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The Immigrant Rights Movement on 
the Net: Between “Web 2.0” and 
Comunicación Popular

Sasha Costanza-Chock 

American Quarterly readers probably don’t need to be reminded that 
the militarization of borders and the expansion of the state apparatus 
of surveillance, raids, detentions, and deportations are key control 

mechanisms for capitalist white supremacist patriarchal power in the United 
States of America. The consolidation of Immigration and Naturalization Ser-
vices into the Department of Homeland Security was followed post-9/11 by 
so-called Special Registration, then a new wave of detentions, deportations, 
and “rendering” of “suspected terrorists” to Guantánamo and other secret 
military prisons for indefinite detention and torture without trial. In 2006, 
Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) increased the number of beds 
for detainees to 27,500, opened a new 500-bed detention center for families 
with children in Williamson County, Texas, and set a new agency record of 

Figure 1.
Graphic from noborderscamp.org.
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187,513 “Alien Removals.”1 By the spring of 2006, it became politically feasible 
for the Republican House of Representatives to pass the infamous HR 4437, 
the proposed Sensenbrenner bill. Sensenbrenner would have criminalized the 
state of being an undocumented person and the act of providing shelter or 
aid to an undocumented person, making felons of millions of undocumented 
folks, their families and friends, and service workers, including clergy, social 
service workers, and educators.2 

The response to Sensenbrenner was the largest wave of mass mobilizations 
in U.S. history. March, April, and May of 2006 saw major marches in every 
metropolis as well as in countless smaller cities and towns. Half a million 
people took to the streets in Chicago, a million in Los Angeles, hundreds of 
thousands more in New York, Houston, San Diego, Miami, Atlanta—the list 
could go on for pages. The surging strength of the migrant rights movement 
was built through the hard work of hundreds of organizations, including 
those that work to organize the base directly, those that function as regional 
or national coordinating hubs, those that intervene in policy debates, and the 
Spanish-language media that support them, including locutores [radio hosts], 
papers, and television channels. The rapid growth of this movement was re-
flected in the slogan “The sleeping giant is now awake!” and its power briefly 
caught the political class off guard. The Sensenbrenner bill died, crushed by 
the gigante of popular mobilization. 

Quickly reorganizing, the state launched a new wave of ICE raids. Simul-
taneously there was an explosion of right-wing information warfare stretch-
ing from the mass base of talk radio up through the national news networks, 
spearheaded by racist, anti-immigrant talking heads on Fox News and by Lou 
Dobbs on CNN. The renewed attack from the Right came to a crescendo by 
May Day 2007. On the anniversary of the historic 2006 May Day marches, 
hundreds of thousands of people again took the streets across the country. 
This time, though, the LAPD prepared to deal what they hoped would be a 
crushing blow in downtown Los Angeles.

Macarthur Park, only a few city blocks to the west of L.A.’s main busi-
ness district, was initially built in the 1880s as a white, middle-class vacation 
destination surrounded by luxury hotels. The area around the park became a 
working-class African American neighborhood during the 1960s, and once 
this transition took place, the city withdrew park maintenance resources. 
By the 1980s the park had gained a media reputation as a dangerous and 
violent place. In the 1990s the area was again transformed, this time into a 
working-class Latino neighborhood.3 It is currently represented in the Anglo 
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press as a danger zone of “gangbangers,” drug dealers, sex workers, and gen-
eral racialized urban chaos, and is especially infamous as an area where fake 
identification cards can be easily purchased. This portrayal of Macarthur Park 
persists despite the actual decline of violent crime in the area and the park’s 
present-day heavy use by Latino/a immigrant families, especially by children 
and teens on the soccer field, picnickers with food and blankets, and young 
lovers who relax under the park’s shade trees. On the afternoon of May Day 
2007, Macarthur Park’s usual crowd of hundreds was multiplied tenfold as 
people streamed in for a post-march rally organized by the Multi-Ethnic Im-
migrant Worker Organizing Network (MIWON), a coalition that included 
the Garment Worker Center (GWC), Koreatown Immigrant Worker Alliance 
(KIWA), Pilipino Worker Center (PWC), Institute of Popular Education of 
Southern California (IDEPSCA), and the Coalition for Humane Immigrant 
Rights of Los Angeles (CHIRLA).

One moment, white-clad families, including many small children and 
elderly folks, were relaxing in the park with the bells of ice cream vendors 
ringing in the air and the smell of bacon-wrapped hot dogs wafting across the 
soccer field which had been transformed into a dance floor as bands performed 
from the MIWON sound truck. The next moment, people were screaming 
and running in a mass panic as around five hundred officers, many in full riot 
gear, used batons and rubber bullets to attack the peaceful crowd, injuring 
dozens and hospitalizing several. Members of the media, including Christina 
Gonzalez of Fox News affiliate KTTV 11, Pedro Sevcec of Telemundo, Pa-
tricia Nazario of KPCC, Ernesto Arce from KPFK, and reporters from L.A. 
Indymedia, were also attacked and injured by police.4 The official line from 
LAPD chief William Bratton holds that there was a communication break-
down in the chain of command that led to a “...significant use of force while 
attempting to address the illegal and disruptive actions of 50 to 100 agitators 
who were not a part of the larger group of thousands of peaceful demonstra-
tors.”5 Longtime observers of the LAPD argue that by the time the riot squad 
was deployed on the edge of the park, the decision had already been made 
to clear the crowd by force. Regardless of whether the attack on the peaceful 
crowd and reporters was a breakdown of communication or a calculated tactic 
to instill fear, the result was the same: images of the brutal police riot filled 
TV screens in L.A. for days, sending a clear message that it was time for the 
gigante to sit down, shut up, and get back to work.

The repressive atmosphere continued to escalate nationwide for the rest of 
the summer of 2007. The spirit of Sensenbrenner was revived, if masked, in 
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the Secure Borders, Economic Op-
portunity, and Immigration Reform 
Act of 2007 (S. 1348). This time, 

the bill was portrayed as a “compromise” but continued to focus on border 
militarization and policing: it included funding for 300 miles of vehicle bar-
riers, 105 camera and radar towers, and 20,000 more Border Patrol agents, 
while simultaneously restructuring visa criterion around “high skill” workers 
for the so-called knowledge economy.6 That bill fell apart by June, but at the 
time of this writing it is clear that border militarization will continue, deten-
tions and deportations increase, and raids intensify, while there is little to no 
chance for meaningful legalization legislation, let alone amnesty. In July of 
2007, three billion dollars in new “border security” funding was approved.7 
There has also been a complete, and completely unsurprising, failure of the 
mass media to discuss either the root causes of migration or the only per-

Figure 2.
Graphic from MIWON flyer for May Day 2007.
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Figure 3.
Macarthur Park May Day images posted 
to la.indymedia.org.

manent meaningful solution in an age of 
unrestricted cross-border capital flows: an 
open border policy.

English-language news channels (FOX and CNN) play key roles in the 
information war that swirls around migration and immigrant rights, alongside 
right-wing talk radio. Of course, Spanish language press, including nation-
ally syndicated networks Telemundo and Univisión, as well as commercial 
radio stations, provide counterbalancing coverage of the movement. In fact, 
Spanish language commercial radio has not only covered protests, but played 
a significant role in announcing them and mobilizing people. This is widely 
known and reported on in the English-language press8 and has recently been 
documented in a study by Carmen Gonzalez, who found in a survey that 
radio was in fact the key media used to inform people about the marches 
in Los Angeles (friends and family were the primary source of information, 
followed by radio).9 A recent study by Graciela Orozco for the Social Science 
Research Council also analyzes the important mobilization role played by 
Radio Bilingue, a more than two decades old nonprofit network of Latino 
community radio stations with six affiliates in California and satellite dis-
tribution to over a hundred communities in the United States, Puerto Rico, 
and Mexico.10
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However, in the rest of this review I want to focus not on radio but on the 
role of popular communication online, especially grassroots video activists, 
immigrant rights organizers, and everyday people participating in the mobili-
zations who later post video documentation to the Internet. My discussion of 
movement video online will be grounded in my own experience as an active 
videomaker within the Independent Media Center network (www.indymedia.
org), a transnational network of grassroots mediamakers that emerged out 
of the alterglobalization movement during and after the protests against the 
1999 World Trade Organization ministerial in Seattle.11

Online Video and Popular Communication

As audiences for traditional mass media (TV and newspapers especially) 
continue to shrink and fragment, the media industry is increasingly turning 
to new business models that either entirely or partially rely on capturing rev-
enue from the monetization of user generated content and social networking 
labor.12 Online video and social networking sites are big business (YouTube 
was famously acquired by Google for $1.6 billion, kicking off the newest 
round of venture capital frenzy around online video), and they also replicate 
the structural inequalities of race, class, and gender present throughout the 
media industry as a whole, both in representation and employment practices.13 
Movement appropriation of commercial “social media” sites can certainly be 
an effective visibility strategy, but activists need to clearly understand what 
else their participation in these sites produces. 

As a short aside, I’d like to clarify that “citizen journalism” is dead on arrival 
as an organizing concept for participatory reporting by noncitizens. Alterna-
tive media, grassroots media, community media, or comunicación popular are 
more useful framings for the immigrant rights movement.14 This is not just 
a quibble over terminology: mass detentions, deportations, and police riots 
against peaceful crowds fail to ignite nationwide coverage and protest in part 
because of a deep lack of connection between “citizen journalists” and the 
immigrant rights movement. Just imagine the rage and mobilization if in 
2006 more than 187,000 white antiwar activists had been detained, disap-
peared, and held in detention centers for months without trial. In some ways 
it’s simple: just like the “old media,” the “new media” is dominated by white, 
liberal, college-educated males.

Yet this observation doesn’t diminish the real importance of the Internet as 
an organizing tool in the current wave of immigrant rights activism, especially 
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by Latino youth. For example, students in L.A. Unified School District used 
MySpace and SMS (text messaging) to help communicate and coordinate 
walkouts that saw 20,000 to 40,000 students take the streets during the week 
following the March 25, 2006, marches.15

As has been widely documented, the Internet, especially the rise of social 
networking sites like MySpace and YouTube, has opened possibilities for 
movement appropriation, especially for autorepresentación [self-representation] 
via text, photos, videos, and audio.16 This is true even as social networking 
sites are also spaces where users replicate gender, class, and race divisions (for 
example, see danah boyd on how Indian Orkut users have replicated the caste 
system and on the class division between MySpace and Facebook).17 At the 
same time, in business-speak, “User Generated Content” means free cultural 
product for monetization and cross-licensing, “participation” means free user 
data to mine and sell to advertisers, and all user activity is subject to surveil-
lance and censorship. 

This latter thread was taken up by Dmytri Kleiner and Brian Wyrick in 
a recent article for Mute magazine titled “Infoenclosure 2.0,” in which they 
describe Web 2.0 as “a venture capitalist’s paradise where investors pocket the 
value produced by unpaid users, ride on the technical innovations of the free 
software movement, and kill off the decentralising potential of peer-to-peer 
production.”18 In a similar vein, Andrew Lowenthal dissects the business model 
of Web 2.0 media darlings such as YouTube and MySpace:

One of the key business models for these “Web 2.0” start ups has been the basic idea of 
providing an infrastructure and technology for users and then selling those eyes to ad-
vertisers and the contributor community to a larger company—it happened with Flickr, 
YouTube, MySpace and more. There is a huge rush of companies trying to create the next 
big site to bring in the people and make their pot of gold. Users need to become far more 
savvy as to the imbalance in power that is being generated and who they are helping make 
millionaires.19

This is an important and necessary step toward critique and education 
around the extension of the media and cultural industries into the Internet. 
However, for many involved in social movement activity, surveillance and 
censorship are concerns that are at least as significant as (if not more than) 
the monetization and value extraction realized through content licensing and 
advertising revenue. For instance, immediately following the May Day police 
riot, several people quickly posted video clips to YouTube and MySpace, as 
well as to personal video blogs and to the Los Angeles Independent Media 
Center (http://la.indymedia.org). 
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During the first police commission hear-
ing following May Day, LAPD Chief William 
Bratton publicly mentioned that police were 

reviewing all the police videos, the surveillance cameras from the park, and all 
the clips that had been posted to YouTube, in order to understand what took 
place and also to identify and track down those who resisted police violence.20 
Bratton’s comments underscore the need for activists in the immigrant rights 
movement, as in all movements for social justice, to be aware of what may be 
done with the video they post online. In the immediate wake of the Macarthur 
Park police riot, Indymedia activists circulated this message via e-mail and 
posts to YouTube and MySpace, in English and Spanish:

Be careful with the video you submit. Several things to keep in mind:

1. Don’t upload ANY video that shows people doing anything illegal. The police are watch-
ing all these videos, so don’t put evidence in their hands.

2. If you have to include a clip of someone, say, fighting back against the police, in order 
to show police brutality, be sure to blur the face of that person.

3. If you put clips on YouTube, keep this in mind: (a) you are doing free labor for YouTube 
and allowing them to make money from ads off of your content; (b) YouTube will take your 
material down as soon as LAPD or the feds ask them to; (c) YouTube will give your IP address 
to the police, which allows them to track the video to the person who uploaded it (you).

Figure 4.
Walkout Warriors sticker, seen on a 
MySpace user’s page.
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Figure 5.
Fox News coverage of Mayday 2007, 
reposted to YouTube, from youtube.com/
watch?v=v7xO-GKmH2c.

So, YouTube may be a good way to get things seen, but 
it is NOT a safe or long-term solution for movement 
media. So what can you do?

Upload to noncommercial sites like archive.org, our-
media.org, and indymedia.org (including video.indymedia.org). These sites won’t make 
money off of you, and some of them (like Indymedia) won’t track your IP address, won’t 
take material down on request of the pigs, and will do everything they can to defend your 
rights to privacy and free speech if need be.

Don’t hate the media—become the media!21

In other words, 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. At the same time, they need to help build 
and participate in the already existing autonomous infrastructure of com-
munication. Meanwhile, independent mediamakers, tech activists, bloggers, 
and other alternative and popular communicators should think about how 
they can contribute to training and capacity building for community-based 
organizations that are currently marginalized in both mass media and online 
spaces. This means doing the hard work of power-sharing (in mediamaking 
practices, equipment and infrastructure access, funding access, and so on) 
with grassroots, poor-led, community-based, people of color, youth-led, and 
queer organizations.
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Next Steps

This kind of analysis is already present among some movement organizations 
in the U.S. context, and is slowly gaining visibility. For example, during the 
U.S. Social Forum (USSF), a meeting of about 10,000 activists and organiz-
ers that took place in Atlanta in July of 2007, the Ida B. Wells Media Justice 
Center was planned with the explicit goals of partnering poor-led antipoverty 
organizations with media activists to share perspectives and skills, and work 
together on grassroots coverage.22

In terms of self-representation, on the one hand there is a need to continue 
pushing for better mass media coverage in both the English- and Spanish-lan-
guage press, as well as to enter and utilize online corporate spaces that allow 
user-generated content; but there is also a need to develop a deeper critique 
of corporate media, which includes so-called Web 2.0. In the long run, more 
immigrant rights movement communication would ideally live on the back of 
a stronger autonomous communication infrastructure, using Free and Open 
Source Software (FOSS) in tandem with existing autonomous communication 
infrastructure, tools, and networks. To help achieve this goal, tech activists 
are busy enhancing the usability and functionality of FOSS and of activist-
focused tools and nonprofit resources. There is a new generation of FOSS 
focused on the needs of media activists and social movement organizations, 

Figure 6.
Screenshot of la.indymedia.org 
coverage of Macarthur Park.
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Figure 7.
Gigante Despierta poster, from gigantedespierta.org.
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Figure 8.
iMigrate, by Shock, remixed by anonymous MySpace user.
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from content management systems such as plumi (http://plumi.org) and 
filmforge (http://filmforge.koumbit.net), to content hosts such as the Internet 
Archive (http://www.archive.org), to decentralized content hosting such as 
indytorrents and v2v (http://www.v2v.cc), to application service providers 
such as civicspace (http://www.civicspace.org), to software for editing audio 
and video such as kino and audacity (http://audacity.sourceforge.net), and 
even entire FOSS operating systems tailored to activists and mediamakers, 
such as dyne:bolic (http://www.dynebolic.org).

One recent example of the mobilization of autonomous communication 
infrastructure in support of the immigrant rights movement is the ¡Gigante: 
Despierta! project (full disclosure: this author participated in the project). 
This short film compilation was shot by independent videomakers across the 
country, gathered together using FOSS social bookmarking tool videobomb.
org, coordinated online, cut in San Francisco and New York City, assembled in 
Los Angeles, and distributed around the country beginning in April 2007:

Pulling together short films from sixteen producers in different locations, the 
compilation was screened in community centers, universities, and independent 
cinemas nationwide in the weeks just before and after May Day 2007.

While many immigrant rights organizations have used offline popular com-
munication as part of their organizing, most remain strapped for resources and 
lack capacity to bring popular communication online through autonomous 
(noncorporate, nonstate) tools and infrastructure. It is thus the responsibility 
of better-resourced tech activists, independent media makers, bloggers, and 
other communication activists to reach out to these organizations. Those tied 
to the “citizen journalist” label might want to publicly rethink their reasons 
for conceptually linking the right to speak in new communication spaces to 
legal membership in the nation-state. For their part, some immigrant rights 
organizations are already working hard to clarify their analysis of the cultural 
industries, both the mass media as well as the “new” online corporate spaces, 
and are developing a long-term strategy that doesn’t rely solely on the “free as 
in beer” offerings of so-called Web 2.0 firms. As these pieces come together, 
we will all benefit from the mash-up of the rich history, tools, and skills of 
comunicación popular with the autonomous Internet.
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