading brown hordes. As such, a certain 

15 Even though the group’s site is now defunct, as of 2014 the logo is still the first result of a Google Image 
Search for “Mothers against Illegal Aliens” because it has been posted by the Anti-Defamation League with 
their story “Immigrants Targeted: Extremist Rhetoric Moves into the Mainstream.” The image was obtained 
from ADL.org at <archive.adl.org/civil_rights/anti_immigrant/maia.html#.U6JwS7GiUa4>. 
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kind of (white) motherhood is lionized, while brown motherhood is placed in stark 

opposition and demonized by the rhetoric filling the pages of the site. The image is so 

powerful precisely because it plays upon white Americans’ fears of an immigrant 

demographic invasion with the ever-present potential to assume a violent character. 

Representing an America that never was, the image is simultaneously nostalgic and 

grotesque. The idealized past it indexes was ideal precisely because it was uniformly white. 

It calls up a world in which immigration began with the colonists and ended before the 

arrival of non-whites to its eastern or western shores or its southern border. The image is 

an erasure of America’s complex history of immigration, its non-Anglo-normative past, 

and its ambivalent, chiral attitude toward immigrants. 

Dallacroce’s argument for rescinding the 14th Amendment relies on a slippery slope 

constructed on the idea that the law will lead to a mass migration of millions, ultimately 

leading to a dramatic increase in the number of Latino voters. In her own words, Dallacroce 

fears that “[t]heir votes and their elected positions will serve to dilute and undermine the 

importance of our own legal child’s vote and political intentions, and will further serve to 

pollute the social, cultural and political environment that once embraced Americans of all 

faiths, traditions, races, ethnicities, languages and values” (“Lou Dobbs”). 

Her position is surprisingly similar to that of Benjamin Franklin, whose worries of 

the potential transformation of American society by Catholic immigrants was cited in the 

first chapter. Instead of being Germanized, Dallacroce and her audience fear being 

Mexicanized; but apart from this detail, the two arguments are not easily distinguished. 

MAIA claims that current U.S. immigration (which is depicted as a uniform tsunami of 



71 

Mexicans) will lead to enormous demographic changes, which will lead in turn to 

unfavorable changes in the American political environment. On the “Mission” page of the 

site she suggests rather explicitly that “we ARE at WAR with MEXICO; a silent war with 

Aztlanders and a war with President Fox who said he will take over the United States with 

sheer numbers without ever firing a shot” (original emphasis). Here Dallacroce reduces a 

complex historical relationship between the U.S. and Mexico of trade, labor, and 

colonialism to nothing more than an acute conflict (an example of the pervasive use of 

military conceits that permeate discussions of the border not just in extreme, but 

mainstream debate). Implicit in her argument is the idea that Mexicans will be an 

occupying force, retaking their ancestral homeland of Aztlán. Taking into account the 

group’s goal of nullifying the 14th Amendment, MAIA utilizes a nativist discourse as a 

justification for denying citizenship rights guaranteed under the Constitution. If this 

argument seems like one that could only emerge out of the current fears surrounding the 

rising tide of Latino immigration, the essential discourse with earlier arguments that were 

elaborated against Japanese immigrants in the early twentieth century (recall McClatchy’s 

suspicion that childbearing was evidence of a sinister plot to colonize the United States). 

And just as those earlier criticisms led to racist immigration policies, Dallacroce advocates 

for the formation of policy that intends to deny rights to Mexican immigrants.  

3. MAIA and MMP: Anchor babies as a drain on the native economy 

Discourses based on assimilation often tend toward the more extreme end of the 

nativist spectrum. On the other hand, the arguments concerned with the negative effects of 

immigrants on the economy have exhibited a greater capacity for subtlety and the 
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incorporation of an impressive variety of rhetoric and logic. Linda Bosniak states that 

“[c]ost arguments—which usually stress immigrants’ allegedly negative economic and 

environmental impact on this country—are certainly subject to vigorous debate, but . . . 

they are rarely treated as normatively suspect—or ‘nativist’ per se” (287-88). 

 For example, although MAIA’s principal focus is with chain migration that could 

swing the balance away from the dominance of white culture in the United States, 

Dallacroce also states that “YOU FIX THE 14TH AMENDMENT, YOU HAVE FIXED 

3/4 OF THE PROBLEMS AND COSTS ASSOCIATED WITH ILLEGAL 

IMMIGRATION!!!” (original emphasis). Although she does not specify how revoking the 

Fourteenth Amendment would reduce the costs of undocumented immigration, the 

imagined economic advantages nevertheless reinforce her argument. Likewise, it is 

important to recall MAIA’s tactic of opposing “native” mothers against “illegal” mothers 

who give birth to children in the United States. Her project is directed against a certain 

sector of the population that has been a disproportionate target of nativism throughout its 

long history and continues to be one today. 

Various other websites share the group’s concerns with this sector of the 

population, such as Minuteman Project, which links to an article on the website of the 

Federation for American Immigration Reform (FAIR) entitled “Illegal Immigration and 

Public Health.” It declares that “[o]ne of the frequent costs to U.S. taxpayers is delivery of 

babies to illegal alien mothers. A California study put the number of these anchor baby 
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deliveries in the state in 1994 at 74,987, at a cost of $215 million.”16 Although the use of 

statistics seems to afford this statement a certain degree of objectivity, the use of the term 

“anchor baby” belies any attempt to avoid the appearance of prejudice by suggesting that 

immigrant women produce offspring out of a selfish desire to become citizens. The 

increase in the manipulation of the public health discourse has permitted the manipulation 

of numbers for nativist ends, but the objective remains to convince the reader that 

undocumented immigrants exhaust public funds. As is typical with anti-immigrant 

arguments, the information that is absent is often telling. Chávez makes the following 

counterclaim to cost arguments: 

Undocumented immigrants require outlays by local and state governments 

for social services, which may be more than the immigrants themselves pay 

in taxes at those levels of government. The federal government, however, 

reaps a substantial windfall in taxed paid by undocumented immigrants, as 

much as $80 billion annually to the Social Security Administration alone. 

(235) 

The net cost of immigration is difficult to calculate, but even if we assume that 

FAIR’s numbers are correct, the annual cost of delivering babies of immigrant mothers is 

far short of one percent of what immigrants pay in Social Security taxes. Nativism has 

often taken advantage of statistics to add support for immigration restrictions—as the 

saying goes, “numbers don’t lie.” This assumption allows numerical arguments to be very 

16 More details of the study are not referenced, thus rendering the user incapable of investigating how the 
number of undocumented immigrants giving birth was determined. It is also unclear whether California 
hospitals require the collection of the immigration status of female patients delivering babies within their 
facilities. 
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effective and to elide accusations of nativism. However, Bosniak affirms that “despite their 

more pragmatic appearance, cost arguments are really proxies for arguments about race” 

and serve as “denying education and medical care to undocumented immigrants masked 

their true motivation—namely, antipathy to ethnic minorities—Mexicans in particular” 

(289). 

Leo Chávez states in Covering Immigration that the implications extend even 

further, culminating not just in a veiled racialist argument, but in a strong suggestion of 

aggression: “Reproduction must not be viewed as a separate category, but as embedded in 

a larger narrative about immigration as an invasion, as an attack on the nation’s sovereign 

territory, as a war, and as spelling the death of the nation through cultural and demographic 

changes (249-250).” The notion of invasion is both implicit and explicit in the text (and 

images) of MAIA’s website, since claims about an impending invasion are featured 

alongside the cost argument. This example demonstrates how fluid nativist arguments can 

be, and that they are seldom deployed in isolation—they more often than not become 

entangled in ways that makes their individual concerns difficult to separate. And as nativist 

scholars Feagin, Carrasco, and other have shown, there is little difference in the content of 

the arguments that are leveled at immigrants over the centuries—the only difference is the 

specific target. 

4. American Patrol /American Border Patrol 

American Patrol Report (americanpatrol.com, hereafter APR) is a website run by 

Glenn Spencer. According to the Southern Poverty Law Center, he founded his group as 

“Voice of Citizens Together” in California in 1992. Spencer hosted a radio show where he 
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spread anti-immigrant ideas for several years, even forming the “Save Our State” coalition 

to lobby for the passage of Proposition 187 in 1994. Spencer was influential in the 

movement, and he is on record saying that “illegal immigration is ‘part of a reconquest of 

the American Southwest by foreign Hispanics’” (qtd. in Chávez, Covering Immigration 

248). He apocalyptically predicted that “[w]hat we have in Southern California is not 

assimilation—It’s annexation by Mexico” (qtd. in Chávez, “Immigration Reform” 68). As 

on MAIA’s website, a policy move that was ostensibly about saving public funds operates 

alongside a deeper cultural concern, which is expressed in bellicose terms. These words 

are not casual remarks; they are a harbinger of the content that appears on APR. 

After moving to Arizona in 2002, Spencer set up operations in Sierra Vista, 

Arizona. The website of the Southern Poverty Law Center (hereafter SPLC) reports that 

his objective was to establish “a private organization that would serve as a ‘shadow Border 

Patrol.’” The website also describes Spencer’s ultimate goal and the means to achieve it: 

Using high-tech sensors, infrared video-cameras mounted on model 

airplanes, and “citizens” roaming the often mountainous terrain on ATVs, 

Spencer’s operation was designed to embarrass the federal government into 

fully militarizing the border by capturing images of undocumented workers 

on film and uploading them to the American Border Patrol website for all 

to see. (“American Border Patrol/American Patrol”) 

Although American Border Patrol (hereafter ABP) and American Patrol (hereafter 

AP) each have their own websites, ABP is essentially an Arizona-based extension of 

California-based APR. The homepage of APR is not much more than an aggregator of links 
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to articles about immigration. A visit to the “Contact Us” link reveals the following 

disclaimer about the articles: “American Patrol management does not review articles or 

their headlines prior to being posted on the website. News is posted by Southland Web 

Services (an independent agency), not American Patrol.” Apart from a link to Southland 

Web Services, the news aggregator’s website (which, when clicked, takes the user to a page 

with little else besides a disclaimer for APR), there is no information about who runs it. 

This is odd, considering APR’s homepage primarily consists of links to news articles and 

teasers. This makes it difficult to determine the source of the information, and therefore for 

the user to verify the information contained in any of the articles. 

The “Contact Us” page also contains a link that allows other website administrators 

to request that links to their web pages be placed on the APR website. A visit to APR’s 

“Links” directs the user to a page with a sprawling list of links to other websites, the 

majority of which belong to other nativist organizations that take varying degrees of 

extremist positions. The list features everything from anti-immigrant NGOs that attempt to 

influence public policy, such as the Carrying Capacity Network (a population control group 

that argues for immigration restriction)17; obscure political action groups of local interest 

such as Tennesseans for Responsible Immigration Policies; and even avowedly racist 

organizations such as VDARE.com, led by British anti-immigrant activist Peter Brimelow. 

As noted in chapter 1, Brimelow is an influential advocate of immigration restriction whose 

primary argument is that immigrants are destroying white American culture. While most 

17 “Carrying capacity” is a biological term most often used to refer to the maximum number of members of 
a species that can live at any given time in a specific ecosystem. I remember a discussion in a college biology 
class in which the professor gave an example of the number of roaches an environment could support to 
illustrate the term. 
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anti-immigration activists attempt to distance themselves from accusations of nativism, 

Brimelow embraces the term. He asserts that the core of American ethnic identity and 

culture is white, and that the minorities that make up current waves of immigrants come 

from places with “incompatible cultural traditions” (qtd. in Bosniak 286). Therefore, he 

argues, we should reconfigure American immigration policy to shift the country back 

toward its white European core. 

Because the links are presented as a relatively uniform list where each entry has 

little or no context, it is difficult for users to discern what sort of website they might be 

visiting by clicking on each link. For example, the fact that Brimelow’s organization is 

featured is an example of what Shapiro calls “fluid hyperlinks,” something which poses 

difficulties for Internet users: “a few clicks may take them from an established web site to 

an offbeat site to one that specializes in delusional speculation” (139). Of course, the user 

might not agree that VDARE.com, or any of the other sites linked to, are delusional 

speculation—but it shows the power of a page administrator to curate an extremely narrow 

set of narrow information for visitors. This “narrowcasting,” as Howard and Negroponte 

refer to the practice, is very effective at shutting out opposing viewpoints that might 

challenge the page’s anti-immigrant ideology. 

ABP, unlike APR, seems to feature more personal curating by Spencer. The 

homepage features a link to a video entitled “The Fence and the Mexican Drug War,” a 

ten-minute YouTube video in which Spencer argues that recent border fencing on Arizona-

Mexico border along the Barry Goldwater range has led to dramatic reductions in drug 

smuggling. He cites an increase in drug-related deaths in Mexico, claiming it indicates a 
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corresponding increase in turf battles among cartels. The video’s final scene is an appeal 

to Congress to reinstate Secure Fencing Act of 2006 to construct 1000 miles of new 

fencing. Although the video presents a convincing narrative, it ignores the complex variety 

of factors that has led to the violence and battles for territory among Mexican cartels—not 

to mention that Spencer presents no evidence of a causal link between the construction of 

fencing and the increase in drug-related violence. Besides the selective information 

presented in the video itself, the visual layout of the whole YouTube page creates context 

that interacts more subtly with the content. A column at the right side of the page suggests 

other videos for the user to watch. As of this writing, the suggested videos have titles such 

as “Illegal Crossing,” “Cartel Crackdown” and “3000-Pound Coke Bust.” Only one of the 

videos, entitled “Border Fence Fraud—This Is Not a Fence,” was posted by Spencer; the 

other three are credited to National Geographic. The juxtaposition of these videos, 

especially those which come from established old media outlets such as National 

Geographic, create an association between them and Spencer. Because National 

Geographic is generally considered a reliable source of information about the environment 

and other scientific topics, a semiotic link is created that lends Spencer’s video the same 

sense of authenticity and reliability.18 The flow of information, and indeed reputations, is 

incredibly flexible on the Internet, and it shows how a “mediascape” can be created. 

According to Appadurai, a mediascape is a collection of “image-centered, narrative-based 

18 National Geographic has repeatedly employed nativist discourse in stories about the effect of 
undocumented border crossers on the natural environment, who are viewed as spoiling the experience of 
pristine natural environments for backpackers. For an excellent analysis of anti-immigrant discourse in nature 
magazines and television programs such as Border Wars, see Jamie A Wilson’s “The NAFTA Spectacle: 
Envisioning Borders, Migrants and the U.S.-Mexico Neoliberal Relation in Visual Culture.” 
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accounts of strips of reality” (299). Appadurai was referring to old media, such as television 

and radio. However, in a digital age, the images themselves become de-centered and de-

territorialized—one of the fundamental characteristics that scholars such as Shapiro and 

Negroponte say give the Internet the potential to be a democratic medium. However, in 

this case the two processes work in conjunction to present a particular view of reality. This 

view is created out of a peculiar context configured by YouTube’s suggestion algorithm, 

but the effect is to legitimize Spencer’s point of view by placing his video next to those of 

National Geographic. As such, an indeterminate admixture of media is created that 

combines material from old media (an established publication) and new media (the ABP 

website). This admixture is the content of the mediascape, where information is often 

unmediated and circulates freely between old and new media. 

ABP’s stated mission of policing the border is featured on their “About” page, 

which lists concrete details about the surveillance operations it conducts. It claims to be 

the only NGO “that monitors the border on a regular basis - mostly by air. It has three 

aircraft, each designed for a specialized mission.” It situates its monitoring activity in the 

middle of a “major smuggling corridor,” and finally claims to be “a watchdog. We watch 

what the government is doing and we report to you directly.” It is not explained how 

Spencer was able to procure these aircraft or how he is allowed to use them in public 

airspace. However, it is clear elsewhere on the site that Spencer is interested not only in 

the promise of aerial vehicles for keeping an eye on the border, but also on the possibility 

of ground-based border-monitoring technologies. The home page of the site features an 

article entitled “New Border Technology a Hit” about the IDENTISEIS system developed 
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by Border Technology, Inc. Although Glenn Spencer is not mentioned in the curiously 

laudatory article about this system, the Arizona Corporation Commission website shows 

Glenn Spencer to be the CEO and Director of the company. Although it appears to have 

been removed as of this writing, the website recently linked to the YouTube video “Glenn 

Spencer on BBC News Hour,” consisting of an audio recording of a BBC radio program 

in which Spencer was interviewed to discuss border security. In the program Spencer 

promotes the IDENTISEIS system, asserting that he has a plan to implement a complete 

border security system in three months. While the program’s other panelists with opposing 

viewpoints are speaking, editorial comments such as “What about the millions who have 

been amnestied?” appear on the screen overlaid on images of agricultural workers or 

fleeing border crossers. At the end of the video, contact information is presented on the 

screen in case the viewer wishes to make a donation to ABP. 

Spencer deflects his fellow panelists’ attempts to discuss the complexities of 

immigration by reducing the debate to a single rhetorical question. With the simple 

technique of overlaying the text over the entire video, he creates a context that effectively 

diminishes what they say and leaves the viewer with the feeling that they will not (or 

cannot) answer this question. The only possible response is that the government has been 

too lenient with immigrants, and the only solution to immediately enact restrictionist 

legislation. In the one-to-many modality of old media, Spencer would not have had the 

power to change the content of the video; even if he had, distribution would have been 

difficult unless he owned or had access to a video broadcasting company. Spencer’s 

reconfiguration of the meaning of the discussion is an example of the control that Shapiro 
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says the Internet gives to the individual user. However, instead of being used to open lines 

of discussion and debate, this control is used to promote a nativist point of view that 

considerably narrows the scope of the discussion (even as it is taking place just behind the 

overlaid text). 

The text and video examined thus far construct a world of imminent Reconquista, 

and Spencer’s answer is to develop technology to prevent it from happening. As another 

means of support for deploying the IDENTISEIS system, ABP contains a link on the home 

page called “Border Invasion Pics” (BIP), a page containing videos and photos that 

allegedly document activity related to illegal crossings. Although the owner of the site and 

media is not stated, other sources (such as the above-quoted SPLC website) make it clear 

that it was obtained from a rancher on his private property using technology he deployed—

which fits Spencer’s profile and makes him the likely administrator of the site. The website 

also includes a “Store,” which sells ABP merchandise such as T-shirts and mugs 

emblazoned with border vigilance slogans, DVDs about border-crossing violence, and 

other ABP-related items. Like APR, ABP also contains links to other anti-immigrant 

websites. There are not as many links hosted here as on AP, but they largely represent 

groups attempting to influence public policy on immigration. Many of the groups, such as 

NumbersUSA, the Federation for American Immigration Reform (FAIR), and the Center 

for Immigration Studies (CIS) are labeled on the site as non-profit think tanks or reform 

groups. These organizations, however, have been extensively profiled by the SPLC and are 

classified as hate groups as a result of their active involvement in severely restrictionist 

anti-immigrant campaigns. According to Saragoza, there was an explosion of such groups 
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during the 1980s: “. . . the Reagan era produced . . . an unremitting polarization in the 

debate over immigration, where neoconservative think tanks abetted extremist nativist 

representations of Mexican immigrants” (236). They multiplied in the ensuing decades to 

become well-funded, influential lobbying organizations. FAIR is perhaps the best known 

example, but many others such as the CIS are often cited not just by nativists like Spencer, 

but the mass media as impartial sources of data about immigration. ABP also links to 

various articles on VDARE.com, as well as to Reportillegals.com. This last site directs the 

user to the appropriate government agency web page to report undocumented immigration, 

illegal hiring of undocumented workers, and other immigration-related infractions. 

Both APR and ABP can be characterized as sites that, in their upholding of 

surveillance and aerial technology to further securitize the border, rely on the trope of an 

immigration invasion to persuade the user of their message. Sohoni highlights this 

overarching theme on the website:19 

[T]he frequent use by restrictionist groups of war imagery to characterize 

immigrants as the “enemy.” This reliance on a discourse of war is most 

evident on the homepage of the American Border Patrol website, which 

displays imaging from their unmanned aerial vehicle (UAV) of illegal 

border crossings to demonstrate the inadequacy of current government 

policies in targeting and apprehending Mexican “intruders.” (836) 

19 As of 8 Aug. 2014, the home page of Reportillegals.com contains the following message that begins with 
the following disclaimer: “Due to ramifications of a DDOS hacking attempt, ReportIllegals.com is 
temporarily unavailable.” 
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The BIP section of the site has already been mentioned, and the “discourse of war” 

is eminently visible from these examples. Indeed, APR and ABP both characterize 

immigrants exclusively as the “enemy,” with an overwhelming number of references to 

immigrants as drug smugglers and “illegals.” This is not surprising in light of the SPLC’s 

reporting of Spencer’s association with the racist group “Council of Conservative Citizens” 

(CCC) and his labeling of Mexicans as a “‘cultural cancer’ following a secret plan, the Plan 

de Aztlán, to complete ‘la reconquista’ . . . of the American Southwest” (“American Border 

Patrol/American Patrol”). Like MAIA and MMP, who are likewise worried about the 

forthcoming Mexican invasion, or those worried about the Japanese or Catholics before 

them, ABP plays on American fears that there is a nefarious plot by immigrants to take 

over the United States. 

ABP is not just worried about the Reconquista—it has a vested interest in taking 

steps to combat it with technology. This stance is connected to a larger historical trend that 

has witnessed an escalation of border policing from the 1980s onward, which is 

exhaustively documented by Peter Andreas in Border Games: Policing the U.S.-Mexico 

Divide. Although fears of immigrant invasions have a history in the United States as old as 

the nation itself,20 the locus of concern has shifted to the border region itself, and there has 

been a corresponding deployment of surveillance and other enforcement technologies. 

20 Although the 1798 Alien and Sedition Acts, mentioned in chapter one, was the first piece of anti-immigrant 
legislation, systematic legal efforts to restrict immigration began in the late nineteenth century with a 
succession of increasingly harsh laws enacted over the next century. For an overview and discussion of the 
history of U.S. immigration law, see Judith Gans’s A Primer on U.S. Immigration in a Global Economy. 
Udall Center for Studies in Public Policy. The University of Arizona. 2006. Web. 8 Aug. 2014. 
<udallcenter.arizona.edu/programs/immigration/index.html>. 
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Andreas asserts that a primary reason for this is the vested economic and political interests 

of bureaucrats, and it appears that Spencer is no different. Just like these bureaucrats, he 

wants to sell T-shirts and caps to his site’s visitors and surveillance systems to the federal 

government. Just like the flexible circulation of information, the Internet also allows for 

the flexible circulation of capital. This is an example of what is becoming “the border 

business”: intervention at the border for profit. 

5. Minuteman Project (introduction) 

Minuteman Project (hereafter MMP) is the website of an organization led by Jim 

Gilchrist, a southern Californian who has a long history of involvement with the anti-

immigrant movement. In 2005, Gilchrist was the co-director of the first nativist group to 

organize an armed patrol of the border, which according to the SPLC “sought to detain 

undocumented immigrants and turn them over to the Border Patrol” (“Nativist Movement 

Collapses amid Infighting”). In 2007, co-director Chris Simcox split from the group to 

form Civil Homeland Defense, which later became known as Minuteman Civil Defense 

Corps. However, Gilchrist continues his anti-immigrant activities unabated and actively 

maintains his group’s website. The heading on the website, shown at the top of many of its 

pages, is “A multi-ethnic immigration law enforcement advocacy group.” This is a 

convenient use of De Genova’s concept of nativism of the left, which allows the 

organization to evade allegations of racism by claiming that its supporters include non-

whites (contingent, of course, on the interpretation of “ethnic”). Further irony develops 

when the user realizes that the site, which connects to many others through its prolific use 

of hyperlinks, links to an article on VDARE.com (the same racist organization linked to 
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from ABP) that “regularly publishes articles by prominent white nationalists, race scientists 

and anti-Semites” (SPLC, “VDARE”). The site’s organization is similar to that of APR in 

that its “Blog” page (previously the home page, but it appears that the site has undergone 

a significant visual reorganization as of late February 2013) is used largely as an 

immigration news aggregator. MMP features fewer headlines but displays photos more 

prominently, with the result that the site has a cleaner and more professional appearance. 

Many are marked with the tagline “MMP,” which were presumably authored by the 

group’s staff or Gilchrist himself. Some of the headlines as of this writing include, “10,000 

Illegal Immigrants to be Released by DHS,” “Unchecked Immigration – At What Cost for 

the Rest of Us?” and “Immigration as a Public Charge.” Although it appears to have 

vanished, the site recently contained a page entitled “Recommended Reading” that 

included books written by nativists such as Samuel Huntington, Pat Buchanan, Joe Arpaio, 

Tom Tancredo, and Carol Swain. The page also contained links to a text by Mark 

Krikorian, head of the (CIS), the already cited Washington D.C. “think tank” supporting 

stricter immigration control policies that is often cited by the mainstream media as a 

nonpartisan, impartial source of immigration data and information (in spite of the fact that 

they are categorized by the SPLC as an anti-immigrant group). The existence of such an 

exhaustive list shows that although nativism has successfully transitioned to the electronic 

age, traditional nativist print literature is also alive and well. 

6. The imminent Reconquista 

MAIA’s xenophobic argument emphasizes the possible ramifications of a browner 

population. MMP details the more extreme theory, assuring that a plan already exists for 
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Mexico to take over the United States with violence. The site includes a link that directs 

the user to an article by Paul Joseph Watson, entitled “Racist Mexican Gangs ‘Ethnic 

Cleansing’ Blacks in L.A.,” that describes the “Reconquista” in alarmist terms. It begins 

with the affirmation that Mexican gangs in Los Angeles intend to intimidate blacks 

(whether gang-affiliated or not) into fleeing the city with a program of ethnic cleansing 

whose objective is to exterminate all racial groups in the United States except for “la Raza,” 

a term supposedly coined by the in-group of Mexicans participating in the conspiracy to 

refer to themselves. Ostensibly the article moves beyond the Quebecois-style separatist 

movement referred to by Colby (see chapter 1). It presents specific evidence that Mexican 

gangs have carried out racially motivated assassinations, claiming that “21-year-old 

Anthony Prudhomme was shot in the face with a .25-caliber semi-automatic while lying 

on a futon inside his apartment, slain by a Latino gang known as the Avenues as part of a 

racist terror campaign in which gang members earn ‘stripes’ for each black person they 

kill.” A source is not provided, nor does the article advance any proof that such acts of 

violence were motivated by the desire to reconquer the territory of Aztlán. Yet despite the 

fact that Watson cannot offer any proof, even among the small percentage of 

undocumented immigrants that belong to gangs, he further asserts that “[t]his is a separatist 

junta that has over 30,000 ruthless gang members at its disposal once the call for 

mobilization is heard, along with millions of illegal aliens pouring across the border.” 

Watson concludes that the conspiracy is not one promoted only by a small percentage of 

the Mexican population, but by all undocumented immigrants. These numbers are almost 

certainly inflated, but the impossibility of disproving them allows them to retain a visceral 
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appeal that has the effect of striking fear into those who have already been convinced by 

the message of Watson’s account. The article also shares various characteristics with 

theories advanced in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries against German, Irish, and 

Italians which sustained that, motivated by their fanatical devotion to the pope, they hoped 

to take over the country to transform it into a Catholic empire. The Machiavellian 

conspiracy expounded by Watson is extreme, but it does not differ substantially from the 

discourse that appropriates xenophobic fears that immigrants want to change the culture 

that nativists essentialize as the authentic and unchanging culture of the nation. If there is 

any difference between this iteration of the discourse and those that preceded it, it is the 

extreme urgency with which it is expressed—the Reconquista is not a far-off possibility, 

but a tidal wave that crashes with more fury each day against the U.S.-Mexico border. The 

further suggestion that so-called “Aztlanders” are engaged in a fanatical crusade to take 

back what was once theirs plays upon the native’s archetypal fear of the displaced other 

and the disquieting possibility of upheaval. The only substantive difference between this 

argument and the ones expounded on MAIA and ABP is that the one here provides specific 

details that envision how it will take place. 

7. MinutemanHQ (formerly known as Minuteman Civil Defense Corps) 

MinutemanHQ is the website of a vigilante organization formerly referred to as the 

Minuteman Civil Defense Corps (hereafter MCDC). As mentioned earlier, MCDC is one 

of the groups that emerged from the dispute between the former co-directors of MMP, Jim 

Gilchrist and Chris Simcox. Simcox went on to found MCDC and moved his operations to 

Tombstone, Arizona. The group actively patrolled the border until 2010, when their 
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spokesperson, Carmen Mercer, claimed that a mass email in which “she urged supporters 

to bring long guns to the border to ‘forcefully engage’ the ‘criminals’ crossing without 

documents” (“Nativist Movement Collapses”) elicited so many alarming responses from 

potential volunteers that the organization was forced to cease its vigilante activities to avoid 

liability.21 

Notwithstanding the group’s recent troubles, their website is still actively 

maintained. Its homepage registers its mission “to secure United States borders and coastal 

boundaries against unlawful and unauthorized entry of all individuals, contraband, and 

foreign military.” The homepage also features an “illegal alien” counter that is constantly 

increasing (much like the national debt clock), having reached over 17 million as of late 

February 2013. The clock conveys the notion of a constantly enacted, and re-enacted, 

invasion of the border and American sovereignty—a constantly reiterated theme on nativist 

websites. 

The center of the homepage is given over to titles and summaries of news articles, 

much like ABP and MMP. The top headline as of this writing refers to “Gun Appreciation 

Day,” an effort by Second Amendment groups to encourage gun owners to demonstrate 

together against what they see as attempts to outlaw and take away their firearms. The 

present of this particular article demonstrates the increasing collusion between the anti-

immigrant and Patriot movements, as reported by Tim Steller in the Arizona Daily Star 

(“Report: ‘Minuteman’ Movement Shrinks”). The next headline as of this writing is 

21 For more on the official dissolution of MCDC, see Cari Lee Eastman’s excellent ethnographic study of 
vigilante groups, Shaping the Immigration Debate: Contending Civil Societies on the U.S.-Mexico Border. 
Boulder, CO: First Forum Press, 2012. Print. This work also analyzes the rhetorical techniques employed by 
such groups to frame Mexican immigration as an infringement on the rights of native-born Americans. 
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“Abandoning the Republic—American Elites and the 4th of July,” an anti-government 

article written by conservative politician Alan Keyes (who runs the organization, 

Declaration Alliance, that hosts the site). Much of the remaining highlighted articles cover 

recent political developments concerning immigration, such as Mississippi’s recently 

enacted anti-immigration law, and the upcoming political campaigns of Arizona’s Sheriff 

Joe Arpaio and former state senator Russell Pearce. 

Highlighted on another page is a photo gallery documenting several of the group’s 

public activities, such as an event from April 5, 2008 identified as “AZ April Spring 

Muster.” Approximately one dozen photos comprise a collage of a military-style muster, 

among which is prominently displayed the group’s logo of an eagle holding a banner in its 

beak with MCDC slogan, “America’s Largest Neighborhood Watch Organization,” and 

“Forever Vigilant to Preserve Our Ordered Liberty.” Another collage shows the group’s 

protest on May 1, 2007, referred to on the site as “American Day.”22 Doty relates that on 

this day “several anti-immigrant groups staged a counter-protest on the lawn of the Arizona 

Capitol House grounds” (73). According to the photo captions, MCDC members ate “apple 

pie and ice cream while observing hordes of illegal immigrants marching by demanding 

amnesty.” State Senator Russell Pearce is referred to with quasi-religious zeal as “our very 

own shining light in the Arizona legislature.” The event was organized by USA United for 

a Sovereign America, which along with MCDC is listed as a hate group by the SPLC 

(“Active Anti-Immigrant Groups”). Other features of the site include “The Minuteman 

22 The nomenclature and date are undoubtedly a reaction to the “May Day” event of May 1, 2006, when pro-
immigrant groups organized community marches and demonstrations across the United States. 
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Memorial,” composed of a slideshow of pictures of people allegedly killed by 

undocumented immigrants. The headline at the top of the page states that the memorial’s 

purpose is “to recognize and honor all Americans who have needlessly suffered as victims 

of an illegal alien.” Captions describe the perpetrators with such epithets as “a criminal 

illegal alien of 7 years,” “MS-13 gang members,” “suspected drug trafficker,” “illegal alien 

gunman,” and “drunk illegal alien.” The repeated fusion of the term “illegal alien” with the 

terms “drunk,” “gunman,” and even “criminal” language used to describe the alleged 

perpetrators exhibit the tendency of nativists not just to focus on violence, but to conflate 

undocumented immigration and criminality. Words such as “drunk” resonate with earlier 

attempts to portray Italians as alcoholics. 

8. Border Guardians: “Another Illegal Kills an American” 

Nativist websites often situate criminal acts such as robbery, drug trafficking and 

drug use, and murder within immigrant communities within what they see as a generalized 

failure to uphold “native” moral standards. Feagin’s discussion of Italian immigrants in the 

opening decades of the twentieth century has already been mentioned, and the same 

discourse is easily grafted onto Latino immigrants in various ways. For example, the home 

page of Border Guardians (hereafter BG) makes significant use of the discourse in the 

article “Another Illegal Kills an American.” The story that follows relates the 2007 

shooting of a Phoenix police officer by a man denoted simply as a “Mexican illegal alien.” 

Although the reader probably expects the story to focus on the details of the crime itself, 

only the first three of nine paragraphs deal with the event, while the other six dedicate 

themselves to the conflation of undocumented immigration and criminal behavior. In 



91 

“Whose Security?” Murphy-Erfani addresses a parallel trend of official border 

enforcement: that the federal government has yet to distinguish between drug trafficking, 

human smuggling, and undocumented immigration in its enforcement policies. 

Compounding so many widely varying degrees of criminality has the effect of maximizing 

the negative representation that attaches to immigrants, and the highest common 

denominator reigns by a sort of discursive path of least resistance. As a result, every single 

border-crosser is automatically placed into the category of what Peter Andreas labels 

“clandestine transnational actors (CTAs), defined as nonstate actors who operate across 

national borders in violation of state laws and who attempt to evade law enforcement 

efforts” (Border Games 78). For vigilante organizations, therefore, every immigrant is 

constructed not only as illegal, but as a fugitive in need of apprehension and detention. This 

construction of the undocumented immigrant as criminal is not the result of the actions of 

immigrants, but a consequence of how the federal government has enacted immigration 

policy. 

The leap from immigrants as illegal crossers to their construction as CTAs is not 

just an implied link in “Another Illegal Kills an American”; it is accomplished deliberately 

through the manipulation of language. The unnamed author reports that the alleged 

perpetrator of the shooting “was a child when he was brought illegally to America” 

(emphasis added). The article proceeds to claim that “25 ‘civilian’ Americans . . . are killed 

EVERY DAY by the actions of illegal aliens” (original emphasis), although the source of 

this statistic is not provided and no other information is offered to support its accuracy. 

Instead, the allegation simply relies on its own use of language—by referring to the accused 
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as an “illegal,” he is implicitly constructed as a cause of violence in the United States. This 

logic follows the precepts of nativism not only in the information it chooses to include, but 

in what is left out. In “Subject to Deportation: IRCA, ‘Criminal Aliens,’ and the Policing 

of Immigration,” Inda affirms the following: 

Notably, as with the neoliberal preoccupation with crime more generally, 

this focus on immigrant criminality does not correspond to an objective 

change in the magnitude or gravity of immigrant crime and delinquency. In 

fact, social scientific studies have consistently shown that the foreign-born 

population is much less likely to commit crimes than native-born 

Americans.” (7) 

This inflammatory article, masquerading as a news story, links undocumented 

immigration to criminality in a less than subtle manner, but it is far from a new nativist 

tactic. The same technique is employed here that was used by “Our Irish Soldiers” in 

Harper’s Weekly, which accused Irish immigrants of being responsible for 75% of U.S. 

crime in the mid-nineteenth century. And just as in this earlier iteration of the discourse, 

the article advances very little evidence to support its claims. Despite attempts to appear to 

be responsibly reporting the facts of a case, a cursory investigation of its sources reveals 

BG to be taking them out of context in order to further its anti-immigrant agenda. Even so, 

the details of this story offered by BG have nothing to do with immigration. Instead, there 

is merely an implied link between immigration and drug trafficking.23 The potential for the 

23 Studies of the conflation of immigration and drug trafficking have indicated this as an operative discourse 
of nativist rhetoric at least since the 1980s. See, for example, Timothy Dunn’s The Militarization of the U.S.-
Mexico Border, Leo Chávez’s Covering Immigration, and Eduardo Barrera’s “Aliens in Heterotopia.” 
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unraveling of this discourse exists as a result of the interactivity of the Internet, since the 

user can instantly debunk the claims on the website by visiting its sources, which are also 

online and just as easily found as BG. Although the user has the ability to verify this 

information through unrelated websites, such as those of mass media news organizations, 

I argue that users are, somewhat paradoxically, less likely to do this as we rely more and 

more on the Internet for access to information. The reason for this is that the Internet is 

structured in such a way that it diminishes our ability to verify information—precisely 

because of the vast quantity of information that it allows to access. In the next section, I 

explore the work of Shapiro to show how this happens in practice. 

9. Disintermediation: The Misinformation Superhighway 

Nativist discourses have not been rendered untenable by the any open or democratic 

character of the Internet. It is not a difficult task to identify the established nativist 

discourses that flourish within the virtual space. However, it would be difficult to deny that 

the medium of communication has undergone significant changes. One might assume that, 

given the ease with which information can be verified through electronic sources, the 

claims made on nativist websites would draw increased scrutiny, which would in turn 

compel them to justify their claims with responsible journalistic techniques and well-

reasoned arguments. However, the effect has actually been quite the opposite—a 

counterintuitive finding due to the nature of both the Internet and of nativism itself. 

When examining the transition from the more traditional mass media through which 

nativism was traditionally propagated to the Internet, it is first necessary to examine a 

process that has emerged concomitantly with the rise of the Internet that Shapiro calls 
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“disintermediation.” While not a product of the Internet itself, the World Wide Web has 

nevertheless made disintermediation a much more an important factor in both the 

production and consumption of media in the Information Age. In The Control Revolution: 

How the Internet is Putting Individuals in Charge and Changing the World We Know, 

Shapiro explains disintermediation by calling it “the Drudge factor” in a reference to the 

self-styled Internet news reporter Matt Drudge, founder of the long-running website The 

Drudge Report. The import of the phrase is that the traditional conventions of journalism 

are eschewed, such as “original reporting, double sourcing, [and] fact-checking,” which 

are cast aside “in favor of a vacuum cleaner mode in which all tidbits are collected and the 

most sensational are spewed out” (134). In a medium that tends toward a blurring of 

boundaries (especially those between news and entertainment), the result is that 

information on the Internet takes on its own reality and is consumed as fact regardless of 

its accuracy or the reliability of its source (if one is even available). 

The Drudge Report has gained notoriety by trafficking in rumors—its meteoric rise 

to popularity occurred in 1998 when it broke the Monica Lewinsky scandal after Newsweek 

refused to report it. According to Shapiro, the Drudge Report was able to scoop Newsweek 

because it was not required to check its facts or to verify the story with multiple sources. It 

is easy to imagine how the facts of a case could be misrepresented with such a modus 

operandi, but it is paradoxically this very phenomenon—the elimination of the 

middleman—which allows the information to be consumed so readily as truth. Before the 

story’s facts can be checked by outside investigators, the site’s visitors have already 

digested it and are on the hunt for the next sensational factoid. Bruce Williams and Michael 
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Delli Carpini point to this story as symbolic of the “collapse of the gatekeeping function,” 

as it rapidly undermined “the commonsense assumptions used . . . to understand the role 

of the media in a democratic society” (3).  

Disintermediation is of particular interest to an investigation of nativist websites, 

as anyone with a computer and an Internet connection is capable not only of expressing 

whatever they want about anything at all, but of reaching anyone else with an Internet-

connected computer. Considering this, the particular discourses of nativism, such as their 

stealing of jobs from natives or the increase in crime they precipitate, as well as the medium 

of propagation itself, rely largely on the same tactics as they always have. But now, instead 

of the pamphleteering and sloganeering of the past that often led to localized nativist 

backlashes against the most recently-arrived groups of immigrants, or even nativist 

movements of a national character such as the influence of the Ku Klux Klan in the 1920s, 

nativists are no longer limited to those within earshot or pamphlet distribution channels. 

Shapiro compares the effect of leaflets to the effect of words on the Internet: 

Before the Net’s emergence, anyone could print up a leaflet full of 

conspiratorial nonsense. But their distribution methods were limited. 

Geography and cost were strong barriers that prevented false information 

from getting far. These factors acted, in a sense, as filters that prevented 

individuals from consuming unreliable information. The Net, by contrast, 

makes it easy for a few prevaricating crackpots to spread lies—and for us 

to read them, naively believe them, and irresponsibly pass them on. (140) 
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The spread of ideas, however much “nonsense” they might be, can now be 

accomplished with an ease that was, until recently, unfathomable. In 1999 (the year Shapiro 

published his work), the spread of erroneous tidbits about events was becoming a primary 

concern about the Internet. In 2014, however, the existence of a formidable network of 

nativist websites demonstrates that entire networks of ideological discourse can also 

circulate in disintermediated fashion. In the process, they remain relatively impermeable 

to outside influences that might challenge their ideas. In chapter 3, I will explain some of 

the ramifications of disintermediation and how it is changing the way we consume and 

process information on the Internet. For now, I will simply appeal again to Williams and 

Delli Carpini, who believe that the “the erosion of elite gatekeeping and the emergence of 

multiple axes of information” allow ordinary citizens “to challenge elite control of political 

issues.” However, they close with skepticism of how much “more fundamental structures 

of economic and political power” will actually change (3). This assertion certainly receives 

ample support from the existence of the websites looked at it so far in this study, and it 

seems certain that the advancement of new media technologies by no means presupposes 

the exhaustion of extremist discourse.   

10. Violence among the Vigilantes: The Case (and Trial) of Shawna Forde 

The idea and existence of disintermediation may seem obvious for someone with 

even the most minor degree of Internet literacy. In fact, it would seem that many nativists 

are aware of the phenomenon of disintermediation and its potential to weaken their 

message. In fact, the majority of Internet users might even perform the online equivalent 

of throwing a nativist pamphlet in the trash by simply clicking away from the website and 
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never thinking about it again. This is something nativists of previous eras were not overly 

concerned with, because there was no need to be; the scope of much nativism was local, 

and the message was not readily disprovable. However, it is quite simple now—one need 

only check any other websites listed as sources of information. In an effort to appear 

official, BG prominently features a story with the headline, “Minutewoman Shawna Forde 

Shot!” with details of the shooting of a prominent member of an anti-immigration group 

that patrols the border in search of illegal immigrants and criminals. 

According to BG, “she was raped and beaten severely by 2 men, one of whom 

repeatedly kept saying, ‘Chinga la puta!’” in a not-so-subtle attempt to Mexicanize her 

alleged assailants. She claims that the men then began filling her bathtub with water, 

convinced that they were preparing to drown her. She also reported that the men scrawled 

the number 13 on her kitchen floor, which she posited was a reference to the notorious 

gang “MS-13.” The story goes on to posit that the perpetrators of the assault were members 

of a Mexican drug cartel incensed by her “investigations into human and drug trafficking 

rings.” The account of Forde’s shooting is short on details and long on speculation and 

aims to portray the border as a space of violence. It should also be noted that Mexican drug 

cartels have little to do with the phenomenon of illegal immigration and that we now have 

more evidence that BG is not just an anti-immigration website, but an anti-Mexican one. 

However, evidence on the site seems to suggest that BG anticipates our skepticism. 

At the end of this relatively brief story are five sources, including links to stories 

found in the online publication HeraldNet, which bills itself as “Snohomish County’s 

online news source” and which appears to be a local newspaper based in the victim’s 



98 

hometown. As we suspect, the links do indeed take us to a story with the headline, “Leader 

of Minutemen group reports being shot” (written by Scott North and Jackson Holtz), which 

proceeds to give its own account of the shooting and the events surrounding it. What is 

curious is that the story we read in the HeraldNet almost immediately begins to diverge 

from the account on BG and, although reporting many of the same details as BG, takes 

significant pains to assert that this is her version of events and that “Forde’s rape report 

triggered a blogosphere backlash, with speculation that the attack could be a hoax.” The 

next two links lead to the website of the Minutemen American Defense, another nativist 

website that details the vigilante group’s efforts to patrol the U.S.-Mexico border, and of 

which Forde is a national director, but clicking on either results in an error message 

indicating that the page cannot be reached. A fourth link leads to another HeraldNet story, 

“Everett Police Seek Suspect Who Shot Man.” This article recounts the shooting of Forde’s 

husband a short time before her own, and for which Forde also blamed the Mexican drug 

cartels. Forde later claimed that her attackers were retaliating for her work on the border. 

The fifth and final source is another link to the HeraldNet to an article entitled “Violent 

Attacks in Home Sparked by Politics, Victim Says,” which provides more details about her 

own shooting. Aside from once again retelling Forde’s version of the story, and stating 

rather directly that the paper is merely reporting her story, the article provides this factoid: 

Forde’s border activities have drawn attention from the Montgomery, Ala.-

based Southern Poverty Law Center, which has tracked hate groups for 

decades. The organization profiled Forde in Spring 2008 as one of 20 people 
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it characterized as exploiting any medium to deliver a “message of raging 

intolerance” on immigration issues. 

The article, written by Scott North and entitled “Trouble Finds Shawna Forde,” was 

published on February 22, 2009 and features an interview with Forde (approximately one 

month after the alleged incident) in which she acknowledged that it might not have been a 

Hispanic man angry about her border activities, but some of her son’s friends that were 

responsible for her attack. The same piece also indicates that this incident was not the first 

in which Forde had been involved. According to the article, on December 22, 2008 she 

filed a report with the police over the shooting of her husband, and on January 15, 2009 

over another attack in an alley that left her with a gunshot wound to the arm.24 In each case, 

she reverted to her usual position of blaming members of Mexican drug cartels for targeting 

her as a result of her controversial activities along the U.S.-Mexico border. It seems curious 

that a woman residing in a quiet suburb of Seattle would be unlucky enough to experience 

not just one act of violence, but a spate of three such acts in the span of less than one month. 

While appearing on a nativist website, the article has very little to do with 

immigration. What it does show, however, is how extensive disintermediation is on the 

Internet and how subtly it operates. This case is of particular interest because the 

middleman is not simply eliminated. Instead, there is a semblance of fact-checking and 

double-sourcing (even if one of those sources is another nativist website, and an 

unreachable one at that); however, those facts and sources are handled very selectively in 

24 Despite Forde’s version of events, she has been accused of shooting herself in the latter incident and her 
husband in the former. See Scott North’s article from the 16 July 2009 edition of the HeraldNet entitled “New 
scrutiny of Shawna Forde by Everett police” for further details. 
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order to advance an ideological agenda that is not present in the article’s sources. What 

seems to be in operation is disintermediation that masquerades as responsible journalism; 

that is, BG “performs journalism,” and the argument can be made that this is more 

pernicious than disintermediation itself. Of course, even the most cursory glance at the 

listed sources immediately debunks the article. However, the degree of difficulty in 

disproving the misinformation on BG is not what matters—rather, it is the fact pointed out 

by Shapiro that users are now faced with the choice of whether to judge the accuracy of 

information on our own (141). The user must not only make this decision, but decide how 

to carry it out. I will explore some possible ways of doing this in chapter three. 

11. Justice for Shawna Forde: A close reading 

The story referenced above was removed when Shawna Forde was implicated in 

the murder of two Mexican immigrants during a failed attempt to steal drugs, as reported 

in various local and national television and print news outlets. BG founder Laine Lawless 

has created a website with the title Justice for Shawna Forde (hereafter JFSF) which 

maintains her innocence while at the same time distancing her from BG. In an article on 

BG entitled “Two Killed, One Wounded in Arivaca,” Lawless maintains that even if Forde 

is found guilty, “it doesn’t negate the value of the services provided to America by patriotic, 

law-abiding citizens aiding the Border Patrol by observing and reporting illegal aliens.” 

Therefore, she cautions against a rush to judgment until the outcome of the case is known, 

which has the appearance of responsible handling of the information; however, no 

corresponding attempt to reserve judgment is afforded to the immigrants targeted on the 

website, such as the aforementioned case of the murder of a police officer by an 
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undocumented immigrant. In that case, the better part of the article attempts to persuade 

the reader that his actions are representative of the general criminal tendencies of an entire 

population based on immigration status—even in the absence of evidence. Therefore, the 

performance of journalism allows for the maintenance of a façade of credibility, while at 

the same time making use of disingenuous writing, reporting, and comparisons to advance 

their anti-immigrant agenda. 

Just as the title of the previously cited article indicates, Forde’s involvement in 

criminal activities continued. In early June 2009, Shawna Forde was arrested for breaking 

and entering the home of a Hispanic man living in Arivaca, as well as for subsequently 

murdering him and his wife and wounding their nine-year-old daughter. This woman was 

able to return fire and subsequently drove away Forde and her two male accomplices, 

themselves both members of the organization Forde founded and led, known as Minutemen 

American Defense or M.A.D. (an acronym to which Forde alludes frequently). The alleged 

motive, according to CNN columnist Ruben Navarrette Jr., was “to rob suspected drug 

dealers and use the proceeds to fund Minutemen-style activities.” The irony resides in the 

fact that after crafting the narrative of her own supposed attack and rape by Hispanic men 

five months earlier, Forde inverts the narrative and steps into the role of murderer herself. 

Perhaps she felt that the only believable narrative was the one she had fabricated, and her 

actions would be perceived as so improbable that she would never be suspected. 

Nevertheless, Forde was remained the prime suspect and was found guilty of the double 

murder in 2011 and received the death penalty, along with one of one of her male 

accomplices (Smith, “Forde Gets Death Sentence”). Although the murder, trial, and 
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sentencing received a significant amount of attention in Tucson’s local television news and 

print journalism, the website America’s Voice reports that it received scant attention in the 

mainstream media (“Who Killed Brisenia Flores?”). It may still be uncertain exactly what 

happened on May 30, 2009, but this tragedy should serve as a parable whose moral lesson 

is to resist the temptation to dismiss members of nativist militia groups as “lone wingnuts” 

and to start to consider them as potential and actual perpetrators of physical and not just 

rhetorical violence. 

As the founder of Minutemen American Defense, Forde travelled from her native 

Washington to southern Arizona, essentially leaving the nation’s northern border to patrol 

its southern one. Although her group’s patrols typically occurred in remote regions of the 

desert, a Norwegian television crew from VGTV conducted an interview with her during 

one of her patrols. The program, a video of which is posted to the station’s website as 

“VGTV på grensa mellom USA og Mexico: - Det er ekstremt farlig,” is directed at a 

Norwegian audience, but the interviewer asks Forde his questions in English. Forde makes 

it clear early in the interview that one of M.A.D.’s objectives is to prevent migrants from 

illegally entering the country and offers the following justification: 

We’re not a third world country. We’re not getting people—scientists and 

lawyers and doctors here, okay? We’re getting the poor of the poor. We’re 

getting third world values into a first-rate country which is dropping all of 

our rates way down. . . . I think after 9/11 it made us really realize what a 

target we are, and how many people out there would like to see us dead, and 
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I’m not sure which part of “I want to kill you” we don’t understand, but I 

understand it. 

In only a few sentences, Forde represents migrants as poor, uneducated, and 

immoral; furthermore, she equates them with terrorists, placing them in the same category 

as the parties responsible for the destruction of the Twin Towers. It has been previously 

noted that nativist arguments are rarely used in isolation, and Forde’s words demonstrate 

how they can be hurled one after the other at their targets in an all-in-one-basket approach 

to anti-immigrant discourse. Later in the program, Forde offers her solution to not only 

prevent future migrants from crossing the border illegally, but to encourage those already 

in the U.S. to return to their countries of origin: “what we need to do is shut off all resources 

to them. Allow them not to work, allow them not to collect any benefits, especially benefits 

that are entitled to American citizens that have worked their entire lives for those benefits.” 

In addition to the anti-immigrant rhetoric in her previous statement, Forde now also 

portrays them as real and potential public charges. By this point in the interview, Forde’s 

negative opinion of undocumented immigrants is clear as she parrots the standard 

arguments that can be found on many nativist websites as well as in political and public 

discourse. However, as Forde proceeds to detail her vigilante practices, she indicates her 

high level of concern with border violence: “I carry a gun all the time . . . I feel very secure.” 

She further cautions the viewer that “[y]ou really should not be in the desert without a 

gun—period. To me, that’s just stupid. You’re asking then to get hurt.” Considering 

Forde’s later arrest for double homicide, it is no surprise to the viewer that Forde seems to 

take a disconcerting pleasure in carrying a sidearm. In addition to the mere threat of 
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violence to which she alludes in her statement about guns, she makes a more pointed 

reference to violence against women: “It’s also about victimizing females and putting them 

in brothels, and strip houses, and dance halls. . . .” Forde, then, paints herself as someone 

who, even among border vigilante groups, is rather extreme in her anti-immigration views. 

Other members of M.A.D. are shown speaking during the video, and one in particular 

(Chuck Stonex, credited as “Chuck Stoneaxe”) distinguishes between drug smugglers and 

those migrants who are merely seeking a “better way of life,” whereas Forde appears to 

categorize all migrants into one unequivocal category of lawbreakers—thus failing to 

distinguish between mala in se such as drug smuggling and mala prohibita such as crossing 

the border illegally. Just as in the BG story “Another Illegal Kills an American,” no attempt 

is made to separate undocumented immigrants from violent criminals, with the result that 

all border-crossers are treated as though they are the latter. This is not an idiosyncrasy of 

Forde’s, but as Inda relates, a function of the “neoliberal concern with criminality thus very 

much carries over into how immigrants are constructed.” This neoliberal concern assumes 

that “[i]llegal immigrants, then, are always already in violation of the law. They are seen 

to lack respect for order and authority. To be ‘illegal’ is thus to be fundamentally an 

improper subject. It is to exist outside of circuits of neoliberal civility and responsible self-

management” (“Subject to Deportation” 4-5). It is like claiming, as did Lamson et al did in 

The Christian Examiner in the nineteenth century, that immigrants are inferior simply as a 

consequence of being an immigrant, which forecloses any possibility of discussion of their 

humanity. 
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Considering that Forde does not fit the typical profile of a militia member (who 

tend to be older white males), it may seem odd that Forde came to run her own border 

vigilante group. According to the previously cited North article on HeraldNet, Forde was 

originally a member of the MCDC but “was encouraged to leave the group over questions 

about honesty and her inability to follow orders” (“Trouble”). The San Diego Minutemen 

also refused to work with her, with their current leader, Jeff Schwilk, stating his concerns 

about her impact on the militia movement: “[i]rrational people with assault rifles at the 

border is a recipe for disaster” (qtd. in Steller, “Supremacists”). Jim Gilchrist, the founder 

of the original Minuteman Project (from which the MCDC emerged as a splinter group 

after a dispute with Gilchrist in 2007), originally supported her as she sought publicity for 

her alleged attacks and even after her arrest for murder. His association with Forde even 

extended into her brief foray into politics as a keynote speaker during her bid to run for 

city council in her hometown of Everett, Washington in the early 2000s (Navarrete). 

However, he subsequently distanced himself from her as a result of the pressure he was 

under from other militia groups such as the San Diego Minutemen. As reported by Heidi 

Beirich in “The Year in Nativism” on the SPLC website:  

The double murder capped longstanding warnings—at least one of them, 

ironically, from Forde’s former MMP boss—of growing violence and white 

supremacy in the nativist groups. In 2008, Jim Gilchrist, who created the 

original Minuteman Project with Chris Simcox and now runs MMP, said he 

was “very, very sad, very disappointed” at the many people with “sinister 

intentions” and “Saddam Hussein mentalities” in the various Minuteman 
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splinter groups. “I have found, after four years [that] . . . I very well may 

have been fighting for people with less character and less integrity than the 

“open border fanatics” I have been fighting against. And that is a 

phenomenal indictment of something I have created. (original ellipsis) 

However, not all nativists dropped their support for Forde. As mentioned above, 

BG was one of the groups to come to her defense when Forde reported her attack at the 

hands of Hispanic men. Once it was made known that Forde was the prime suspect in a 

double homicide investigation, not only did BG refuse to withdraw their support, but the 

website’s founder created a new site to proclaim her innocence. The site’s home page 

features several photos of the accused, along with a laconic quote from Forde herself: “I 

am innocent.” The page also includes a quote from her defense attorney, claiming that 

“[t]hey have no evidence—no fingerprints, no DNA. My client was not on the scene.” The 

quote is repeated on another page of the site called “strippedout,” with the addition that 

“she has an alibi that will be revealed during her trial.” In addition to quotes from Forde 

and her lawyer, the site makes its own claims, such as that Forde has found herself on a 

Mexican drug cartel hit list, with a bounty on her head of $250,000. The site also states that 

Forde has been kept in “coercive solitary confinement” for the past 434 days, and claims 

that she has undergone a 12-day period in which she was forced to be naked. The source 

of this information is not provided, but the writer of the website suggests that Forde is 

providing updates about her condition. 

JFSF also dialogues with other sources of information about the Forde case; in 

particular, it takes issue with the Southern Poverty Law Center’s portrayal of events, 
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accusing the organization of being involved in the double homicide (although no further 

details are provided about the SPLC’s involvement). Perhaps the most interesting comment 

can be read approximately halfway down the page, in the middle of a posting from February 

20, 2010 in which the writer appeals to a discourse that is often manipulated within the 

militia movement by asking, “can Shawna’s attorneys recognize that the issue is racial 

profiling, and Shawna’s only offense is being ‘blonde on the border?’” The last four words 

of this quote are hyperlinked, and when clicked take the user to another page of the website 

advertising a forthcoming book by Lawless entitled Blonde on the Border: The 

Government’s Case against the Minutemen. It is evident from the page’s excerpt that the 

book will portray the story of Forde’s militia organization in a sympathetic light, claiming 

that “her prosecution is 100% political” and “a complete left-wing media-manufacture.” 

Therefore, what may initially seem like a grass-roots website designed to proclaim Forde’s 

innocence now appears to be at least partially motivated by the potential for profit, much 

like ABP’s attempt to publicize surveillance technology in hopes that it can be sold to the 

federal government. It is also quite ironic that racial profiling, an accusation typically 

leveled by Latino or black victims of harassment or false arrest due to their darker skin, is 

manipulated here in unintentionally carnivalesque fashion to suggest that Forde is being 

targeted because of her lighter skin.25 Nevertheless, the mirror image breaks down upon 

considering that racial profiling usually becomes a concern when it is revealed that there is 

little or no evidence to link a suspect to a crime, whereas in Forde’s case there is 

overwhelming evidence. The irony is magnified upon recalling that Forde herself has 

25 Although the reference ostensibly refers to her hair, it simultaneously serves as shorthand for her whiteness. 
                                                

http://www.azcentral.com/arizonarepublic/local/articles/2010/02/21/20100221hendodepo0221.html
http://www.azcentral.com/arizonarepublic/local/articles/2010/02/21/20100221hendodepo0221.html
http://blondeontheborder.com/
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racially profiled all immigrants crossing the southern border as poor, uneducated, and 

violent terrorists. Although anti-immigrant discourses can be distinguished by their 

tendency to racially profile, accusations of racial profiling are usually deflected as attempts 

to “play the race card” (as Lou Dobbs has done frequently in speaking out against illegal 

immigration), thus creating an impasse that forestalls the possibility of further debate. 

However, when there is a potential benefit to playing the race card anti-immigrant activists 

are more than willing to do so themselves. 

JFSF’s attempt to play the race card is successful for those who accept the nativist 

assumption embedded within it. As mentioned in chapter one, Frankenberg classifies 

whiteness as “an unmarked marker of others’ differentness” (qtd. in Kolchin 160). The 

inverse operates explicitly within this particular rhetorical construct because there is 

something about being white on the border that marks Forde as different. Instead of 

standing for privilege, whiteness is being performed as a marginalized and even 

minoritized identity. Whereas in even the most extreme assimilationist discourses that 

claim the imminent overthrow of the government at the hands of fanatical Catholics or 

Mexican Aztlanders, the revolution is still in the future, in JFSF’s version of events the 

coup has already taken place. Forde maneuvers through a lawless zone of violence where 

her whiteness is no longer an asset, but a stain that marks her for exclusion from the new 

order of things. This schizophrenic inversion of what is usually meant by playing the race 

card may be uncanny, but it is entirely plausible and even natural to those who accept the 

nativist principles that underlie it. In fact, doing so simply mirrors the double logic of 

inclusion/exclusion upon which nativism is already based. 
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Aside from the profit motive, other curiosities reveal themselves upon casual 

scrutiny. Firstly, many assertions are made to debunk the case against Forde, but very little 

evidence is presented to support them. As a substitute for actual evidence, the appearance 

of evidence is created through the use of a technology which has been made available with 

the new media: hyperlinking. It is worthwhile to examine one example in detail to 

demonstrate the way this process works on visitors to the site. 

On the “FAQs” page of JFSF, one of the frequently asked questions that the owner 

of the site attempts to answer is, “Did Shawna tell Merrill [Forde’s brother] that if he joined 

M.A.D. he couldn’t even eat Mexican food?” The beginning of the response to this question 

is, “No. In fact, Shawna likes Mexican food!” The last four words of this text are a 

hyperlink, and when clicked take the reader to a story on the HeraldNet website. One might 

expect the link to lead to an interview with Forde in which she states how much she enjoys 

Mexican cuisine, or perhaps even a photo of Forde dining at a Mexican restaurant. Instead, 

the link takes the user to a page of the HeraldNet website with the article, “Minuteman 

Details His Contact with Shawna Forde’s Ally,” written by North. As the headline 

indicates, the story details the account of Chuck Stonex (who also appears in the VGTV 

video previously discussed), a former member of M.A.D., and Forde’s connection to the 

homicides. In the article Stonex recounts his patching up of a bullet wound received by 

Jason Bush, an accused accomplice of Forde’s. The article is a rather damning one with 

respect to Forde’s involvement, and even implicates Laine Lawless (the founder of JFSF) 

in knowing about the murders before Forde’s arrest. Only near the end of the article is any 

mention made of Mexican food—when Stonex reports that he, Forde, and Bush “ate dinner 

http://www.heraldnet.com/article/20090909/NEWS01/709099893
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at a restaurant that specializes in Mexican-style seafood.” This article, therefore, merely 

offers a peripheral connection to the point Lawless is attempting to support, and in fact 

brings into question many of the other assertions made throughout JFSF. In yet another 

ironic twist, reporter Scott North is vilified on Lawless’s website as “an extreme Shawna-

stalker” who is attempting to frame Forde for the murders. Of course, whether the user will 

read the entire story on the HeraldNet, or even click the link at all, is uncertain. However, 

if the user does not verify the information by carefully checking the source, the simple 

existence of a link can lend credibility to the information, even if the way it does so is 

unconscious in the user. It is likely to be regarded uncritically as a reliable source; that is 

to say, the performance of journalism becomes a stand-in for responsible journalism, 

sidestepping conventions such as fact-checking and double-sourcing. 

12. Simulinking: Baudrillard and the Persuasive Power of Connections 

I call this particular practice described above “simulinking,” a portmanteau of Jean 

Baudrillard’s concept of “simulacrum” and “hyperlinking,” one of the Internet’s most basic 

techniques of connecting individual pages into networks. Baudrillard developed his 

concept of the “simulacrum” to explain how the age of mass media has altered the way 

humans interact with reality. In particular, he claims that much of what humans consider 

reality are actually simulations of reality that bear either an imperfect relationship to what 

is “real,” or none at all. In Simulacra and Simulation, Baudrillard maintains that the 

ultimate archetype of simulation in America is Disneyland and describes it thusly: 

digest of the American way of life, panegyric of American values, idealized 

transposition of a contradictory reality. Certainly. But this masks something 
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else and this “ideological” blanket functions as a cover for a simulation of 

the third order: Disneyland exists in order to hide that it is the “real” country, 

all of “real” America that is Disneyland. . . . Disneyland is presented as 

imaginary in order to make us believe that the rest is real, whereas all of Los 

Angeles and the America that surrounds it are no longer real, but belong to 

the hyperreal order and to the order of simulation. (12) 

Baudrillard’s characterization of Disneyland as a simulation is not that surprising 

for anyone who has visited it. However, he goes beyond the borders of the theme park by 

asserting that Los Angeles is also a simulation, and that the entire purpose of Disneyland 

is to make us believe that the city of Los Angeles, and the United States by extension, is 

real. When we experience managed spaces—in Life on the Screen, Turkle uses the example 

of shopping malls, which she maintains are recreations of “the Main Streets of yesteryear” 

(234)—we don’t perceive them as representations, but as reality. The shopping mall is a 

new kind of experience that Baudrillard would call a simulacrum, because it is a copy of 

an original experience that transforms into its own original experience (a copy of a copy). 

What began as a simulation of something else loses the mark of simulation and eventually 

becomes something new. This concept underlies my use of the term “simulinking,” which 

describes links from within the body of a persuasive text to other websites that do not 

explicitly support the argument within that text. Because the ostensible motivation for 

including these links is to provide the appearance of objective sourcing, this process could 

also be described as “deceptive hyperlinking.” Simulinking creates the appearance of a 

unified reality, i.e. an alignment of different sources that point to the same truth. However, 
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the sources themselves are often at cross purposes with where they are linked from, and 

often have nothing to do with them at all—thus creating a simulacrum (or an altered copy 

of reality) through hyperlinks. I will return to Baudrillard’s idea of the “hyperreal” in 

chapter 3, since the idea can function as a metaphor for the way information is distributed 

on the Internet. 

Simulinking is not the only method used on JFSF to lend a facade of authority to 

the information contained therein. In the same section of the website dealing with North, 

the website quotes a story in which he relates that a trail of email messages indicate that 

Forde was “actively negotiating a book deal” about her life story with Lawless. The 

response on the “Politics” page of JFSF is simply, “According to citizen-reporter Laine 

Lawless, this is irresponsible reporting; there was no deal. North is no muckraker” (original 

emphasis). By introducing her statement in this way, Lawless makes an attempt to elevate 

her reply to the level of journalism by qualifying herself as a “reporter,” despite the fact 

that she is simply reporting her own opinion and has no other basis for applying this label. 

If the user is aware that Lawless is the principal (and perhaps sole) contributor to the site’s 

content, s/he may subscribe to Lawless’s qualification of herself as a reporter. However, 

because the site obfuscates the identities of its creators and maintainers, it is quite possible 

that the reader will remain unaware that the author and the subject of the comments are the 

same person. In this case, the circular reference not only goes unnoticed by the reader, but 

actually furthers the perception that the site is engaging in journalism rather than simply 

editorializing. 
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The self-applied moniker of “citizen-reporter,” however, achieves more than the 

provision of a vague atmosphere of responsible journalism. Laine Lawless is not just the 

apparent administrator of the website26; she has also had questionable ties to extremist 

groups, both racist and nativist. She has been linked with the Neo-Nazi National Socialist 

Movement, to which she sent an email containing her ideas to encourage Hispanics to leave 

the United States. For example, she proposed stealing from immigrants entering check-

cashing establishments and beating them up, as reported on NBCNews.com (Norrell). She 

is perhaps best known to the public for organizing a protest in which the Mexican flag was 

burned in 2006 front of the Phoenix Mexican consulate as a counter protest during a pro-

immigration rights march. 

13. A Cycle of Fences: The Shawna Forde Story 

JFSF contains a link on its homepage that is introduced with the text, “New Shawna 

Forde Documentary!” (in all capital letters in a large font and an exclamation point), 

followed by the title “A cycle of fences from Sebastien Wielemans on Vimeo.” When 

clicked, the link navigates to Wielemans’s Vimeo page, where the user has the option to 

play A Cycle of Fences, a nearly hour-long documentary. Considering the apparent 

enthusiasm with which the page announces the existence of this recent film about Forde, 

one would expect the film to portray her sympathetically just as JFSF does. The film is a 

pastiche of long, languorous shots of the border and its environs, interviews with Forde’s 

former associates, interviews with Forde herself before her arrest (the interviewer never 

26 The SPLC has confirmed this on their website, as has the Arizona Daily Star newspaper in an article by 
Tim Steller: “The woman behind the Web site is Laine Lawless, a longtime anti-illegal-immigrant activist” 
(“Newly Launched”). 
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makes an appearance and is never heard speaking, only narrating), and readings of 

correspondence between the filmmaker and Forde presumably written after her arrest for 

murder. During the first several minutes of the film, Forde’s associates are shown speaking 

highly of her. One man, named only as “Chuck” (almost certainly Forde’s fellow 

Minuteman, Chuck Stonex), regards Forde on camera as an “upstanding” and “upright 

person,” and says he was impressed by the “risk she was willing to take, to go places 

nobody else will go.” Although his admiration for her is obvious, just a few minutes later 

he states unequivocally that he is “convinced that she’s as guilty as they say.” Only two 

minutes later, when the words from a letter Forde has written to the filmmaker appear on 

screen as he reads them aloud, the viewer can hear and read the words, “although I never 

thought of a home invasion, I knew it was a high-risk challenge, and my imprisonment 

could happen.” Approximately twenty minutes into the film, some of Forde’s family 

members are sharing stories about her and relate how she was kicked out of other vigilante 

groups before starting her own, how she felt “invincible” after having gotten away with so 

much violence, and they describe her obsession with becoming a martyr for the cause of 

removing undocumented immigrants. 

JFSF administrator Laine Lawless is heavily featured in the film, first appearing on 

screen shooting an AK-47 and later speaking about Forde’s case as she is shown updating 

the website. Perhaps Lawless expected to have more editorial control over the finished 

product (the sheer amount of screen time she receives indicates that she worked quite 

closely with the filmmaker) or she assumed that Wielemans would independently fashion 

a narrative that more closely coincided with her own. Yet another possibility is that Lawless 
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is less interested in proclaiming Forde’s innocence than in promoting Blonde on the 

Border, her forthcoming book. 

Considering that the film does not portray Forde in a sympathetic light, the 

placement of the link on JFSF becomes another example of simulinking. The link’s 

presence is ostensibly intended to reinforce, validate, or prove the website’s ideological 

position, but the film as a whole is directly opposed to the position upheld by the site. Even 

though the editorial content of the film comes straight from the mouths of Forde’s 

supporters and family (since the filmmaker never appears and only reads the words written 

by Forde), she is represented as an extremely troubled megalomaniac and guilty of murder. 

Since the documentary is nearly an hour long, and because several minutes pass before 

Forde’s associates are introduced, it is unlikely that someone viewing JFSF will sit at their 

computer to watch the entire film. They are more likely to watch the film for a few minutes, 

watching the opening scenery and listening to the evocative score and voiceover narration 

of Forde’s correspondence. Because these first several minutes operate on a predominantly 

emotional level, they are likely to reinforce the beliefs the viewer already holds. However, 

a quick perusal of Wielemans’s Vimeo page shows that he has uploaded several other 

videos, one of which is entitled Connected Walls. The film’s trailer, available for viewing 

on the website, harbors an explicit agenda of breaking barriers and starting dialogue 

between places (such as in Israel) that are currently separated by walls. The other films he 

has produced intimate that he does not share JFSF’s position on borders and immigration—

rather, his advocacy of open borders and his call for the erasure of their physical presence 
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(such as walls) seem to all point toward a worldview that is, once again, diametrically 

opposed to JFSF. 

The operative discourse on JFSF is violence—immigrant violence is the motive for 

Forde’s vigilante activities; therefore she must retaliate violently in order to stop them from 

invading “my country,” as she refers to the United States in Wielemans’s film. Lawless 

considers Forde’s arrest as an incident of violence perpetrated against her by the state, so 

Lawless comes to her defense with the website. In the film, however, it is made abundantly 

clear by what is said by Forde’s associates, family, and even Forde herself that it is 

overwhelmingly likely that she committed the double murder. Yet somehow the placement 

of a link to the video on JFSF seems to give the lie to what is rendered patently obvious in 

Wielemans’s project. In the juxtaposition of what can essentially be viewed as two 

opposing discourses, the defining objective of the website is triumphant. Because Forde is 

a vigilante, the ultimate goal is to secure maximum visibility. It is precisely in this visibility 

that vigilantes concentrate their discursive power as defenders of the homeland protecting 

against an illegal immigrant invasion. Even though the video could be considered the 

smoking gun of Forde’s guilt, in the end her guilt is irrelevant because the only aim is 

spectacle in order to bring attention to this issue of policing the U.S.-Mexico border. As 

demonstrated in ABP and the Minuteman Project, as well as by Andreas in Border Games, 

this becomes a fundamental concern of both private and state actors that does not seem to 

be diminishing. 
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14. Violence in the militia movement: A chain of aberrations? 

Forde’s criminal activities have been defended on JFSF’s pages, and her actions 

and ensuing trial received significant local media attention. Although the latter publicity 

was generally quite critical of Forde, the local media sensationalized the chain of events as 

the result of a sociopathic personality that emerged from Forde’s upbringing and troubled 

youth. Her vigilante history was also subsumed within this narrative, and there was very 

little discussion of the violence as a logical consequence of the anti-immigrant militia 

movement, a phenomenon which has consistently employed violent tactics against its 

targets. Despite the isolated reporting of incidents such as the Barnett brothers, who own a 

22,000 acre ranch in southeastern Arizona abutting the border where they have boasted of 

catching and holding thousands of border crossers at gunpoint until the Border Patrol can 

arrive to detain them. Roger Barnett, the ranch’s owner, was defeated in a civil lawsuit 

after pointing an AR-15 assault rifle at a Mexican-American family hunting on his land 

and hurling racial epithets at them, but according to Mark Potok of the SPLC, “[t]he 

brothers were frequently depicted in downright heroic terms.” It is also important to realize 

that many of the players in the anti-immigrant movement are not “lone wolves,” but 

actually rather well connected to other nativist groups and even avowedly racist 

organizations. This is not just the case for the websites examined in this section; nearly all 

racist hate groups tracked by the SPLC can be linked to various militia groups. To cite only 

a few examples, the Council of Conservative Citizens has been linked to American Border 
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Patrol, and the Ku Klux Klan has coordinated with various groups for fundraising and other 

activities.27 

Although their ties to racist hate groups remain relatively well hidden, the collective 

agenda of the groups maintaining the websites in this study has been widely reported over 

the previous half-decade in the mainstream media, in outlets as varied as national network 

and cable television news programs (such as CNN’s Lou Dobbs Tonight) to local 

newspapers (such as Tucson’s Arizona Daily Star). However, there has been a conspicuous 

underreporting of the converse phenomenon: the emergence of violence within the nativist 

movement, ironically directed at the targets of their accusations. Much like the utilization 

of counterinsurgency doctrine such as low-intensity conflict described by Timothy Dunn 

in The Militarization of the U.S.-Mexico Border, 1978-1992: Low-Intensity Conflict 

Doctrine Comes Home, as well as the concept of a virtual wall described by Josiah Heyman 

in “Race and Citizenship in U.S.-Mexico Border Policing,” the border as a space of 

violence is increasingly reinforced by the actors who are ostensibly there to prevent it. 

These state actors, as opposed to the clandestine transnational actors described by Andreas, 

do not operate in a clandestine manner; rather, they take the opposite approach of patrolling 

the border as conspicuously as possible in order to garner maximum visibility for their 

cause. The agency the vigilantes enjoy simultaneously marks them as a hegemonic force, 

whether the government appreciates their presence in the region or not. Meanwhile, the 

clandestine transnational actors they pursue are suspended in a subaltern state as they 

27 For a description of the linkages between anti-immigrant and racist groups, see Roxanne Lynn Doty’s The 
Law into Their Own Hands: Immigration and the Politics of Exceptionalism. Tucson: The U of Arizona P, 
2009. 
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furtively traverse the desert in the attempt to remain hidden. And even though they are 

technically non-state actors after the fashion of CTAs, vigilantes view their mission as one 

of support to what they consider a national government that is failing to control its borders. 

The overarching narrative governing coverage of immigration in both the mainstream 

media as well as on anti-immigrant websites adopts a classic strategy of blaming the victim. 

By implicitly constructing immigrants as violent, they became the origin of all of the 

violence committed in the border region without regard to the actual players involved. As 

such, the vigilante movement has been permitted to operate with an astonishing degree of 

latitude—a result of the success of the nativist trope of the immigrants as an invading force 

that must be stopped at the border by any means necessary. 

15. Conclusion 

Digital nativists are not the vanguard convincing us to follow their lead into battle 

with the immigrant. By looking at their websites, they are just like you and me. Their 

websites look homemade; the people behind them are middle- and lower-class. They are 

usually white, but not always. They call up an idealized past of privilege and harmony that 

has slowly ebbed away, which needs to be taken back by force. This is the rallying cry of 

the new digital nativist. They are not intellectuals, they are guerrilla fighters. And they 

want like-minded individuals to join them as they keep watch on the border, conspicuously 

brandishing their weapons and ready to notify the Border Patrol about any border crossers 

at a moment’s notice. This movement, although it presents itself as a reaction to current 

immigration trends, grew out of decades of history as the United States increasingly 

militarized the border with technology and personnel, as it transformed from “low politics” 
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to “high politics” (Andreas, Border Games 3). During this period, the U.S. armed forces 

made repeated incursions into Latin American as both a geopolitical strategy and a way to 

test new surveillance and weapons technology. However, the new locus of militarization is 

not the national spaces of Latin America, but the point of contact between all of these 

nations and the United States—the US-Mexico border. Rapid deployment of surveillance 

and weapons technology in the border region has created a space of hypervigilance that, 

by all accounts, is actually “safer now than it’s ever been” than at any previous moment in 

U.S. history, according to Customs and Border Protection spokesman Lloyd Easterling 

(qtd. in Mendoza). However, a corresponding decline in fear of dangerous immigrants has 

not followed, because discourse of the U.S.-Mexico border continues to paint it as a space 

of increasing violence in which border-crossers are represented as drug dealers, smugglers, 

and criminals. Instead, nativist discourses have reached a new crescendo with a call to 

arms. 

It is tempting to dismiss websites like BG and similar groups as nativist jeremiads 

that would only be read by a minute section of the Internet-connected public. Sites like BG 

and JFSF, although it is not entirely clear from examining them, are administered 

principally or entirely by one person. If the user is aware of this (or even if s/he is not), the 

temptation exists to label them as aberrations. In doing so, little or no connection is made 

to the larger anti-immigrant movement in the United States (which is seen as more 

moderate and mainstream). However, it is important to realize that such people are almost 

always well connected to other nativist groups and even avowedly racist organizations. 

This is not just the case for the websites treated in this section; nearly all racist hate groups 
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tracked by the SPLC can be linked to various militia groups. In addition, it is important to 

not view the ubiquitous military language the sites use such as “secure our borders,” “take 

back our country,” and “we’re being invaded” as metaphorical. As is now evident, in some 

cases the members themselves are violent criminals. Although the Arivaca murders are the 

most extreme incident to date, many other violent acts have occurred both within and 

outside of the movement. Other groups, for example, harass day laborers and record video 

of themselves doing so, which is later posted on the web to highly trafficked sites such as 

YouTube. Roger Barnett, the ranch’s owner, was defeated in a civil lawsuit after pointing 

an AR-15 assault rifle at a Mexican-American family hunting on his land and hurling racial 

epithets at them. These examples represent only a small fraction of the phenomenon of 

violence among militia groups and the anti-immigrant movement more generally, a 

movement which has gained tremendous force and support over the past decade. As has 

been mentioned repeatedly, the vast majority of such incidents go unreported in the 

national media and are given scant if any attention by local media. Some more investigation 

into these trends would be beneficial in educating the public about such activities, instead 

of the prevailing convention of portraying the activities of militia organizations in a neutral 

or positive light. Considering all of the violence that has been catalogued by the SPLC and 

other organizations, violence among the nativist and militia movements would seem to be 

the rule rather than the exception. 

The websites of the groups studied within these chapters advance many arguments 

in support of immigration restrictions. But whether Mothers against Illegal Aliens, 

Minuteman Project, or American Border Patrol are arguing for measures (political or 
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technological) to stave off an immigration invasion; MinutemanHQ recruits for members 

to patrol the border; or Justice for Shawna Forde defends a militia leader against the murder 

of civilians, none of their arguments are substantially different from those that have been 

lobbied against immigrants since the eighteenth century. What is novel, however, is that 

these groups are interconnected in ways that would have been difficult to achieve prior to 

the existence of the Internet. The ways they link to each other, as well as simulinking to 

unrelated websites that give a superficial appearance of support for their ideologies, makes 

their websites seem like a large formidable network. While the ideology itself has not 

changed much, the ways they circulate information have. The next chapter will explore the 

ways in which this happens, and how it creates a sort of closed system of information that 

is not permeable from the outside, yet does seem to filter up through the mass media in 

unexpected ways that suggest the long-term survival of online nativist networks.
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CHAPTER 3: SIMULACRA, THE HYPERVERSE AND THE MEDIASCAPE 

1. Introduction 

The plethora of nativist websites on the Internet shows that such discourse has not 

been rendered untenable by any presumed tendency toward openness or democracy. 

Likewise, it is not a difficult task to identify the established nativist discourses that flourish 

within its virtual space. 

MAIA warns of the browning of America through chain migration and via the birth 

canal; MMP assures us of an imminent Reconquista led by Mexican gang members; BG 

forges repeated links between undocumented immigration and individual criminal 

behavior; and JFSF imagines a frontier space in which whites are a marginalized minority, 

scapegoated for the very violence they claim is exclusive to the population they seek to 

terrorize. These are only some of the cases of nativism examined in chapter two of this 

study, and despite the curious attention to detail they often exhibit, none of their elaborate 

nativist arguments represent a departure from those present of eighteenth and nineteenth 

century America.  

However, it would be difficult to deny that the medium of communication of such 

ideas has undergone significant changes. One might assume that, given the ease with which 

information can be verified through electronic sources, the claims made on nativist 

websites would draw increased scrutiny, which would in turn compel them to justify their 

claims using the conventions of responsible journalism and well-reasoned arguments. 

Paradoxically, the effect has been quite the opposite—the anti-immigrant movement 

thrives in its online environment and appears to be no less virulent than in the past. This 
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finding may seem like a counterintuitive one, but it can be considered a logical 

consequence of the structure of both the Internet and the discourses of nativism. In addition 

to the anonymity the Internet allows its users to preserve, there are several key processes 

that shape the flow of digital information that allow extremist ideologies to flourish. This 

chapter will explore how online communities respond to their own regimes of truth and 

create impermeable networks that remain unaffected by discourse that would function in 

opposition to them in “old media” forms. 

2. Early conceptions of the Internet as a democratic medium 

Early scholarship of the Internet immediately recognized its potential to 

revolutionize the way humans interact. Castells, who has since become one of the leading 

scholars of the Internet and the specific ways it functions as a medium of communication, 

sums up the situation well in The Rise of the Network Society by declaring that “[t]he 

potential integration of text, images, and sounds in the same system, interacting from 

multiple points, in chosen time (real or delayed) along a global network, in conditions of 

open and affordable access, does fundamentally change the character of communication” 

(328).  

This early scholarship was also filled with optimistic predictions of how the Internet 

would help not just technology, but society itself progress. Negroponte published Being 

Digital in 1995, and its content turned out to be uncannily prophetic with regard to the 

development of new media technology through the first decade of the 2000s. However, 

Nicholas Negroponte seems overly enthusiastic about the Internet’s ability to solve 

problems. Negroponte characterizes the world of the mid-1990s as one in which 
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information was transported with “atoms” that was already transitioning to a world where 

information would travel as “bits.” An example of atoms would be a VHS videotape, 

whereas he imagined a near future when video would be transmitted digitally—predicting 

video-on-demand services such as Netflix. Negroponte said that “being digital” gave much 

cause for optimism and signaled “four very powerful qualities that will result in its ultimate 

triumph: decentralizing, globalizing, harmonizing, and empowering” (229). Although the 

first two qualities are accurate reflections of the Internet’s architecture, in retrospect the 

last two seem overly optimistic—especially when considered in light of digital nativism. 

However, they serve as an illustration of the technology Zeitgeist of the time and a 

reflection of the ideology of the Internet as open and democratic. 

Negroponte has high hopes for the younger generation; he believed that they would 

fully exploit new technologies and that “[t]he traditional centralist view of life will become 

a thing of the past . . . drawing people into a greater world harmony” (229-30). One could 

argue that Negroponte’s predictions have come true for the subset of people that have 

access to the new technologies and the knowledge to use them. Despite the reconfiguration 

of the world into a global network, the network has been configured along traditional lines 

of geographic and economic hegemony. Negroponte, on the other hand, presciently 

recognized that “[t]he true value of a network is less about information and more about 

community. . . . It is creating a totally new, global social fabric” (183). This is also an apt 

characterization of anti-immigrant discourse online: community is more important than 

information. In other words, because the Internet can connect anyone with access to anyone 
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else, communities of like-minded individuals naturally coalesce around ideas they already 

share. 

Shapiro claims in The Control Revolution that the Net is built upon certain features 

that give it democratic potential. First, it is the first many-to-many medium, unlike 

television, and because of this it has “rightly been hailed as one of the most potentially 

democratic aspects of the Net” (15) because everyone can be active participants. Secondly, 

the Net is digital, which means there is no loss of information with copies of content. It 

can be endlessly replicated with no degradation, which results in “tremendous flexibility 

and power for the user” (16). Third, the Net is a distributed, packet-based network, which 

gives individuals more control over the flow of information and the ability to bypass 

gatekeepers (16). This point is crucial for nativist websites, since they can present whatever 

information they want about immigration to a mass audience. Finally, he describes the Net 

as interoperable, meaning that the hardware and software of the Internet is all designed to 

work together. In this way, every user can communicate with every other without fears of 

technological incompatibilities. However, Shapiro contradicts claims that the Internet is 

“inherently democratic” (14) and claims that until the Net is “broadband” (high speed) and 

“universal” (everyone has access), the democratic potential of the Net cannot be reached 

(17). There is nothing in his analysis that precludes the possibility or reaching these two 

goals, so the Net is always theoretically on its way to being completely democratic. 

In addition to its frequent billing as a democratic medium, the Internet has also been 

used as a tool to manage political democracies. In his book New Media Campaigns and the 

Managed Citizen, Howard examines what he calls “hypermedia political campaigns.” He 
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argues that politics took great advantage of mass media from the 1950s through the 1980s 

to reach and persuade voters, but the emergence of the Internet has moved politics into the 

terrain of targeting ever smaller groups of voters through the collection of vast quantities 

of data and strategic engineering of communication by technocrats. He defines a 

hypermedia campaign as “an agile political organization defined by its capacity for 

innovatively adopting digital technologies for express political purposes and its capacity 

for innovatively adapting its organizational structure to conform to new communicative 

practices” (2). Although he focuses on American politics, Howard’s insights into how 

democracy has been represented in hypermedia campaigns (and elsewhere on the Internet) 

can improve our understanding of how a fundamental link between new media 

technologies and democracy was created. 

In his first chapter, Howard refers to the assertions of technology optimists, who 

have pointed out the “immense potential for helping grass-roots activism” (37), and even 

made claims that “the internet will be an agent for democracy” (38). As Howard indicates 

in another chapter, such claims rest upon the notion of a “healthy public sphere,” in which 

citizens have access to shared texts that they can discuss without discrimination, along with 

“mediating institutions,” such as newspaper editors, and places of administration, such as 

courts, “where decisions are made and enacted” (182-83). Howard attributes the ideology 

of the Internet as a tool of democracy as a notion born out of a deliberate strategy of actors 

influential to the Internet’s early development: 

Through advertising campaigns, corporate identities—such as Microsoft or 

Accenture Consulting—can be associated with the advancement of a 
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healthy public sphere and deliberative democracy. Visually, such 

advertisements overlay historical documents such as the Magna Carta or the 

Declaration of Independence with the pixilated, contemporary interface of 

a computer screen. (38) 

The superposition of venerated symbols of democracy with the tools used to access 

digital content forges an unmistakable association in the user’s mind that the computer 

contains just as much potential to be a democratizing force as these foundational texts. 

Such images reinforce the ideology of the Internet as a tool of equal access. The logic goes 

that anyone who can get online has the same access as everyone else, so there is an equal 

chance to participate. However, unlike the Magna Carta and the Declaration of 

Independence, the computer screen is devoid of text. That is left to be filled in by its users, 

all of whom may become a latter-day Thomas Jefferson by interpolating the content of a 

future digital democracy. The computer is deceptively represented as a passive tool, 

suggesting that it is a blank slate for its users to fill with content and actively manage their 

participation. We might go farther and suggest that the companies proffering these 

advertisements, whose executives were doubtlessly aware and already invested in the huge 

profit potential of the Internet, were already actively managing the perception users would 

have of the new medium as a limitless bounty of consumer choice. 

3. Simulinking and reciprocal hyperlinking 

While the discourses may look the same, they are able to operate in new ways, 

largely as a result of the strategic use of hyperlinks. The manifold ways in which 

hyperlinking is used on nativist websites allows for two important corollary processes, one 
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of which I identified in chapter two as “simulinking,” and “reciprocal hyperlinking.” I 

remind the reader that the first coinage is a blend of the terms “simulacrum” and 

“hyperlinking” and refers to the practice of placing links, within the body of a persuasive 

text, to other websites that do not explicitly support the argument within that text. Sites 

such as BG and JFSF make extensive use of this strategy, which provides the appearance 

of having multiple sources and consequently provides a veneer of credibility to the 

information contained on the site. 

The second process places links to one another’s pages on their own sites, thus 

creating a direct route for users to navigate between them and automatically reinforcing the 

nativist ideology they share. Although he does not call it reciprocal hyperlinking, Sohoni 

discerns a particular dynamic that operates in the hyperlinking patterns among anti-

immigrant websites: “the most overtly nativist groups have the greatest number of web-

links to other restrictionist groups, suggesting an attempt to appropriate multiple sources 

of restrictionist discourse to bolster and legitimize their own positions” (827), and also that 

“groups that utilize overt nativist arguments seem to be the most willing to accept any 

group with a restrictionist position, but particularly accepting of other groups with strong 

nativist arguments” (843). 

In a sense, this means that the most extreme nativist groups are typically the most 

plugged in to the overall nativist network. By starting with an extreme site, the user has 

nearly instantaneous access to the entire network, in what is for all intents and purposes an 

inexhaustible supply of anti-immigrant discourse. This process sets up an implicit logic, 

much like a GPS navigation device, which allows the user to feel empowered to navigate 
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the Internet while simultaneously having a curated experience to the degree that the user is 

removed of all decision-making responsibility in where to go next. The user’s agency, 

however, is actually a chimera--the nativist network is governed by its own rationality (the 

drive to reproduce its own ideology) that has the effect of steering the user like a puppeteer 

manipulating a marionette. 

4. The elimination of cognitive dissonance 

I would like to depart from Shapiro’s concept of disintermediation, mentioned in 

chapter two with respect to how BG uses unsourced statistics and assertions about 

undocumented immigrants to support its claims, to examine how nativist discourse and 

new media technologies work together to construct meaning. The websites covered in this 

study are only a small part of a much larger group that can be said to form a huge collective 

of nativist websites on the Internet. This sprawling collection forms a network from the 

extensive use of hyperlinks that direct users to other nativist websites. These links are 

peppered throughout articles, embedded in images, and lined up in columns on pages that 

exist solely to provide users with more information about immigration. Links pages, such 

as those on APR, are carefully curated by the websites’ administrators. Once users arrive 

at a nativist website, the myriad of available hyperlinks can be likened to forking paths that 

invariably lead them down an anti-immigrant rabbit hole, driving them only deeper into 

the nativist network.  

Shapiro details a psychological phenomenon that makes it even more likely that the 

user, having arrived, will confine himself to the anti-immigrant corner of the Internet. The 

theory of cognitive dissonance, first proposed by Leon Festinger in 1957, is cited by 
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Shapiro to show that we may be inclined to use the Internet “to narrow our horizons rather 

than to expand them” (109). Festinger argued two basic hypotheses in A Theory of 

Cognitive Dissonance that have come to be accepted by psychologists: 

1. The existence of a dissonance, being psychologically uncomfortable, 

will motivate the person to try to reduce the dissonance and achieve 

consonance. 

2. When dissonance is present, in addition to trying to reduce it, the person 

will actively avoid situations and information which would likely 

increase the dissonance.” (Festinger 3) 

Festinger states that “in place of ‘dissonance’ one can substitute other notions 

similar in nature, such as ‘hunger,’ ‘frustration,’ or ‘disequilibrium,’ and the hypotheses 

would still make perfectly good sense” (3). Dissonance is therefore as elemental a part of 

human experience as physical hunger, produced in the mind upon contact with information 

that challenges our worldview. Humans experience this phenomenon because we typically 

do not have complete control over our environment, and Festinger developed his 

hypotheses to show that we must adapt our environment or our thinking. He provides some 

further detail in his book about how cognitive dissonance can be resolved: 

A person would expose himself to sources of information which he expected 

would add new [cognitive] elements which would increase consonance but 

would certainly avoid sources which would increase dissonance. If there is 

little or no dissonance existing, we would not expect the same kind of 

selectivity in exposure to sources of support or sources of information. In 
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fact, where no dissonance exists there should be a relative absence of 

motivation to seek support or new information at all. . . . One might expect 

circumspect behavior with regard to new information even when little or no 

dissonance is present to start with. (30) 

Festinger considers these behaviors hard-wired—to seek out information that 

reinforces what we already believe and exclude information that is not consonant with our 

pre-existing beliefs. In a world of old media, this was a process that required active 

management by individuals—for example, the reader of a newspaper would have to skip 

an article whose headlines seemed to espouse political beliefs that were not his own. 

Perhaps he would even read some of it before making this discovery. If the same thing 

happened during a television news program, he might change the channel or simply divert 

his attention until the story was over. Or, he might choose to read the article or watch the 

story, and then resolve cognitive dissonance by rebutting it with other information or by 

readjusting his own beliefs. 

In a world of new media, these processes of active management become passive. 

By personalizing the content we receive in our email inboxes and only visiting websites 

that hold the same views as we do, Shapiro notes that we are able to bypass cognitive 

dissonance altogether: “[t]he control revolution could change the calculus when we are 

faced with a potentially dissonant situation. Instead of having to reevaluate our actions or 

views, we would simply use total filtering to shield ourselves” (111). I argue that the ability 

to engage in such total filtering combines with the power of the nativist network to 

influence where the user will go next, which encourages the user to remain in a virtual 



133 

space bounded on all sides by real extremist ideology. By remaining within this space, the 

potential for experiencing cognitive dissonance is essentially eliminated, ensuring that the 

user’s existing prejudices are never problematized. The suspension of cognitive dissonance 

is maintained indefinitely as long as the user remains within the network (which, as just 

established, is highly probable), since no counter-discourse is availed to the user by 

navigating from these sites with hyperlinks. 

The ability to engage in total filtering on the Internet is what Shapiro refers to as 

“oversteer”; that is, he is afraid “we might overdo our personalization of information and 

social environments” (104). Since 1999, when Shapiro published his book, the advance of 

information technology has made oversteer pervasive in society. In Alone Together, Turkle 

writes that in the age of smartphones, “it [is] clear that what people mostly want from 

public space is to be alone with their personal networks” (14). This is a normal state of 

affairs for those who have grown up with mobile devices, but it runs counter to early ideas 

of the Internet as a possible venue for a global public sphere (Howard 183). An equal but 

opposite trend is the phenomenon of “narrowcasting,” which Howard describes “too much 

particular content shaped for particular people” (37). If oversteer is too much 

personalization side of the equation, narrowcasting can be thought of as too much 

personalization from the producer side. While they may originate from opposite sides of 

the screen, both narrowcasting and oversteer result in a fragmentation of shared experience 

and a diminution of the amount of shared text in the public sphere. 

This effect is not confined to new mobile communications tools. It is becoming part 

of the “medium” of all digital technologies in the sense described by Marshall McLuhan 
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in Understanding Media. It is an extension of ourselves and is changing patterns of 

individual and social behavior. Technological changes, along with the corresponding 

dangers of oversteer and narrowcasting, have all contributed to the tendency for the Internet 

to allow users to create their own private spheres through which much, or even most, of 

their personal interaction is mediated.28 Although this is a new phenomenon that has 

emerged along with the rise of digital media, it is not unique to online anti-immigrant 

discourse. In the next section, I will describe the way the online nativist network functions, 

which is the same principle that could allow it to thrive indefinitely. 

5. The semiotically closed space of the “hyperverse” 

According to Castells, a new global “culture of real virtuality” is emerging “through 

the powerful influence of the new communication system, mediated by social interests, 

government policies, and business strategies” (329-330). Castells claims in The Rise of the 

Network Society that this is happening because the Internet captures “most cultural 

expressions, in all their diversity” within its domain. This occurs to the extent that 

[e]very cultural expression, from the worst to the best, from the most elitist 

to the most popular, comes tougher in this digital universe that links up in a 

giant, a historical supertext, past, present and future manifestations of the 

28 It could be argued that the rise of social media platforms such as Facebook are restoring the early notion 
of the Internet as a public sphere in which debate and cognitive dissonance is once again possible. On the 
other hand, it is possible that oversteer continues to operate in most other digital spaces, thus tending to a 
diminution of civil discourse in social media when diverse points of view occupy what Castells refers to as 
the same “space of flows.” Although the space of flows will be discussed later in this chapter, the effects of 
social media on nativist discourse on the Web are beyond the scope of the current investigation. 
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communicative mind. By so doing, they construct a new symbolic 

environment. They make virtuality our reality. (372) 

The effect of this development is both decentering and deterritorializing. I argue 

that the Internet’s unique ability to capture all kinds of multimedia, as explained by 

Castells, has wrought the death of both spatial and temporal sequencing. Configurations 

are of course still present, but they are both infinite and infinitely fluid. They are created 

by end users according to the content they wish to consume, which they may arrive at on 

their own or through hyperlinks on pages they have already visited. More than any medium 

that has preceded it, the Internet has erased time, place, and space, and its users have begun 

to see virtuality as their ultimate reality. Virtuality as ultimate reality is, in essence, what 

Baudrillard is indexing with the concept of “hyperreality” in Simulacra and Simulation. If 

the march of information technology continues at its current pace, and there is nothing to 

indicate that it will not, the time will come when we cease to think of the Internet as 

“hyperreality” and achieve a Kurzweilian Singularity,29 with no distinction between 

virtuality and reality at all. Castells is clear that he is not referring to “virtual reality,” but 

describing a much more immersive concept: “It is a system in which reality itself (that is, 

people’s material/symbolic existence) is entirely captured, fully immersed in a virtual 

image setting, in the world of make believe, in which appearances are not just on the screen 

through which experience is communicated, but they become the experience” (Rise 373). 

29 Lanier describes “the Singularity” as an “apocalyptic idea,” often attributed to Ray Kurzweil, in which “the 
internet itself comes alive and rallies all of the net-connected machines into an army to control the affairs of 
the planet.” Some more extreme versions of this idea go so far as to postulate that the whole universe will 
eventually become one big brain (24-25). 

                                                



136 

The ultimate simulacrum described here by Castells allows for what he calls “self-

constructed image worlds” (Rise 375), and online anti-immigrant networks can be 

imagined as occupying such a space. The virtual space occupied by the nativist network 

can be imagined as a closed loop or a “hive” that, while ostensibly reaching out to objective 

sources of information about immigration, is actually a Möbius strip—a peculiar shape that 

appears to be a looped ring but which is really composed of a single curving surface. I call 

the ultimate product of this arrangement a “hyperverse” and define it as a hermetic 

discursive bubble that produces meaning through self-referentiality (entirely within a 

virtual sphere) and therefore comprises a closed semiotic loop. 

This phenomenon renders the notion that the Internet can be conceived of as a 

single entity untenable; instead, it can only be imagined as a “multiverse.” Borrowed from 

recent cosmological theories, the term refers to an infinite collection of universes (ours 

being one) that exist simultaneously in separate spaces. Each universe exists in its own 

space and none can interact with any other, and each universe is governed by its own unique 

set of natural laws. The comparison to the structure of the Internet, while it may not be 

composed of an infinite number of hyperverses, is approximated by this model. And just 

as with the multiverse, an infinite juxtaposition of hyperverses is the medium that gives the 

Internet its mass. 

Yet another way to explore the geometry (or perhaps anti-geometry) of the Internet 

is to explore it with Baudrillard’s concepts of the simulacrum and hyperreality. While apt 

for imagining the totality of the Internet, they are perhaps even more useful for envisioning 

a hyperverse. In Simulacra and Simulation he recalls a “Borges fable in which the 
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cartographers of the Empire draw up a map so detailed that it ends up covering the territory 

exactly,” and once the Empire decays the map’s bits and pieces are the only remaining 

artifacts (1). What was once representation is not only equal to reality; it has supplanted 

reality. In this analogy, I posit that the hyperverse is an analogue of Borges’s map, such 

that representation and reality have become indistinguishable. Baudrillard displays an 

uncanny prescience by employing the language of the virtual sphere, stating that the map 

“is no longer really the real, because no imaginary envelops it anymore. It is a hyperreal, 

produced from a radiating synthesis of combinatory models in a hyperspace without 

atmosphere” (2). The rhetorical constructs on nativist websites: “the invader,” “the anchor 

baby,” “the Reconquista,” and all others might be signifiers without signifieds, but this is 

not an obstacle because the semiotics of the hyperverse is composed solely of signifiers. It 

is a semiotic space governed by a proprietary logic which is created from a chain of 

processes that operate across the entire nativist network. Or, as Baudrillard remarks in 

another phrase that seems to foretell the transition to the digital age, “according to 

McLuhan’s formula, the medium is the message, the consequences of which have yet to be 

exhausted.” (56) 

6. Regime of truth 

Despite this somewhat ethereal characterization of the hyperverse, its existence and 

isolation have very real semiotic consequences. According to Sohoni, “[t]he restrictionist 

discourse we are currently witnessing can be viewed as what Foucault refers to as a 

discursive formation. Specifically, we can identify the fusing of multiple discourses that 

seemingly are non-racial in nature (such as environmentalism), with more overtly racial 



138 

arguments into what has become a restrictionist discourse” (846). It is incontrovertible that 

such a fusion occurs regularly within the nativist hyperverse, but I would go further and 

suggest that the websites are not only fusing multiple discourses and thereby configuring 

new discursive formations. Through the sheer quantity of linkages among nativist websites, 

they are able to accomplish something which, in a disciplinary society, was only possible 

through structural, hegemonic control of power/knowledge: a truth regime. 

Foucault’s argument in Power/Knowledge30 culminates in the following idea: 

Each society has its regime of truth, its ‘general politics’ of truth: that is, the 

types of discourse which it accepts and makes function as true; the 

mechanisms and instances which enable one to distinguish true and false 

statements, the means by which each is sanctioned; the techniques and 

procedures accorded value in the acquisition of truth; the status of those 

who are charged with saying what counts as true. (72-73) 

Truth, then, does not respond to any external, objective category of reality; it is 

manufactured through the operation of discursive processes and inscribed within the 

apparatuses of power within a society. A regime of truth therefore is not concerned so much 

with what is true, but rather with setting the constraints that govern what can be said to be 

true or false. In a disciplinary society, science has been a seminal truth regime that has 

allowed the state to justify its deployment of biopower through the establishment of 

prisons, hospitals, and other institutions. Because science is a truth regime, it is usually 

perceived to be an objective, infallible instrument. However, a perusal through the history 

30 Text of interviews from Power/Knowledge are contained in Foucault and Rabinow’s The Foucault Reader. 
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of scientific discourse reveals currents of thought such as scientific racism, many of whose 

most influential figures published works that have fueled nativist ideology in Europe and 

the United States. A regime of truth might seem to be an immutable institution ossified into 

all the crevices of a given set of historical, social, and cultural conditions. Yet Foucault 

discloses how a regime of truth can be overturned: “It’s not a matter of emancipating truth 

from every system of power (which would be a chimera, for truth is already power), but of 

detaching of detaching the power of truth from the forms of hegemony, social, economic, 

and cultural, within which it operates at the present time.” (75) 

Foucault’s vision of extracting the truth from the mechanisms of power within 

which it has traditionally operated has happened after a fashion, but it has not been replaced 

with any radical decentering of power or knowledge. In a disciplinary society, only the 

upper echelons of hegemony have access to the “code” on which the truth regime runs, but 

now it can be created and sustained solely through the emergence of a hyperverse. The 

closed nature of the hyperverse allows it to extend its proprietary logic through a 

hegemonic space that it creates simply by extending itself further into it. According to 

Foucault’s framework, the anti-immigrant assertions on nativist websites achieve truth by 

virtue of being repeated and by their ability to exclude other perspectives. In their absence 

(remember that this absence is an a priori postulate of the hyperverse), it is the univocal 

perspective of nativist websites that allows them to determine what is possible to say is 

true. 

Consider the example of nativist websites that include a plethora of links that direct 

the user almost exclusively to other websites, all of which promote a narrow anti-immigrant 
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philosophy. Quite obviously, a very particular meaning is created as a result of these virtual 

connections. This meaning is very important to the users of the online community. It is less 

important whether the information presented is “true,” but the notion of truth acquires 

currency in a way that is only possible in a virtual setting. As Turkle reports in Life on the 

Screen with respect to online interaction, “When part of your life is lived in virtual places—

it can be Second Life, a computer game, a social networking site—a vexed relationship 

develops between what is true and what is ‘true here,’ true in simulation” (153, emphasis 

added). 

“True here” is an apt metaphor not just for the spaces of entertainment Turkle refers 

to in this passage, but for online communities in general. The key is the notion of 

“simulation,” both in a general and Baudrillardian sense (i.e. as a representation with no 

original). Truth acquires a malleability that it generally does not have in real life, but 

regimes of truth can also be established within online communities that become 

impermeable to influences from outside of it. When a conversation takes place in the 

physical world, it exists within the context of a larger environment. Anti-immigrant 

protests may be vociferous and persuasive, but a counter-protest is likely to be taking place 

within earshot. Alternatively, depending on where the protest occurs, passersby may 

express verbal or visible disapproval. Because these events take place in physical space, 

they are also part of the public sphere. On the other hand, when an online community 

coalesces around nativist discourse, there is no compunction or incentive to worry about 

what is “true,” because the notion itself loses any fixed meaning or agreed-upon objectivity. 
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This is not to say that truth ever was fixed—as Foucault reminds us, truth is a discursive 

notion with no underlying ontological claims: 

There is a battle “for truth,” or at least “around truth”—it being understood 

once again that by truth I do not mean “the ensemble of truths which are to 

be discovered and accepted,” but rather “the ensemble of rules according to 

which the true and the false are separated and specific effects of power 

attached to the true,” it being understood also that it’s a matter not of a battle 

“on behalf” of the truth, but of a battle about the status of truth and the 

economic and political role it plays. (74) 

In light of Turkle’s argument, this passage from Foucault seems to proclaim that 

his goal has been achieved. Nativist discourse on the Web operates in its own space, an 

impermeable hyperverse, divorced from Foucault’s forms of hegemony. By extending 

itself like a rhizome31 through horizontal networks, it seals itself against any competing 

discourse coming from outside.  

As mentioned, in a real protest, opposing voices are likely to be present (such as at 

the Mexican flag burning carried out by BG in 2006, as can be seen on YouTube).32 But 

as a result of reciprocal hyperlinking, every path away from BG leads to another place 

whose content supports their view. Unlike in the physical manifestation of anti-immigrant 

activity at our protest, there is no larger environment, no surrounding context that subverts 

or challenges their messages. Space on the Internet is not linear; there is nothing next to it, 

31 For the concepts of “rhizome” vs “arborescent” culture, see Deleuze, Gilles, and Félix Guattari. A Thousand 
Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia. Minneapolis: U of Minnesota P, 1987. Print. 
32 deedeedynamo, “border guardians flag burning.” YouTube. Web. 19 June 2014. 
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above it, or behind it. There is no truth, only “true here.” It is a simulacrum which not only 

stands in for reality; it supplants it by becoming the only occupant of its own virtual space. 

7. The “interacting” vs. the “interacted”  

Even if the truth is malleable on the Internet (depending on which hyperverse a user 

chooses to visit), Castells indicates that there are global processes that operate more or less 

in the same ways everywhere to differentiate users into different groups. He warns that the 

Internet is not a utopian space—it will always reproduce traditional social hierarchies, 

though in new and distinct ways. Money, access, and being located in a country with 

enough market potential are the surest guarantors of advantage in the new media. Cultural 

and educational differences will also play a significant role. Castells argues in Rise of the 

Network Society that “the multimedia world will be populated by essentially two distinct 

populations: the interacting and the interacted, meaning those who are able to select their 

multidirectional circuits of communication, and those who are provided with a restricted 

number of prepackaged choices. And who is what will be largely determined by class, race, 

gender, and country.” Unlike the unifying power of television, the Internet is engendering 

“a socially stratified differentiation, leading to the coexistence of a customized mass media 

culture and an interactive electronic communication network of self-selected communes” 

(371, original emphasis). This phenomenon is even described in a different context by 

Henry Jenkins, noted for his theories about “spreadable media” and the ease with which 

content can be quickly disseminated on the Internet. He acknowledges that “circulation 

works in very local, culturally specific ways. . . . The content that spreads spreads through 
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specific communities and doesn't necessarily become visible to the culture at large” (“How 

Content Gains Meaning”). 

Instead of trying to describe a monolithic user of the Internet or advance a theory 

to encapsulate a single subject of the Internet, Castells apportions users to broad categories 

of the “interacting” vs. the “interacted.” Though access to digital bits on the Internet may 

not discriminate in a technological sense, the same does not hold true for access to 

information transported by bits. Instead of making us all more plugged in, informed, 

smarter, etc. multimedia reproduces social stratification. Furthermore, multimedia does not 

just reproduce social asymmetries—it actually intensifies them. Evidence of this 

phenomenon can be seen in the proliferation of mobile devices such as smartphones and 

tablets. Those who can afford the considerable cost of the devices (and the even more 

considerable cost of maintaining access on those devices) are quickly becoming a social 

class of technological “haves.” On the other hand, the technological “have-nots” are 

rendered almost invisible by their lack of access to what could be called the “real-time 

communications matrix,” which consists of a menagerie of wired and wireless 

communications providers, along with a variety of services that facilitate instant 

communications along members of their networks—all of which are interconnected to 

varying degrees. This lack of access is already leading to a new underclass, thus rendering 

them have-nots in the traditional economic and social sense. 

Building upon Castells’ analysis, I propose that the interacted class will maintain a 

certain agency by participating in discourse which references their afflicted status. As I 

elaborated in chapter two, online nativism exhibits patterns of violence that advocate taking 
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arms to the border against undocumented border-crossers. This argument rests upon the 

notion that the invasion from the south is well underway and can only be stopped by 

paramilitary and vigilante tactics. At a deeper level, this discourse represents the 

government as a gatekeeper that has failed in its mission to seal our borders against any 

outside entry or contamination, and the natives are left in a passive position with no choice 

but to suffer the invasion.33 It should therefore be little wonder that women are so visibly 

represented in the vigilante movement; however, resisting the invaders requires that they 

masculinize themselves by taking up arms, adopting the behavior their discourse projects 

onto immigrants. According to Castells’ binary, the nativist websites are administered by 

users who are undoubtedly “interacting.” Without access to new media technology and at 

least basic design skills, their websites would not exist. Nevertheless, there is a recurring 

discourse of “interacted” that weaves through their discourse in which they represent 

themselves as victims of an invasion from the south. This self-representation is a shared 

theme, and it becomes part of a larger strategy among nativist groups that can be examined 

as an instance of another recent phenomenon: counter power. 

8. The social reproduction of counter power 

As long as there has been power, there has also been resistance. Castells refers to 

this dynamic as “one of the few natural laws of society, verified throughout history” (248). 

However, in the digital age, there are new possibilities of contesting power that are shaped 

by technology and by the social relations that technology plays a part in producing. Castells 

33 This discourse is undeniably a gendered one, with immigrants represented as a masculine, hostile invading 
force and natives as feminized and penetrated; unfortunately, an analysis of this dynamic is beyond the scope 
of the present work. 
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says in “Communication, Power and Counter-power in the Network Society” that so-called 

network society is pervaded by “multimodal hypertext.” This hypertext extends 

communication media into all other parts of social life in a network that is both global and 

local, as well as constantly fluid. This means that “processes challenging institutionalized 

power relations are increasingly shaped and decided in the communication field” (239). 

Castells signals that new technologies have emerged at a time of “sharply contrasted 

systems of values and beliefs” that are often opposed to global capitalism. Castells calls 

this kind of opposition among the ordinary citizens using the technology “counter power.” 

The Internet possesses enormous potential as a vehicle for counter power.34 

However, what takes place on the nativist websites investigated in the present work can be 

termed an equal but opposite reaction. Equal, because even larger than the nativist 

discourses in which the language, imagery, and general semiotics on their sites is couched, 

they adopt a prevailing of attitude of counter-power. Immigration is repeatedly alluded to 

as a force that cannot be stopped—variously described as “an invasion,” or as a virus that 

infects the host, contaminating it with the negative cultural characteristics of its origin 

(which also connotes a discourse of impurity, such as that described by Hill). Despite the 

fact that female immigrants can be effectively represented as a distinct group of 

immigrants, their underlying agenda is the same—to take over the United States with 

numbers, if not by force. “Native” Americans see themselves as the shrinking white 

34 For analyses of recent counter power movements such as the Arab Spring, the indignadas movement in 
Spain, and the Occupy Wall Street movement, see Castells’ work Networks of Outrage and Hope: Social 
Movements in the Internet Age. Cambridge, UK: Polity, 2012. Print. 
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majority and, by contrast, as victims represented by a weak government unable or unwilling 

to control the invading hordes. 

The solutions, such as enacting vigilance and arms at the border, joining forces with 

other nativist groups, and exerting political pressure on elected officials, are strategies 

which add up to a counter-power movement, which is undeniably the self-perception of 

groups such as Mothers against Illegal Aliens, Minuteman Project, Border Guardians, 

American Border Patrol, Minuteman Civil Defense Corps, and Justice for Shawna Forde. 

However, within a broader social and political context, they employ a discourse of counter-

power that is enunciated from a position of hegemony—what could be ironically referred 

to as a “hegemonic counter-power discourse.” This is not a trend exclusive to anti-

immigrant websites, or even the anti-immigrant movement in general. It is instead a 

counter-strategy that has been developed as a response to twentieth and twenty-first century 

rights movements such as civil rights for African-Americans, equal rights for women, and 

ancillary trends such as discourses of multiculturalism and diversity. As Castells remarks 

about every society, “social movements may be progressive or reactionary or just 

alternative without adjectives” (“Communication” 249). 

The online nativist movement, however, is unique in the success it has enjoyed in 

galvanizing visible anti-immigrant sentiment and influencing the political sphere. Online 

nativist groups have moved from the virtual environment to a physical one, or as Castells 

refers to it, a “space of place,” such as the aforementioned burning of the Mexican flag by 

Border Guardians. Although these events have been organized (or at least spearheaded) by 

nativist groups with a vigorous online presence, they have enjoyed wider public 
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participation in a way that would unlikely be tolerated for groups with a more overtly racist 

agenda such as the Ku Klux Klan. Since nativism has successfully adapted to changing 

social attitudes (such as De Genova demonstrates with his discussion of “nativism of the 

left,” detailed in chapter one of the current project), it remains a tenable public discourse 

with a wide political (and public) catchment area.  

Castells remarks that social movements, however, do not (and do not want) to 

operate entirely within the virtual realm: 

“[T]he space of the new social movements of the digital age is not a virtual 

space, it is a composite of the space of flows and of the space of places. . . . 

Social movements escaped their confinement in the fragmented space of 

places and seized the global space of flows, while not virtualizing 

themselves to death, keeping their local experience and the landing sites of 

their struggle as the material foundation of their ultimate goal: the 

restoration of meaning in the new space/time of our existence, made of both 

flows, places and their interaction.” (“Communication” 250) 

Shawna Forde’s picture can be seen on websites, radio interviews with her can be 

streamed online; there is even a Norwegian news story and a Belgian documentary about 

her. And of course, there is the activity which is central to the existence of many of the 

groups: a physical, armed presence at the U.S.-Mexico border. Calls for volunteers to 

strengthen the groups’ vigilante efforts are publicized online, and the ability to reach an 

international audience has drawn volunteers who have travelled across state lines (and in 

some cases, international boundaries) to participate in what is veiled as a demonstration of 
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anti-immigrant “counter power.” Therefore, to assume that nativist websites operate in a 

virtual space and are therefore innocuous is perpendicular to reality. A nativist group may 

start as a website and act in or influence the real world (such as Border Guardians), or they 

may form offline and increase their numbers and visibility online (such as Minuteman Civil 

Defense Corps). Or, as a third option, they may exist almost entirely within a virtual world 

and operate within a variegated mediascape, such as JFSF, functioning as an archive of 

counter-power to reverse racial discrimination and patriarchy. 

As mentioned in chapter two, Williams and Delli Carpini suspect that the 

elimination of gatekeepers, and the resultant potential for private citizens to intervene in 

political issues, is a double-edged sword. What might look like an intervention (such as the 

websites in this investigation that represent immigrants as an invading force, criminal 

element, drainers of public coffers, source of contamination of the prudential “native” 

American public, etc.) is actually a clever exercise in framing that masquerades as a 

subversion of traditional discourse. The counter-hegemonic (or more precisely, “counter 

power”) perspective it adopts in its language and presentation of information gives it a 

degree of political clout and effectively occludes accusations of racism (despite the fact 

that the SPLC shows how the members of nativist organizations, such as Laine Lawless of 

BG, are linked to overtly racist organizations. 

This is not so different from previous nativist movements, which have also 

represented immigrant groups as threatening to the economic, moral, and social fabric of 

the nation. Perhaps what is different is that “native” citizens now represent themselves as 

a marginalized demographic, not a dominant group who stands to lose cultural and 
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economic power in some imagined future. Instead, they see themselves as many agonizing 

years down the road from that moment. Their discourse inhabits what could be described, 

with perhaps a little hyperbole, as a post-apocalyptic immigrant-ridden hellscape where 

“natives” have been stripped of any privileged position they once enjoyed. In this 

framework, they become freedom fighters crusading to restore an imagined idealized past 

in which “native” Americans sat atop the power structure, and their objective justifies the 

vigilante and violent actions they espouse. It is little wonder, then, that Williams and Delli 

Carpini are “suspicious of the degree to which even multiple axes of power are still shaped 

by more fundamental structures of economic and political power” (1209). What looks like 

an intervention from a newly emerged axis of power reveals itself to be an established 

nativist discourse that is enunciated from a position of hegemony. 

The potential of the new media is continually being unlocked for those who have 

legitimate concerns with the power structures embedded within global capitalism, as 

commented upon exhaustively throughout Castells’ scholarship. But there is neither a built-

in ethos nor an automatic teleological bent toward democratic participation. It is necessary 

to remain critical of this naïve presumption, which can lead us into believing that the 

deterritorialized locus of enunciation of hegemonic ideas somehow renders them as 

democratic, subversive, or counterhegemonic. 

9. Horizontal vs. vertical networks 

What makes counter power possible is the decentralization of authorship (or in 

technology parlance, content generation). It is important to recognize that this phenomenon 

is a relatively recent one in the world of media, which has previously operated almost 
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entirely under a one-to-many paradigm. We are familiar with the one-way messages of 

mass media, now often retronymically referred to as “old media,” i.e. television networks 

and print outlets (newspapers, magazines, and book publishers). They typically collect 

information from multiple sources that must then pass through gatekeepers (editors) before 

it is disseminated to the public. There are avenues for the audience to communicate with 

the information distributor (such as physical or email addresses, or letters to the editor in 

the case of newspapers); however, typically any attempts to contact old media outlets must 

also pass through gatekeepers. In vertical communication networks, information only flows 

directly from top to bottom, with no avenue for spontaneous interaction from the audience 

below (Shapiro 15). 

The Internet is the first communication medium built upon a foundation of 

horizontal networks. Sasha Costanza-Chock describes horizontal networks as: 

. . . tools of production that are inexpensive and widely available, rather than 

concentrated in a few hands; circulation that is many-to-many rather than 

one-to-many; content selection and filtering that is performed socially or by 

transparently delegated editors rather than by professionals or elites; 

decision making that is participatory and consensus based rather than 

compulsory and hierarchical.” (“Analytical Note” 2) 

Castells, for his part, qualifies horizontal networks as linkages of “interactive 

communication that connect local and global in chosen time” that “include the multimodal 

exchange of interactive messages from many to many both synchronous and 

asynchronous” (“Communication” 246). These messages are “self-generated in content, 
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self-directed in emission, and self-selected in reception by many that communicate with 

many” (248). Castells states that this is a new era of communication in which “unlimited 

diversity” of communication makes up flows that are constantly reconstructing “the global 

and local production of meaning in the public mind” (248). 

According to Castells, any piece of content on the Internet has the potential to irrupt 

any other piece of content. This would be the encapsulation of what he refers to as 

“horizontal networks,” which Castells sees as fundamental to the architecture of the 

Internet: “The communication foundation of the network society is the global web of 

horizontal communication networks that include the multimodal exchange of interactive 

messages from many to many both synchronous and asynchronous” (“Communication” 

246). Horizontal networks are decentralized and deterritorialized and connote an absence 

of guiding authority. Participants are like nodes, and there are typically no barriers to 

prevent any particular node from communicating with any other. 

With the evolution of social media platforms such as Twitter, Facebook, Reddit, 

etc., horizontal networks enjoy a constantly increasing number of participants.35 These 

increasing numbers of actors represent a substantial demographic for old media outlets. As 

Castells indicates, “a new round of power making in the communication space is taking 

place, as power holders have understood the need to enter the battle in the horizontal 

communication networks” (“Communication” 259). The result has been the incorporation 

of horizontal networks into vertical ones. On their websites, broadcast networks and 

35 According to an article by Mark Prigg on the website Mail Online, Facebook’s user base is 1.32 billion as 
of 23 July 2014, and the average user spends forty minutes a day interacting with their Facebook networks. 
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newspapers have comment sections for most or all stories in which anyone can participate, 

and staff often reply to emails and Tweets from users. This is not to say that the distinction 

between horizontal and vertical networks is dissolving, but clearly vertical networks are no 

longer immune to interventions from users of horizontal networks. In particular, attempts 

by several corporations to generate publicity for themselves on Twitter have backfired as 

users subverted their objectives by posting negative Tweets.36 It remains to be seen whether 

horizontal networks will continue to have the potential to break through the walled gardens 

of vertical corporate networks or whether they will successfully adapt to new horizontal 

platforms and maintain control of both the information they distribute and the information 

that is distributed about them on their own websites and social media accounts. 

Castells claims that “the structural bias of this space toward the powers that be is 

being diminished every day by the new social practices of communication” 

(“Communication” 258). I maintain that while the potential for horizontal networks to 

make interventions into vertical networks will not cease to exist, and subversions will 

continue to occur, controllers of vertical networks will devote substantial resources to 

managing interactions with users (and representations of themselves) in horizontal 

networks. This dynamic of brinksmanship is likely to result in an uneasy stasis that will 

allow actors in horizontal networks to maintain an illusion of agency, while at the same 

time permitting vertical networks to preserve the control of information they have always 

enjoyed. Jenkins describes this contentious dynamic as follows: 

36 For examples of Twitter campaigns backfiring on corporations such as McDonald’s and J.P. Morgan, see 
Media Mole, “Not What They Had in Mind: When Twitter Campaigns Backfire.” New Statesman. 24 April 
2014. Web. 11 June 2014. 
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There's no chance that the mass media is going away anytime soon. The 

mass media exerts enormous power over our culture. . . . [W]e have to live 

with the paradox of gaining greater grassroots control over media content. 

At the same time, we're seeing greater concentration control over broadcast 

content, distributed content, by a smaller and smaller number of 

companies.” (“How Content Gains Meaning”) 

10. Old media + new media = mediascape 

Although the nativist hyperverse is a horizontal network as classified above, it does 

not admit outside information from competing perspectives that would challenge and 

inevitably rupture its extremist ideology. However, it does seem to be able to permeate 

other mediatic spaces such as television and print journalism. Let us instead examine this 

network as a “mediascape.” My somewhat loose borrowing of this term from Appadurai 

refers to his use of the term to index the “large and complex repertoires of images, 

narratives and ‘ethnoscapes’ . . . in which the world of ‘news’ and ‘politics’ is profoundly 

mixed” (299). The discourses on these sites, perhaps because of the perception of authority 

due to the physical proximity of their members to the U.S.-Mexico border, have filtered 

through the national immigration debate and are a likely factor contributing to the 

rightward shift in national political and social discourse. One need only consider John 

McCain’s abrupt 2010 shift in immigration policy, SB1070, or current attempts by multiple 

state legislatures to deny 14th Amendment rights to American-born children of immigrants. 

The process can be likened to osmosis. The barrier between the nativist hyperverse 

and the established media functions as a “selectively permeable membrane,” such that 
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information travels in only one direction. Automatically ascribing an osmotic role to 

nativist sites in this shift would be premature, but discounting the probability of a 

correlation between the two forces would be equally naïve. It is this probability that gives 

the conceit of the mediascape its utility, as it permits the admixture of ideas contained on 

the Internet with those outside of it. The nativist hyperverse still exists in a hermetic bubble 

in the virtual space, but its assertions nevertheless percolate into public discussions of 

immigration. This is precisely what makes the hyperverse so pernicious: it maintains a 

rarefied purity in the extremity of its ideas, while at the same time securing access to other 

discursive spheres. Over time, the nativist hyperverse contaminates other spheres of 

discourse, inflecting them with extremist ideologies while it remains permanently 

protected against any possibility of dilution. The Internet, which didn’t exist when 

Appadurai published “Disjunctures,” is not just another element in the mediascape. In 

many ways, the Internet is integral to its construction and maintenance. 

Sohoni notes that “[nativist] groups are being cited in the mainstream media” as 

experts on immigration (846). This is evident from visiting their websites. Jim Gilchrist 

has prominently posted a link to a recent interview with USA Today in which he speaks 

about the misguided “amnesty bill” moving through Congress. Likewise, Glenn Spencer 

embeds a video version of the BBC radio panel he participated in to discuss border security 

(mentioned in chapter 2). It would be difficult to count the number of appearances Chris 

Simcox made in local and national media during MCDC’s heyday, television news 

programs and newspapers continue to cite figures involved in the nativist movement as 
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authorities on immigration issues.37 When these ideas venture outside the realm of the 

hyperverse, we must consider “the need to examine these groups less as isolated entities 

and instead as participants in social networks. Social movements are successful to the 

extent they can garner broad-based support for their positions, and influence public policy” 

(Sohoni 845-46). 

I argue that the existence of the mediascape has made these movements successful; 

even while the number of vigilante groups continues to suffer a precipitous drop according 

to the SPLC, anti-immigrant rhetoric among local, state, and national politicians has 

enjoyed a meteoric rise. Restrictionist immigration laws such as Arizona’s SB1070 have 

encouraged other states such as Alabama, Georgia, Pennsylvania, and Mississippi to pass 

copycat (or even harsher) laws, and politicians such as Arizona’s Russell Pearce and 

perennial presidential candidate Ron Paul have advocated the repeal of 14th Amendment 

rights to American-born children of immigrants. 

There is nothing particularly surprising about the flow of information from the 

Internet to the mass media, but how these flows circulate is not immediately apprehensible. 

In “Analytical Note,” Costanza-Chock relates that many established media outlets, such as 

CNN and the New York Times, have begun using blogs to “strengthen the gatekeeping role 

of large media firms” (18). As such, they become another channel for top-down rather than 

bottom-up communication. However, the appropriation of blogs as a tool by the mass 

media is a sign that the distinction between the kind of information that is circulated on the 

37 As a more recent example, Gilchrist was featured on a radio program on 31 July 2014 in which he suggested 
that “child migrants who have fled to the southern U.S. border should be put into a gas chamber.” (Tashman).  
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Internet and the kind circulated on television or in newspapers is also disappearing. This 

erasure is contributing to what I might call a “flattening of the geometry” of information, 

which in turn lends credence to the notion of an agglomerated “mediascape” that 

encompasses a variety of old and new media. Although horizontal and vertical networks 

are maintained separately, there is a fluid exchange of information between them. 

Costanza-Chock says that “the blogosphere has had major impacts on political figures and 

processes, primarily by pushing news stories up from the bottom until they emerge into the 

mass media landscape” (“Horizontal Communication” 19). For example, politicians have 

had their careers ended by making racist or offensive comments that were recorded and 

posted on blogs or uploaded to video-sharing sites. 

Williams and Delli Carpini go further by pointing to the disruption of the traditional 

“single-axis system of political influence” and a corresponding transfer to a “multiaxity of 

power.” The first disruption consists of the old media’s struggle to retain itself as 

gatekeeper of information; the second is the “obliteration of the normal news cycle,” which 

created new opportunities for new actors to influence political agendas; and the third is the 

opportunity for the public to enter the political world (1213). 

This schema is aligned with Shapiro’s explanation of disintermediation. With the 

emergence of the twenty-four hour news cycle and the desire to get the “scoop,” detailed 

both by Williams and Delli Carpini and Shapiro in relation to the Monica Lewinsky 

scandal, old media outlets find themselves scrambling to release information as quickly as 

they can gather it. Editors are impediments to the quick dissemination of this information 

and find their roles diminished or eliminated, which has consequently opened new spaces 
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for private individuals to influence how the old media operates. Instead of taking up the 

standard and calling for a return to the tenets of responsible old media journalism such as 

double-sourcing and checking facts, they have adapted by “streamlining” their methods to 

be more consonant with the new media’s strategies. Generally this means they release 

information faster, but often with a corresponding decline in the quality of the information. 

In fact, old media have come to rely on new media to generate viewers and readers. As 

pointed out by Castells, sites such as Digg and Facebook allow users to easily share links 

to news stories from traditional media outlets such as Fox News and the New York Times. 

This significantly increases the revenue-generating potential of the old media. Regardless 

of the specific tools users take advantage of to share content on the web, Castells astutely 

observes that “[t]he result is that rather than separation between old and new media, or 

absorption of the latter by the former, we observe their networking” (“Communication” 

254). 

The flow of information between the old and new media (between their vertical and 

horizontal networks) is not one-way; however, the new media has exerted a strong 

influence on the production and circulation of information of the old media. Although it is 

certainly possible for information to flow downward to horizontal networks, the old 

media’s loss of gatekeeper status has removed their unchallenged access to information 

channels and reduced them to participants instead of authoritative outlets in the network 

society. It is precisely this new dynamic that allows online anti-immigrant networks to 

remain unadulterated even as they influence the wider mediascape in the realms of news 

and politics. 
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11. McCain’s sudden reversal on immigration 

The rapidly increasing population of Latino voters appears to be changing the 

dynamics of political rhetoric about immigration. In the introduction to the collection 

Immigrants Out!: The New Nativism and the Anti-Immigrant Impulse in the United States, 

Juan Perea observes that Derrick Bell’s theory of interest-convergence accounts 

remarkably well for the treatment of people of color throughout American history: “the 

theory holds that the treatment of African Americans, and by extension other peoples of 

color, will improve only when it is in the interest of the white majority” (“Introduction,” 

3). McCain’s about-face on immigration policy has him emphatically supporting a guest 

worker program and a path to citizenship for undocumented immigrants. This acute 

reversal of his previous advocacy of ramped-up enforcement during the 2010 midterm 

Congressional elections (in which during a TV spot he famously barked to Arizona sheriff 

Paul Babeu to “complete the dang fence”) is actually a reversion to his position under the 

Bush administration, in which both the senator and the president favored the 

(re)establishment of a guest worker program. The primary motive for the current pro-

immigration rhetoric coming from McCain and many of his fellow politicians seems to be 

a recognition of a critical mass of Latino voters. McCain and his colleagues in the U.S. 

Congress are rapidly adopting positions more favorable to the Latino electorate not because 

of a desire to “fix” a broken immigration system, but because not doing so would run 

counter to Bell’s theory of interest-convergence and potentially harm the interests of the 

their (white majority) political party. As the Latino electorate increases, it is increasingly 

important for politicians to cater to a new constituency whose vote is not assured for either 
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major political party but which is quickly becoming critical for their success in presidential 

and congressional elections. Ultimately, politicians act according to the directives of large 

donors, many of whom favor anti-immigrant policies that pit politicians against the 

growing Latino electorate. Politically, the U.S. seems to be entering a transitional period 

in which action (or inaction) on immigration policy will be a significant factor in the future 

of both of country’s primary political parties. However, we can be certain that Bell’s 

interest-convergence theory will dictate that the security of the white majority in the 

political arena will be preserved for the foreseeable future. 

12. The mediascape: Immigrants as a public health threat 

“Night after night, under the rousing headline “Broken Borders,” the 
distinguished-looking 61-year-old [Lou Dobbs] instructs his growing 
audience that illegal immigrants import deadly diseases, rampant crime and 
international terrorism; they live off welfare, destroy public schools and 
burden hospitals; what’s more, most haven’t even learned to speak English. 
Add that they’re foot soldiers sent by the Mexican government to 
“reconquer” the Southwest, and by the end of the hour, we have seen the 
enemy—and he’s a Spanish-speaking immigrant.” (19-20) 

—Daphne Eviatar, “Nightly Nativism” 
 
Many moral panics have arisen from the native’s fear of the immigrant’s criminal 

nature. However, as Hill has demonstrated, it has also proved common in various cycles of 

nativism to represent them as public health threats stemming from their lack of adequate 

hygiene habits. During the April 14th, 2005 episode of Lou Dobbs’s CNN program Lou 

Dobbs Tonight, entitled “Border Insecurity; Criminal Illegal Aliens; Deadly Imports; 

Illegal Alien Amnesty,” the pundit assured viewers that “there are rising fears that once 

eradicated diseases are now returning to this country through our open borders. Those 

diseases are threatening the health of nearly every American as well as illegal aliens 
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themselves” (emphasis added). Christine Romans, a correspondent on the program, 

provides statistics about the number of cases of tuberculosis in Los Angeles and specifies 

that “forty-five percent in Los Angeles County of our new tuberculosis cases are—are from 

Latin America, Mexico, and other parts of Latin America. And a significant percentage of 

those are people who are not documented.” Later in the program a statistic is given about 

the number of new cases of leprosy, claiming that “there were about 900 cases of leprosy 

for 40 years. There have been 7,000 in the past three years.” This statistic would shock 

anyone, and Dobbs’s viewers could scarcely be blamed for being alarmed about this little-

reported side effect of undocumented immigration. However, it turns out be egregiously 

incorrect—according to David Leonhardt in his article “Truth, Fiction, and Lou Dobbs,” 

the news magazine 60 Minutes reports the actual statistic: that 7000 cases of leprosy have 

not occurred in the past three years, but in the past thirty. In his response to Leonhardt’s 

questions, the director of the National Hansen’s Disease Program stated unequivocally that 

leprosy “is not a public health problem—that’s the bottom line. . . . You’ve got a country 

of 300 million people. This is not something for the public to get alarmed about.” Although 

Dobbs’s statistic was obviously incorrect, his citation of numbers is nevertheless successful 

in reinforcing the belief that immigrants are a threat to all due to the harboring of diseases 

which have been eradicated in the mainstream native population. Anyone who entertains 

Dobb’s “misinformation by hyperbole” is bound to come away with the fear of a sizeable 

population of leprous immigrants.38 

38 Amos Tversky and Daniel Kahneman describe a psychological concept they call the “availability 
heuristic,” which dictates that “a person evaluates the . . . probability of events . . . by the ease with which 
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According to Inda’s notion of the prudential society, such assumptions ascribe to 

its subjects a lack of personal ethics—a circumstance that justifies the deployment of anti-

citizenship technologies against them, which seems to be precisely Dobbs’s objective. As 

such, he unwittingly verifies that he is recycling an old nativist argument. What is curious 

is that although it may be much easier to refute such arguments now than in the past (due 

to the availability of information and medical statistics from reliable sources), it not only 

continues to exist but is even promoted by what are perceived as reliable, objective news 

sources. The disintermediated environment of the twenty-four hour news cycle, examined 

by Williams and Delli Carpini, Shapiro and others, allows Dobbs’s error to be disseminated 

on his program, where it was quickly picked up and circulated by old and new media outlets 

and entered the mediascape.39 According to Leonhardt, Dobbs has used his program often 

serves as a platform for nativist discourse, such as claiming that undocumented immigrants 

are one-third of the U.S. federal prison population and even describing the “Reconquista” 

plot to attack the Southwest. The conflation of “factual reporting with editorializing,” as 

Leonhardt points out, is the greatest complaint from other journalists about Dobbs; 

however, the processes of disintermediation and the loss of gatekeepers inevitably lead to 

the distribution and flow of erroneous information. Whether Dobbs’s error was the result 

relevant instances come to mind” (207). As such, singular examples of low-probability events cause us to 
believe they occur much more frequently than they actually do. This psychic tendency is exploited in the 
current example and widely within the nativist hyperverse, in which singular examples of criminal activity, 
contamination, etc. are ascribed to all immigrants. 
39 Although this investigation focuses primarily on nativism on the Internet, the work of Otto Santa Ana 
abundantly explores the spread of anti-immigrant discourse in mainstream mass media since the early 1990s. 
He shows that the characterization of Latinos as invaders, parasites, and pathogens in Brown Tide Rising and 
their absence from news stories unrelated to immigration in his most recent Juan in a Hundred. 

                                                



162 

of information that originated in the nativist hyperverse is not known, but its mere existence 

contributes to a media environment that makes such statements more likely. 

13. Conclusion 

The dynamics of the Internet remain elusive in spite of these attempts to 

conceptualize them. With eight new users added to the Internet every second (“Usage and 

Population Statistics”), it may seem impossible to describe the functioning of a constantly 

changing organism. The Internet of ten years ago is significantly different from the one we 

know today, and the Internet of ten years in the future would likely be unrecognizable to 

us. 

If anything is certain, it is that the broad representation of the Internet in its early 

years as a portal to openness and democracy (which is still a presumption of many users) 

has not and likely never will come to fruition. Despite its architecture, as described by 

Shapiro and Negroponte, that would theoretically permit the Internet to act as a universal 

resource of broadband access with equal participation for all users, the social reproduction 

of inequality and ideological discourse flourishes as much in the virtual world as in the real 

one. Combined with the processes of narrowcasting and oversteer, both of which encourage 

users to personalize the information they receive to an extreme degree, the ability to prevent 

cognitive dissonance from ever occurring is not only possible, but viewed as desirable 

when presented as an expansion of individual freedom of choice. As a consequence, in 

spite of the vast access to information of all kinds the Internet affords, users intentionally 

circulate Castells’ narrow “self-constructed image world” (375). This process favors the 

creation of individual online communities, and the use of simulinking and reciprocal 
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hyperlinking subtly guide users to remain with them, creating discursive hyperverses that 

are nearly, if not completely immune to outside influence. 

These processes explain the existence of the nativist hyperverse, but the question 

remains whether any user would restrict their access about immigration and immigrants to 

nativist websites. This question cannot be answered definitively without undertaking a 

monumental sociological study of the Internet, which is probably impossible to carry out. 

However, the problem is that the question presupposes that the user will doubt the 

information they find on the anti-immigrant network. Instead, Foucault’s concept of truth 

regimes, as well as Turkle’s notion of what is “true here,” demonstrate how truth is a 

malleable concept that is negotiated entirely within the nativist hyperverse. As Baudrillard 

developed with his model of the simulacrum’s relationship to reality, what is online 

becomes not just a representation of the real, but reality itself. Since the whole of human 

experience is online, according to Castells, human experience is becoming inscribed in a 

culture of “real virtuality.” 

Nativist discourse occupies the real virtual space described in this work, but the 

arguments employed there are anything but novel. Longstanding fears about assimilation, 

potential immigrant invasions, moral problems, and immigrants as economic burdens 

continue to be reproduced and reified in this new space. The difference lies in the way 

nativist websites reproduce themselves as “interacted” and immigrants as “interacting,” or 

in other words, as powerless victims up against rampant immigration that a weak 

government is unwilling or unable to control. This scenario, in turn, allows anti-immigrant 

activists to adopt a posture of what Castells calls “counter power,” a strategy which 
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represents them as opposing a hegemonic force. But unlike the particular phenomena 

studied by Castells, the paradigm is inverted as the hegemonic force assumes the role of 

protester. 

 This complex set of relations is further complicated by the simultaneous existence 

of horizontal and vertical networks on the Internet. Horizontal networks, as bottom-up 

communities that circulate information through multiple channels, increasingly find that 

vertical networks are adopting their strategies and media (such as blogs) to attempt to retain 

their gatekeeper status, as described by Williams and Delli Carpini. However, the 

increasing influence of the new media on the old has led to the formation of a larger 

mediascape in which the old and new media circulate and reproduce information 

asymmetrically, while horizontal networks find ways to irrupt vertical networks as the 

latter try to maintain control. 

This conjunction of processes underlies the flourishing of nativism not in spite of, 

but rather because of access to new media technologies. Nativist discourse is even 

successful at influencing elections and factoring into immigration politics at a national 

level. While the discourses have remained largely the same, the Internet provides extremely 

efficient and novel ways of circulating nativist discourse. 
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CONCLUSION 

One of the foundational myths of the United States is that it is the land of 

opportunity, where everyone is given an equal opportunity to succeed. However, the 

ideology of American exceptionalism has proven, sadly, to have had many exceptions. 

While ostensibly about “accepting,” it has been “excepting” for entire groups of 

immigrants. As Bosniak states, anti-immigrant activists have always attempted to avoid 

being labeled as nativists (284). However, the fact that what Higham described as “intense 

opposition to an internal minority on the ground of its foreign (i.e. ‘un-American’) 

connections” (4) has occurred and recurred cyclically for more than two hundred years 

throughout the history of the United States, there can be little doubt that nativism is 

indissociable from the social, cultural, political, and economic fabric of the country. 

In the first chapter, my objective was to show that the underlying arguments of anti-

immigrant discourse were established early in the nation’s history and were repeatedly 

recycled when new groups of immigrants supplanted those that came before them. In the 

final years of the eighteenth century, nativistic sentiment turned against all immigrants as 

they were suspected to be in league with the French in the lead-up to war. The nineteenth 

century saw concerns toward Irish and Asian immigrants as Americans feared that the Irish 

were poor, wretched, uneducated paupers conspiring with the pope to take over the United 

States; that Chinese were drug peddlers and prostitutes; and that the Japanese would soon 

take control through the slow invasion of childbirth. In the twentieth century, the tide 

turned against southern Europeans and their “filthy habits of life” (Feagin 22). But for the 

latter half of the twentieth century until today, the majority of American nativism has 
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targeted Latino, and primarily Mexican immigrants. Just like previous immigrant groups, 

they were (and still are) accused of being unable or unwilling to assimilate to American 

culture, exhibiting moral failings and criminal tendencies, and stealing jobs from native-

born Americans. The same arguments have emerged repeatedly even as American 

demographics change—the only change is the target of each iteration. 

The goal of chapter two was to compare these nativist arguments against those 

found on anti-immigrant websites. Although there were many organizations to choose 

from, I chose to study those who engaged in or supported vigilante activity along the U.S.-

Mexico border, which experienced a precipitous rise in the 2000s in the wake of the attacks 

of September 11. An examination of the websites of Mothers against Illegal Aliens, Border 

Guardians, American Border Patrol, MinutemanHQ, Minuteman Project, and Justice for 

Shawna Forde revealed that none of the arguments for restricting immigration differed 

substantially from the ones detailed in chapter one. However, a common trope of viewing 

immigrants as an invading force, along with the frequent use of military metaphors and 

patterns of physical violence, including murder, emerged in ways that marked the current 

nativist sentiment as particularly charged with hostility. This can be attributed more to the 

escalation of border policing over the past few decades, as Andreas details in Border 

Games, then any escalation of violence among the immigrants themselves. The increase in 

violence and the entry of drug cartels into human trafficking is an additional factor in the 

rise of anti-immigrant sentiment. In the last analysis, however, the immigrants who are 

subject to this state policing and CTA violence continue to be the actual targets of nativist 

discourse. I proceeded to analyze the operation of disintermediation on the websites, as 
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well as the techniques of “simulinking” and “reciprocal hyperlinking,” and how they 

enhanced the tight boundaries of the nativist network so that they opposing perspectives 

on immigration were not featured on the sites. In many cases, such as with the websites of 

BG and JFSF, links to content on other sites that actually contested nativist discourse were 

featured but presented in such a context that they ultimately do not challenge the integrity 

of the network. 

In chapter three, I described how anti-immigrant discourse circulates within both a 

new media and an old media environment. Firstly, I demonstrated that the Internet is not 

an inherently democratic medium. Despite early optimism from technology scholars such 

as Negroponte, “narrowcasting” and “oversteer” allow the user so much ability to restrict 

the information they receive that any opposing viewpoints can be eliminated—and with 

the, the possibility of cognitive dissonance. I described the nativist network as existing in 

its own “hyperverse,” a hermetically sealed semiotic space that resembles Baudrillard’s 

simulacrum (a copy with no original) and creates its own hyperreality. Accordingly, a truth 

regime as described by Foucault, or the notion of “true here” (truth in a particular space) 

outlined by Turkle, explain how knowledge is produced discursively within what Castells 

call the “real virtuality” of online experience. I elaborated two similar models of the 

narrative commonly constructed on nativist websites, with activists positing themselves as 

“interacted” (vs. immigrants as “interacters”) and adopting a stance of counter-power 

against an immigrant invasion. However, unlike Castells’ use of the term to describe 

counterhegemonic social movements targeting global capitalism, the nativists 

simultaneously occupy a hegemonic position and represent themselves as the victims of 
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more powerful external forces. I then used Costanza-Chock’s communication model to 

distinguish horizontal networks (distributed many-to-many communication networks that 

are transparently managed) from vertical networks (top-down channels controlled by 

established old media outlets). Following this logic, I demonstrated how a “mediascape” 

(borrowing a term from Appadurai) is formed by permeability between the new and old 

media, which has had the effect of forcing the old media to become disintermediated and 

circulate information in more fluid ways according to the analysis of Williams and Delli 

Carpini. I used these concepts to show possible ways that the nativist hyperverse has 

inflected political discourse with McCain’s shifts on immigration policy (from center, to 

right, and back to center). I concluded chapter three by analyzing an example of 

disintermediated claims that immigrants were contaminating native-born Americans with 

disease on an established news network, showing the negative impact the speed and lack 

of gatekeepers in the new media has had on the old media. 

This focus of this project is, at its essence, a moving target. Because of the 

ephemeral nature of web pages, only a small, relatively synchronous sample of the content 

available on the sites chosen for this investigation was analyzed. Some of the websites have 

been significantly altered since I began this project; others have even disappeared 

completely. A future study of the online nativist network would select a larger sample of 

sites and look for other shared patterns that could reveal the workings and nuances of the 

nativist discourses more closely, as well as what is novel about them compared to anti-

immigrant arguments made in the past against non-Mexican immigrant groups. The 

inclusion of websites belonging to nativist think tanks, such as the Federation for American 
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Immigration Reform, could help reveal specific linkages within the nativist network, as 

these organizations are well connected to other anti-immigrant entities and conservative 

think tanks. A wider variety of Internet scholarship would be included, such as the most 

recent work of Castells.  

This investigation has also not included social media within its purview, as nativist 

organizations were judged to have little to no presence on social media platforms when this 

project was conceived. However, a casual search for activity of nativist groups on networks 

such as Facebook and Twitter now indicates that these groups are making more and more 

use of social networking to inform and expand their community. It will be essential for 

future studies of anti-immigrant networks to examine such modes of communication to 

determine what kind of information they circulate and how meaning is constructed and 

maintained through these new types of flows. 

Future directions for this research should also explore not just the operation of the 

nativist “hyperverse,” but the ways in which its ideology is being contested from within 

the new media, from the old media, and by social movements. Costanza-Chock, for 

example, outlines the ways in which horizontal networks are already developing to 

mobilize pro-immigrant demonstrations and events. He also calls upon “social movements 

need to both appropriate corporate Web 2.0 spaces and use them to circulate their struggles, 

while educating themselves about corporate appropriation of mediamaking and social 

networking labor, state surveillance of social network sites, and the ease of corporate or 

state censorship of material on such sites” (859). My future work will also incorporate other 

recent scholarship on the formation, maintenance, and contestatory processes that operate 
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within networks, such as Geert Lovink’s Networks without a Cause: A Critique of Social 

Media. Such work is imperative for understanding social media platforms that are creating 

new participatory networks that are begin affected by processes such as oversteer in novel 

ways. In addition, Jussi Parikka’s work on media archaeology (such as his book What is 

Media Archaeology?) promises to be instructive on the ways that different forms of media 

interact with each other throughout history—an issue of significant importance to an age 

when entirely new media forms are taking shape and both combining with and subsuming 

old ones. 

While I am skeptical that the closed nature of the nativist hyperverse will ever allow 

for its irruption, these plans of action suggested by Costanza-Chock are eminently strategic 

ways to subvert the disintermediated mediascape I have described, especially as 

information increasingly travels along decentered flows that, according to the findings of 

this study, respond agnostically to arbitrary regimes of truth, rather than mediated channels 

where information is sourced. Because corporate media is increasingly aligned with new 

media protocols and meaning-making processes, it is essential to reflect on ways to make 

interventions that can disrupt it. 

The question remains of whether scholarship on the “new media” is relevant. It may 

be tempting to believe that since the vast majority of us interact with new media on a daily, 

hourly, and even minute-to-minute basis, Internet and new media research cannot hope to 

do more than state the obvious. Personally, as both a researcher and educator, I believe it 

is of the utmost importance that we recognize the enormous scale of the changes that the 

digital revolution. In Rise of the Network Society, Castells describes neither a new way to 
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communicate and access information, nor a novel way for interacting with the world and 

its inhabitants. He points to nothing less than a radical reconfiguration of human 

experience, one that opens a simultaneous “space of space and timeless time” (375) that is 

everywhere (and “everywhen”) at once. The “real virtuality” that results from this new 

matrix of space and time is a completely new medium in the McLuhan sense. In 

Understanding Media, he says that the media we use are not empty vessels we populate 

with content, and “the ‘message’ of any medium or technology is the change of scale or 

pace it introduces into human affairs” (8). It is crucial to recognize that the changes are 

underway, but we must be prepared to anticipate future changes and the demands the 

medium will make of us. 

The increasingly participatory networks facilitated by social media platforms 

highlight the fiduciary role of educators to create informed, aware consumers/producers 

that do not uncritically accept media as it comes to them through the space of flows. They 

must constantly be aware that they can play an active and not just a passive role in the 

“culture of real virtuality.” I will remind the reader of Castells’ insistence that this is not a 

synonym of virtual reality, but rather an allusion to the transformation that is already 

underway of the virtual into every aspect of lived and “real” experience; i.e. the space of 

flows and the space of places are collapsing into one “giant . . . supertext” and creating “a 

new symbolic environment” (Rise 131). What Baudrillard presciently identified as 

simulacra in the mass media are being reproduced on an exponentially increased scale, to 
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the point that Internet users prefer to spend their time (and money) interacting with 

simulations—perhaps the most salient finding of Turkle’s recent scholarship.40 

There are voices proclaiming that this new configuration of experience allows for 

the greatest degree of individual freedom ever available to humankind. However, it is 

crucial that we ask the following question: who are the agents that champion this freedom, 

and what do they require in return? 

An attempt to formulate an answer brings us back to the important distinction 

between horizontal and vertical networks. The ability of user- and community-based 

horizontal networks to intervene in vertical networks, controlled by old media corporations 

and extremist enclaves such as the nativist hyperverse explored throughout the present 

work, can only be contested by students who have been trained not just in the technical use 

of the tools of digital communications technologies. We must go further and require that 

they learn to “read” the architecture and geometry of the Internet and interpret the processes 

governing the flow of information that these tools make possible. If educators relinquish 

this responsibility and fail to nourish future (and even current) generations of students, 

there is a significant potential for the control of the mediascape in all its forms (both old 

and new) to be consolidated to a degree unprecedented in human history. In an era when 

corporations are trying to actively manage individual experiences, our students will be at 

tremendous risk of manipulation in ways previously inconceivable even in the most 

repressive police states. Not only will the control exerted over the “multimodal hypertext” 

be greater than ever before, but it will operate in a much more subtle fashion that will 

40 In particular, Life on the Screen and Alone Together. 
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remain inapprehensible to the average user. The danger is that Williams’ and Delli 

Carpini’s “multiaxities of power” become reconfigured as purely vertical axes of power 

that create truth regimes that respond solely to motivations of corporate profit and state 

surveillance. The “space of flows” is of course not constrained by local or even national 

borders—corporations and governments will instead be poised to assume control on a 

global scale. It is not difficult to imagine a future Internet which is not a distributed peer-

to-peer network that allows for independent freedom of choice of the content we produce, 

that which we consume, and the people to whom we connect. Instead, it may be governed 

by a surveillance corporate-state complex that uses technology to asymmetrically monitor 

users (who will eventually encompass everyone on the planet) and collects the data users 

voluntarily provide to a host of vertically-controlled networks.41 This scenario might seem 

like a science-fiction premise, but the processes that will allow it to materialize are already 

present in a multiplicity of digital networks. Even failing its realization, in a vacuum of 

education on how to operate in the new paradigm of digital circulation, students may well 

turn to hyperverses to consume information. 

Technology writer Jaron Lanier warns that “[t]he fragments of human effort that 

have flooded the internet are perceived by some to form a hive mind, or noosphere. These 

are some of the terms used to describe what is thought to be a new superintelligence that is 

emerging on a global basis on the net” (49). This undeniably optimistic idea is shared by 

41 Companies (and, as recent disclosures have shown, national governments), have already mined and 
collected vast amounts of data on individual users of their networks, much of which has been provided 
voluntarily by users in order to acquire what Bourdieu might have called “digital capital,” or perhaps 
“network capital.” In many instances, this capital has exchange value that has been artificially created by the 
companies that control the technology behind social networks. 
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many technologists; i.e. in the future, new media will only register the best information. 

Such optimism in technology organize and edit information, as if by some magical 

algorithm, has dangerous consequences when we turn our gaze toward the nativist 

hyperverse or any other repository of extremist ideology. 

This is certain to have cognitive consequences as users uncritically assume the 

proprietary logic of the hyperverse. In the case of the anti-immigrant hyperverse, I have 

shown how signifiers such as “invader” and “anchor baby” have become divorced from 

their signifieds to create extremist ideological networks that eliminate the possibility of 

cognitive dissonance. This is certainly reason enough for educators to be alarmed. The 

influence of this hyperverse on other arenas of discourse, such as political discourse, raise 

further alarms. However, perhaps these are merely symptoms of the greater danger of 

becoming passive participants in digital networks. Particularly in an age when the course 

of politics is determined more and more by global corporations with significant 

investments in network infrastructure, and whose capital circulates freely through digital 

networks, it is imperative that students learn to be active participants in all kinds of 

networks. 

To combat this tendency toward blind faith in the noosphere, a radical redefinition 

of literacy is needed. Digital literacy requires a good deal more cognitive effort than what 

is needed to comprehend a single text, considered on its own. However, Shapiro affirms 

that “misinformation is only really dangerous when there is both an unreliable source and 

a credulous audience” (140, original emphasis). He recommends that instead of trying to 

be our own editors, we should choose them carefully. Finally, we need an “information 
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immune system” and “truth watchers” that will “help us root out the bad data cells and 

protect the good” (190). 

We are facing a future of information that will increasingly be made up of data 

cells. Lanier remarks that new media technology has “an unfortunate tendency to present 

us with binary choices at every level, not just at the lowest one, where the bits are 

switching” (64). It is essential that we not concede to the logic of bits—to use Negroponte’s 

metaphor, let us stick with the logic of atoms so that we can avoid becoming trapped in a 

space of flows. I conclude with one more quote from Shapiro that contains a potential 

solution: “responsibility for determining truth rests as much with those who consume 

information as with those who produce it. . . . [I]t represents a clear transfer in power over 

one of our most important social functions: who distinguishes fact from fiction and 

ultimately determines what is true” (136). As a twenty-first century educator, I feel an 

imperative to embody and convey this responsibility to students so they have the power to 

distinguish.
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