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“COMING OUT UNDOCUMENTED” IN THE AGE OF 
PERRY 

NATASHA RIVERA-SILBER† 
In New York City’s Union Square last May, flanked by journalists and a 

sizeable crowd, 18-year-old Melissa Garcia Velez grabbed the microphone and 
announced: “I am undocumented, unafraid and unapologetic.”1 This past 
summer, a group of undocumented day laborers, domestic workers, and students 
toured the country in what they called an “undocubus.”2 Under the mantra “No 
Papers, No Fear,” each declared him or herself undocumented at public 
gatherings.3 And in June, former Washington Post reporter and Pulitzer Prize 
winner Jose Antonio Vargas became the most high-profile immigrant to “come 
out” as undocumented.4 In an article he penned for the New York Times, Vargas 
revealed that while he had “built a career as a journalist, interviewing some of 
the most famous people in the country,” as an undocumented immigrant he 
“liv[ed] a different kind of reality.”5 That reality, he explained, has “mean[t] 
going about [his] day[s] in fear of being found out . . . [and] rarely trusting 
people, even those closest to [him], with who [he] really [was].”6 Similar actions 
have recurred across the United States.7  
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The ritual of “coming out” finds its historical roots in gay culture and 
activism.8 The appropriation of this ritual by many undocumented immigrants 
serves as a poignant reminder of the broad range of constituencies influenced by 
decades of trailblazing queer activism. Many of those at the forefront of the 
“coming out undocumented” movement, including Vargas,9 are also “out” as gay 
or lesbian.10 Surely, these individuals have utilized their unique experiences as 
sexual minorities to shape the immigrant rights movement from within. The gay 
rights call to action, embodied in Harvey Milk’s famous cry “Brothers and 
sisters, you must come out,”11 however, has now influenced many 
undocumented immigrant activists, regardless of sexual orientation. 

The “coming out” undocumented campaign reminds us that, as we begin the 
process of understanding the long-term impact of Perry (and the marriage 
equality movement as a whole), we must look both within and beyond the 
LGBTQ community. The immigrant rights movement provides an ideal place to 
start. Exploration reveals striking synergies between the gay and immigrant 
rights movements—arguably the two most significant American civil rights 
struggles of the twenty-first century. Specifically, the immigrant rights 
movement has recently, and with much aplomb, adopted rhetorical and strategic 
devices developed in the context of gay and lesbian activism, most notably 
“coming out.”12 Such tactics, which encourage movement participants to engage 
in self-expression and self-disclosure as forms of political resistance, have 
enabled both movements to overcome the visibility deficit that previously 
prevented successful organization and mobilization. 

Recognizing the synergy between these movements sheds a different kind of 
light on the debate about the evolution and trajectory of queer activism. While 
the focus of many gay rights activists has been critiqued for moving away from 
the more radical objectives of sexual freedom and expression to the (perhaps) 
tamer demand for marriage equality, the movement’s “mainstreaming” has made 
protest strategies like “coming out” more available for other groups, who can use 
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them in novel, radical ways. For proof, one need not look further than those 
calling themselves “undocuqueer”—young immigrants who are “out” as both 
undocumented and queer.13 At the vanguard of the “coming out” project today, 
“undocuqueer” youth have forced both the gay and immigrant rights movements 
to recognize and respect their existence. 

I.  
“COMING OUT” UNDOCUMENTED 

Over the last several years, undocumented immigrants have appropriated the 
convention of “coming out” to announce their undocumented status. Under 
threat of arrest, imprisonment, and even deportation, undocumented immigrants 
have publicly announced and boldly defended their presence in the United 
States.14 First begun as a strategy to build support for the Development, Relief, 
and Education for Alien Minors (“DREAM”) Act,15 “coming out” has evolved 
into something of a “rite of passage” within the movement.16 

Undocumented immigrants “come out” for a variety of reasons. While some 
“come out” to protest current immigration policy and push for reform,17 others 
seek a cathartic experience to excise the shame often associated with being 
undocumented in America.18 As one woman explains it, coming out “was 
liberating . . . . I wasn’t lying about my life anymore . . . . [It] was like a weight 
was lifted.”19 A third common goal is increasing visibility and tolerance. As Jose 
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Antonio Vargas explains, by coming out as undocumented, “[we] are saying that 
we are here . . . . [a]nd our existence doesn’t threaten yours.”20 

Youth organizations have been at the helm of the “coming out 
undocumented” movement. Along with other activist organizations engaged in 
similar projects, the National Immigrant Youth Alliance (NIYA) has organized a 
National Coming Out of the Shadows week of action.21 NIYA has also 
developed a toolkit for the “undocumented, unafraid and unapologetic,” called 
“How to tell Your Story; Taking Action Online; and Why Come Out?”22 

Indeed, “coming out” as undocumented is particularly salient among 
undocumented youth, often called “Dreamers.”23 Brought to the United States as 
young children, many Dreamers have never known homes outside the United 
States. Yet, without papers, they are unable to pursue the basic elements of the 
American dream. Many cannot obtain higher education, jobs, or even drivers’ 
licenses.24 Perhaps most onerously, they all live under the constant threat of 
deportation to places many of them scarcely remember. 

Given this reality, most Dreamers have experienced the pain and frustration 
associated with living “in the shadows” of American society. In her “coming out 
undocumented” essay, 22-year-old Fernanda Marroquin recalls being taught by 
her parents to be “as invisible as possible to avoid any trouble”—or else risk 
deportation to Peru. Her parents feared forming close relationships “because they 
couldn’t trust that others would keep [their immigration] status a secret.”25 
Although she knew that there was something “not quite right” at home, 
Marroquin never realized just “how much [her] status . . . would impact [her] 
future.”26 When she was forced to deal with this harsh reality as a teenager, she 
felt ashamed and frustrated. She remembers “ma[king] up excuses when [her] 
friends would ask . . . why [she] wasn’t getting [a] driver’s license, getting a part 
time job, or traveling with them before graduation during trips.”27 

Marroquin’s “coming out” story was not limited to her immigration status. 
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In the same essay, she reveals that she is gay.28 As her story exemplifies, the 
fight for visibility (and survival) is particularly fierce among young people who 
are both queer and undocumented—or, as some call themselves, the 
“undocuqueer.”29 In addition to the “double shame”30 associated with both 
identities, undocuqueer youth experience unique pressures that force them into 
the shadows. Those who do come out as gay, risk not only discrimination at 
home, but also deportation to countries where gays and lesbians may be 
persecuted far more harshly than they are in the United States.31 Some recall the 
fear of being singled out by immigration enforcement officials because of their 
sexuality. As one undocuqueer activist remembers thinking as a youth, “If we 
blend[ed], we might not get noticed, immigration [wouldn’t] come for you.”32 

Despite the challenges of having to “come out twice” to friends, family, and 
fellow activists, there are many cases of young people doing just that.33 
According to undocuqueer artist and activist Julio Salgado, who runs the tumblr 
“I Exist!,” a “movement within [the] movement has surfaced” among queer 
undocumented students, many of whom had once felt marginalized within the 
immigrant rights community.34 Through radical acts of courage, undocuqueer 
youths have fortified both the gay and immigrant rights movements, and brought 
them closer together. 

Strategies such as “coming out” appear to have been enormously successful 
to the Dreamers’ quest to achieve immigration reform and permanent security in 
the United States. In 2010, Congress came close to passing the DREAM Act, 
which would have provided conditional permanent residency to certain 
undocumented residents who graduated from U.S. high schools, arrived in the 
United States as minors, and lived in the country continuously for a number of 
years prior to the bill’s enactment.35 Although the bill was stalled in the Senate, 
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activists in several states have enjoyed the passage of local versions of the bill.36 
In 2012, immigrant youth activists successfully lobbied the Obama 
administration to grant prosecutorial discretion to many Dreamers.37 

By “coming out” as undocumented, Dreamers—gay or straight—have 
forced Americans to take stock of the harsh consequences that U.S. immigration 
policies impose upon young people.38 Above all, they have forced Americans to 
see, simply, that they “exist.”39 

II.  
GAY RIGHTS, IMMIGRANT RIGHTS 

In many ways, the special relationship between the gay and immigrant rights 
movements is unsurprising. Both movements are centrally concerned with the 
boundaries and content of citizenship, with family bonds, and with the pursuit of 
the American dream. And, of course, there is significant demographic overlap: 
Many immigrants are queer and many queer people are immigrants. Thus, it is 
also unsurprising that many immigrants have tangibly benefited from the 
successes of the marriage equality campaign. While DOMA40 is still on the 
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books, the steady assault being launched against it has begun to change the legal 
terrain for gay and lesbian immigrants who find themselves in deportation 
proceedings. In some instances, immigration judges have begun granting 
discretionary relief to immigrants in same-sex relationships.41 Recently, 
Department of Homeland Security Secretary Janet Napolitano declared that the 
same-sex partners and spouses of U.S. citizens would be eligible for deferred 
action under the Obama administration’s new deportation prioritization 
scheme.42 And although the federal government has yet to officially recognize 
same-sex marriage for immigration purposes, it is under increasing pressure to 
do so.43 

Despite the overlapping membership and interests of these two movements, 
one could hardly imagine—say, a decade ago—that undocumented immigrants 
would feel comfortable borrowing the tropes of queer activists in their pursuit of 
greater rights and visibility. The recent adoption of “coming out” by many 
members of the immigrant rights movement reflects the degree to which the 
longstanding campaign for LGBT rights has moved into the mainstream of 
American political and social discourse over the past decade. And that trend, no 
doubt, has been hastened by Perry and the many recent successes in the fight for 
marriage equality. 

Perry has seemingly brought an end to the fiery assimilationist debates that 
characterized queer activism in the 1990s and 2000s. In light of stunning court 
successes, it has become easy to forget the case against marriage–that the 
movement’s dogged focus on marriage equality would stigmatize members of 
the community who engaged in other types of sexual or romantic relationships, 
and come at the cost of other legal and economic goals that benefitted the entire 
community.44 As full-scale legal and social recognition of same-sex marriage 
increasingly gains an air of inevitability, there are signs that internal critics were 
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right. In the same year Perry was decided, studies showed that somewhere 
between 30 and 40 percent of homeless youths in urban centers identify as 
lesbian, gay, bisexual or transgender.45 With millions spent to fund marriage 
litigation, one might wonder why the movement has given the most vulnerable 
members of the community such sparse attention and resources. 

All movements struggle with whether, when, and how much to engage in 
the “politics of respectability.”46 Arguably, the gay rights movement has, at least 
for now, abandoned its former focus on sexual freedom and expression to pursue 
the goals of marriage equality. However, this does not necessarily spell the end 
of radical queer politics. By looking at how other movements have interpreted 
and exploited strategies developed by gay rights activism, we begin to see that 
the meaning of gay marriage is far more complicated and unpredictable than any 
litigation strategy. For better or worse, marriage has pushed the rhetoric of the 
gay rights movement into the mainstream of American politics. This 
mainstreaming has made gay rights tactics and rhetoric available to other groups, 
including immigrant rights activists, who can and will use them in novel, and 
sometimes radical, ways. While the impact of Perry (and same-sex marriage 
generally) is yet unknown, the connection between the gay and immigrant rights 
movements makes clear that Perry’s ultimate legacy will extend far beyond 
LGBT activism. For those who enter the marriage equality fight with 
reservations, the Dreamers and the undocuqueer may suggest that the politics of 
gay rights continue to have radical potential. 
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