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Although immigrant women come to the U.S. seeking a land of 
opportunity, once here they struggle to overcome the obstacles of poverty, 
racism, immigration raids, detentions, and deportations. They work long hours in 
the lowest paid jobs and often in places with dangerous working conditions.  
Employers demand their labor because it is cheap. They subject the women to 
severe exploitation due to their immigrant status, race and gender. In addition, 
the women’s lives are made more difficult by the post-9/11 “anti-terror” 
crackdown and the xenophobic laws and policies it generated.  

Meanwhile, the economic meltdown that began in 2008 is taking its toll. 
Poverty has increased in immigrant households, especially where females are 
the sole wage earners. The eradication of social safety-net programs has had an 
especially dreadful impact on immigrant women and their children. Some states 
have actually mandated that no services be given to immigrant women.  

Inflamed by the brutal conditions and turmoil imposed on their families and 
communities courtesy of the Department of Homeland Security, immigrant 
women are standing up and fighting back, rather than kneeling to victimization. 
They challenge the norms of female subservience by boldly raising their voices 
and proving themselves to be extraordinary leaders. Quite naturally, they connect 
their struggles for dignity, a decent life, and freedom from government 
harassment by taking these issues into the U.S. labor movement. By doing so, 
immigrant women bring much-needed political leadership that dares to demand 
radical change. 

The fact that immigrant women are inspirational defenders of their rights 
as workers and as human beings is not a surprise, because the voices of the 
most oppressed often bring a fighting spirit to social movements. 

 

Immigration realities 

The massive migration of people between countries is not new or 
exclusive to the United States. It is a worldwide phenomenon that is fueled by the 
violence and poverty caused by global capitalism.  

It is a no-brainer that people are forced to leave their homelands when 
conditions of life are devastated by war-related violence, environmental effects of 
climate change, free trade agreements that undermine local economies, and 
crippling austerity measures imposed by the U.S.-controlled World Bank. Due to 
these conditions, tides of people leave countries such as Thailand, Mexico, 
Guatemala, Somalia, Pakistan, El Salvador and the Philippines to find work 
elsewhere. They flow to places that are more economically powerful such as the 
European Union, Canada, Saudi Arabia, Singapore, Australia, and, of course, the 
United States, where one-quarter of the world’s immigrants reside.   
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Predictably, the number of people living outside their country of origin rose 
with the emergence of neo-liberal economic policies during the 1980s and ’90s. 
But while free trade agreements eased border restrictions for commercial trade, it 
was not so for humans seeking to cross those borders. Instead, laws and 
regulations curb human migration and make it hard for people to legally move 
from one nation to another. For this reason, much immigration happens without 
governmental authorization, obliging millions of people all over the world to lead 
marginalized, clandestine lives. 

With the pestilential growth of free trade pacts, the United States 
increased its domination over resources south of the border and also its 
exploitation of the citizens of these countries. After the passage of the North 
America Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) in 1994, U.S.-subsidized corn flooded 
the Mexican market, leading to its collapse and making it impossible for local 
farmers to make a living. Rural women, who had previously worked the land, 
were especially affected as they entered into foreign-owned maquiladoras 
(massive factories) where wages were cheap and labor protections were non-
existent. Some of these factories are situated in “free trade zones” along the 
border, where U.S. employers can conveniently escape domestic wage and labor 
standards.  

Driven by poverty, thousands of Mexican men and women leave their 
homes and move to El Norte, where they can make relatively better wages. 
Some pay thousands of dollars to coyotes (border guides who are often 
unscrupulous labor contractors) to be smuggled into the United States. Forced 
immigration tears families apart and some mothers must leave their children 
behind in order to eke out a living in a foreign land. 

Women and children are 80% of the world’s refugees and many of them 
are escaping countries where Uncle Sam has wreaked havoc. This is the case 
for thousands of South and Central Americans, who have for decades fled for 
their lives from the war and terror caused by U.S.-funded paramilitary forces and 
dictatorships. While peace accords brought the formal conflicts to a halt, living 
conditions have not changed much due to neo-liberal economic measures and 
the wars’ aftereffects of overwhelming poverty, violence, femicide, and gangs. As 
a result, Americanos are still pulled to the United States.  

People risk their lives in hopes of a better life in the United States. 
According to statistics compiled by the Mexican government, the number of 
deaths at the U.S./Mexico border increased from 87 in 1994 (when NAFTA went 
into effect) to 499 deaths in 2000. Some migrants drown in the Rio Grande, are 
murdered by vigilantes, or are caught in the drug war's brutal violence. New 
military deterrents tactics at the border are forcing people to travel longer 
distances and in more remote, hazardous terrain. This increases the risk of 
people dying from dehydration or heat exhaustion. Deaths have especially risen 
in Arizona, which is one of the more dangerous places to cross the border due to 
the scorching summer heat that can rise above 100 degrees. According to the 
Pima County Medical Examiner's Office, there were 2,123 deaths at the Southern 
Arizona border from January 2001 to July 2011.  
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After surviving the grueling journey to the United States, immigrants are 
met with a brutal, racist reality. First, they are assured lower pay with no rights on 
the job. Some of the more villainous exploiters have been known to deny 
undocumented workers their hard-earned paychecks. Secondly, the newcomers 
are targeted by policies that criminalize unauthorized immigrants and subject 
them to raids, detention, and deportation. Third, institutionalized racism against 
all dark-skinned people is intensified by an organized far right that blames 
immigrants for lost jobs, violent crime, draining tax dollars, and other lies. 

 

Conditions for immigrant women 
Female immigrants of color to the U.S. are greeted not only with racism 

and suspicion of  “foreigners,” but also with gender discrimination and sexual 
harassment. The problems are compounded for women who enter the country 
without authorization. The U.N. Development Fund for Women says that 60-70% 
of women who cross the border alone are sexually abused. If border agents 
catch them they may be forced to go through a humiliating strip search. 

Immigrant women toil long hours as farmworkers, housekeepers, cooks, 
maids, or nannies in private homes, often without legal protections or benefits of 
any kind. More than likely, they barely earn the minimum wage. They also have 
the double duty of caring for their own homes and children.  

Many immigrant women can find work only in sweatshops that proliferate 
in Virginia, New York and other states. Glamorous Los Angeles contains a huge 
garment district with over 90,000 workers. It is a prime location for clothing 
manufacturers due to a labor pool with high numbers of women, people of color, 
and immigrants. Employers in this billion-dollar industry consistently violate labor 
laws and overlook health and safety codes. Many pay below minimum wage or 
force workers to labor from 70-100 hours a week with no overtime.  

A particularly dreadful case of labor abuse was uncovered in El Monte, 
California in the mid-1990s. Seamstresses from Thailand were held in a complex 
surrounded by barbed wire and forced to work 18 hours a day for as little as 59 
cents per hour. An immigration raid brought these conditions to light. Sweatshop 
Watch rallied the community and brought needed legal help and social services 
to the El Monte workers–who had been incarcerated by authorities! Due to public 
pressure, the workers were eventually released from detention and allowed to 
stay and work in the U.S.  

Fear of deportation prevents many immigrant women from filing 
complaints for wage theft or abuse on the job. However, there is an ongoing 
struggle to improve working conditions. One such effort is told in an award-
winning documentary, Made in L.A. It reveals the story of three immigrant women 
garment workers in Los Angeles and their victorious fight to win better working 
conditions despite language barriers, immigration status, and family pressures.   

Women who lack legal status are particularly vulnerable to intimidation, 
sexual harassment, and assault on the job. Such was the case for Nafissatou 
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Diallo, a maid in a posh New York City hotel, who courageously charged the 
powerful managing director of the International Monetary Fund, Dominique 
Strauss-Kahn, with sexual assault in May 2011. Diallo, an immigrant from 
Guinea, was a member of UNITE-HERE Local 6, which rallied behind her and 
exposed the widespread problem of sexual abuse in the hotel industry. After a 
massive media smear campaign, prosecutors refused to bring the case to trial 
claiming that Diallo was an unreliable witness.   

Diallo's case is not unique. Undocumented women who face violence in 
the home or who are raped face major obstacles for getting help. First, there is 
the very real concern that local law enforcement will turn them over to the 
immigration authorities. There are also cultural and language barriers to 
overcome. And there are few social services that are available. Where programs 
do exist, those funded by the government are routinely denied to immigrants. 
Some exceptions are local municipalities, including New Haven and San 
Francisco, that have publicly stated they will continue to provide services.   

Sex trafficking is another threat to immigrant women. It is a huge global 
enterprise that in 2003 was estimated by Interpol to take in $19 billion annually. 
Traffickers recruit from places that have been devastated by war and poverty. 
Some women are lured away from their home countries with job offers only to be 
forced into prostitution in a foreign land. U.S. brothels have been found where 
women, some younger than 14, were forced to service 20 sex customers per 
day. Anti-trafficking groups, many led by women of color and immigrants, have 
brought public attention to these outrages and initiated services to victims as well 
as building campaigns to stop the global sex trade.  

Increased government attacks on immigrants have especially hit women. 
There are countless reports of mothers being torn away from their children during 
raids and then permanently separated by incarceration or deportation. Some 
children from the poorest families end up in foster care. Mothers who are already 
living in poverty may become the sole support for the family if authorities seize 
their partner. Women in Arizona and elsewhere have endured horrific incidents of 
being forced by immigration and prison authorities to give birth while shackled to 
their beds.  

Nevertheless, tough and courageous survivors are speaking up and 
fighting back at every opportunity. They are providing leadership in a struggle 
that goes to the core of capitalism--its desire to exploit and control the workforce 
in order to reap massive profits. 

 

Immigrant women stand and deliver 
Repression is being countered by an uplifting movement.  

Many unsung female leaders were involved in the student walkouts for 
immigrant rights in the spring of 2006. Some 26,000 Los Angeles area high 
school and middle school students took the lead by walking out en masse to 
protest the Sensenbrenner bill on March 28, 2006. Their action captured the 
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imagination of the nation and inspired student strikes in other cities. Millions of 
people participated in immigrant rights marches in 102 U.S. cities over the next 
few weeks, including nationwide mobilizations on May Day.  

Youth, including many young women, continue to be at the forefront for 
immigrant rights. In 2011, college students staged a sit-in at the Arizona capitol 
to protest SB 1070 and others took over a Tucson school board hearing to 
protest the ban on Ethnic Studies.   

The tradition of militant U.S. labor marches on May Day has been revived 
since 2006 with spirited outpourings for defense of immigrant and worker rights, 
led by Latina/o families and with participation by workers and students of all 
races. 

Courageous stands by two women focused national attention on the 
devastation caused by forcibly dividing immigrant mothers from their children. 
Beginning in August 2006, Elvira Arrellano took sanctuary in a church in Chicago 
and for over a year defied authorities' attempts to seize her and separate her 
from her son, a 7-year-old U.S. citizen. After Arrellano's deportation, Flor 
Crisostomo, whose three children live in Mexico, took refuge in the same church, 
where she stayed for almost two years. Both women continue to speak out 
against immigration injustices. 

Somali women in Seattle, with support from Radical Women, organized a 
protest at the federal courthouse after government agents raided their homes 
and arrested 18 men on trumped-up drug charges in 2006. The women had been 
allies of Radical Women since 2001 when RW and its sister organization, the 
Freedom Socialist Party, sprang to defend a Somali grocery store that was being 
raided by U.S. federal agents. Whether traditionally veiled or not, these women 
are fighters who know the value of building support from other communities. 

In 2008, Latinas in rural Washington were the backbone of a movement to 
stop Border Patrol checkpoints along the highway that encircles the Olympic 
Peninsula. Cars and public transit vehicles were being stopped in order to quiz 
passengers about their nationality.  A number of people were picked up and 
deported including Edgar Ayala, a 19-year-old who had been in the United States 
since infancy. Several young women from his high school class quickly mobilized 
a public protest. They and other members of the Latina/o community joined Stop 
the Checkpoints, a coalition initiated by a Radical Women member in the area. 
The group has organized community meetings and rallies to stop further 
encroachments by ICE -- with some successes.   

Latinas fighting deportation are leading the charge against la migra. They 
have become public speakers and educators for immigrant rights at conferences, 
rallies and events, where they condemn detentions, inhumane prison conditions, 
and deportations. Many raise the need for unconditional amnesty and open 
borders. One such spokesperson, Emiliana Aguilar, was one of 168 immigrant 
women workers arrested at a Del Monte produce-processing plant in Portland, 
Oregon, in 2007. Her enlightening speech at the 2008 "Immigration and Border 
Dialogues Conference" in Olympia, Washington, showed how immigration 
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policies reflect U.S. imperialist practices. To fight their deportations, the women 
formed Comité de Solidaridad de Apoyo Mutuo (Mutual Support Solidarity 
Committee). 

In October 2011, thousands of immigrant workers in Alabama, with 
support from African American and white workers, held a wildcat, one-day strike 
over the new xenophobic legislation. This "Day Without an Immigrant" forced the 
shut-down of several meat-processing plants, which have a largely immigrant 
and significantly female workforce. Some small businesses closed for the day in 
solidarity with the action. Similar protests were held in Georgia to denounce that 
state's own reactionary new immigration law. 

Immigrant women have the power and need to form a united multi-issue 
movement that confronts xenophobia, violence, unjust labor practices, and free 
trade. These courageous leaders refuse to sit by and be victimized or to wait until 
Democratic Party bosses say it’s okay to move. Instead, the women are actively 
creating dynamic strategies of resistance and solidarity.  

 

Female militancy impacts the labor movement  
Workers from other countries have always been an essential part of the 

U.S. labor movement. Immigrant women were a major force during the “Bread 
and Roses” textile factory strikes in the early 1900s and in many other eras, 
industries and regions.  

This tradition continues in the early part of the 21st century, after decades 
of women entering the workforce in record numbers. The impact of immigrant 
women of color is especially evident in the service sector industries, where they 
are often the majority.  

All women workers are oppressed by class and gender. Immigrant women 
also endure racial and national bigotry. This experience gives them clear insight 
into society’s problems, the potential to reach radical conclusions about how to 
turn things around, and a strategic position to build solidarity. As Megan Cornish 
and Heidi Durham say in the Radical Women position paper, Women Workers: 
Sparkplugs of Labor:  

Women are the sole group that incorporates every other 
oppressed sector and occupies the bottom rungs of those 
strata. Hence when women step into the vanguard, they can 
galvanize all the oppressed into a mighty fighting force whose 
power will be invincible. 

Many Latin American immigrants to the U.S. were involved in militant labor 
struggles and/or revolutionary political movements in their home countries. They 
bring this advanced consciousness into the U.S. labor movement where it 
counters conservatism and has a rejuvenating effect. The labor movement, in 
turn, has become a force for immigrant justice, due to the impact of majority-
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immigrant service sector unions and militant foreign-born workers in building 
trades, meat processing and other industries.  

U.S. employers continue to use divide-and-conquer tactics of racism, 
sexism and national chauvinism to keep employees divided. But many workers 
are having none of it and have taken steps to counter management.  

Service Employees International Union (SEIU) initiated Justice for Janitors 
in 1985 in order to gain decent wages for a workforce that is largely Mexican and 
Central American and includes many women. Over the years, the janitors have 
held rallies, demonstrations and powerful strikes in several cities. In doing so, 
these labor militants have garnered huge support that sets an example for both 
immigrant and citizen workers, and inspired the general public through the Ken 
Loach movie Bread and Roses. Through this movement, many rank-and-file 
women have found their voices and gained awareness of their power to win 
better wages and working conditions.  

Another example of leadership in action is the California Nurses 
Association (CNA), whose members include large numbers of immigrants, 
especially Asian Pacific Islanders. In 2005, CNA successfully fought Governor 
Arnold Schwarzenegger's attempt to block implementation of the nation’s first 
voter-mandated nurse-to-patient ratio in hospitals. The union is also involved in 
protesting abuses by the insurance industry and other social justice causes.  

Women often take the lead in stopping the bosses’ attempts to divide 
Blacks and immigrants in a fight for jobs. In 2004, for example, the largely 
immigrant and female hotel workers of UNITE-HERE Local 2 in San Francisco 
won an affirmative action clause in their contract that requires management to 
actively hire African American workers. In previous years, hotel chains had 
replaced many Black workers with immigrants working at lower wages. The 
union's bold defense of all its members puts it in a better position to raise 
everyone’s wages and conditions.  

The national Hotel Workers Rising campaign, launched in 2006 by UNITE-
HERE, aimed at improving working conditions for the mostly female, of color, and 
immigrant workforce. The union organized picket lines, civil disobedience, and 
solidarity "drink-ins" at hotel bars to build broad public support for better wages 
and safer job standards.  

 A 15-year battle for union representation was won by Smithfield Packing 
workers in 2008. For years, this meat processing plant in Tar Heel, North 
Carolina, had divided Latino, Black and white workers into segregated work 
areas to prevent them from organizing. Nevertheless, they banded together to 
fight for their rights. Actions included protesting ICE raids and firings of immigrant 
workers in 2007, and taking off the Martin Luther King, Jr. holiday the following 
year despite management threats. Female meatpackers held a rally in April 2007 
to pressure celebrity chef Paula Deen to end her partnership with Smithfield.  

The vast majority of immigrants work in non-union jobs and in places that 
are hard to unionize. Domestic workers are particularly difficult to organize 
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because they work in isolation. Beginning in 2000, however, housekeepers, 
nannies and home caregivers, most of them women from Latin America, the 
Caribbean, Africa and Southeast Asia, connected across race and ethnic lines to 
form Domestic Workers United (DWU). Though not a union, DWU has organized 
thousands of domestic workers in the New York metropolitan area. The group 
hopes to win better wages and an end to outrageous abuses such as employers 
who seize workers' passports and make them virtual prisoners. In 2010, DWU 
won a New York state Bill of Rights for Domestic Workers that sets basic 
standards and protections. 

In Los Angeles, Asian labor activists have formed ethnically based worker 
centers to give immigrant labor a voice, as well as political force. The Pilipino 
Workers Center, Korean Immigrant Worker Advocates, the Thai Community 
Development Center, and the multi-ethnic Garment Worker Center do 
educational campaigns and provide a variety of services. The 2005 documentary 
Grassroots Rising describes organizing by these groups that included mobilizing 
on traditional job issues as well as providing leadership training to members. The 
film shows how Latinas/os and Asians overcame the racial divide to defend 
several workers who had been suspended for Social Security number violations.  

In Washington State, 2,000 medical interpreters won the right to be 
represented by a union, founding Interpreters United Local 1671 of the 
Washington Federation of State Employees in 2010. The mostly immigrant 
workforce of freelance interpreters, about half of whom are women, provide 
translation services for patients receiving medical services through state 
agencies. The following year, Local 1671 successfully negotiated its first contract 
and forced the state to retain funding for their services. 

Though immigrant women work in low-paid jobs and face many obstacles, 
their militancy and determination have pushed the U.S. labor movement forward. 
Together with other working-class women and people of color, they are a rising 
segment of the U.S. labor force. They are mobilizing their communities and 
having a powerful influence. Still, there are problems that hold the movement 
back from being all it could be. 

 

¡Adelante! Forward! 
Ultimately, the issue of immigrant rights is a problem of ethnic, racial and 

gender justice for the world’s most oppressed workers. Foreign-born and native-
born workers share a common class interest: reclaiming the wealth that is 
created by our collective labor power but stolen by mega-rich corporate owners. 
For this reason, organized labor is key to winning immigrant rights. Solidarity is 
needed in order to build a united movement that counteracts the divide-and-
conquer shenanigans brought on by the ruling class.  

While it is true that those victimized by racism and xenophobia are the 
ones best prepared to deliver the blows against our own oppression, no group 
can defeat their oppression by themselves: it must be done in conjunction with a 
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unified offensive against capitalism, the ultimate source, promoter and 
beneficiary of inequality. At the same time, capitalism cannot be destroyed 
without a struggle against the racism that hamstrings the working class. This is 
the reason why revolutionary working-class leaders of color, especially Black 
women with their inspiring history of militancy, are essential for deep-going 
change. 

Can it happen? You can bet your bottom dollar.  

Just as women workers sparked the Russian revolution, immigrant women 
workers are driving the U.S. labor movement forward and pushing it to address 
the wide range of issues that affect their lives. This is an important development 
because it is the U.S. working class that has the power to end the inequalities 
between nations and peoples that are caused by our countries economic and 
military policies. In the final analysis, ending the forced upheavals of the world’s 
population means ending imperialist war and the enslavement of poor countries 
by rich capitalist nations that plunder the earth’s resources. To win complete 
liberation for immigrants and all workers, global capitalism needs to be replaced 
with socialism – a system that democratically serves the needs of all people 
rather than corporate elites. 

Because U.S. workers live in the belly of the beast, they are in a crucial 
position to make this happen. With radicalized immigrant women in the lead, this 
day is coming much closer. 
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