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The Deportation Terror

Rachel Ida Buff

The title of this essay is taken from Abner Green’s 1950 pamphlet: “The 
Deportation Terror: A Weapon to Gag America.”1 In it, Green, the 
director of the American Committee for the Protection of the Foreign 

Born from 1942 through his death in 1958, outlined the assault then tak-
ing place against foreign-born progressive leaders. The kinds of connections 
Green made in this publication were characteristic of much of the work of 
the committee during the long cold war period in linking political repression, 
domestic militarism, and racism: 

The deportation drive and the hysteria against the foreign born are an essential part of the 
concentrated drive on the rights of all minorities in the United States and a general assault 
on the liberties of the american.
	 Lynching of Negro people in the South . . . the loyalty program for government 
workers . . . the Hollywood 10 . . . increased police brutality against the Negro people in 
industrial centers and against Mexican-Americans in the Southwest.2

Such connections resound in the contemporary context of domestic and 
international militarization against the disembodied presence of Terror. 
Homeland Security, as cultural refrain and federal entity, brings together the 
previously disparate governmental endeavors of Border and Transportation 
Security, Emergency Preparedness and Response, Information Analysis and 
Infrastructure Protection, Science and Technology, the Coast Guard and the 
Secret Service (see figure 1).3 In this way, contemporary U.S. discourses of 
homeland security appear to be something new: a postmodern melding of 
the functions of government. But as legal scholar Daniel Kanstroom argues, 
deportation law has always had two facets: control of the borders, and what 
he calls “post-entry social control.” Kanstroom traces the antecedents of de-
portation of the foreign-born, ranging widely to examine colonial warnings 
out of people marginal to the social order, the series of removals so crucial 
to the subsequent legal status of Indian nations, and fugitive slave laws. He 
writes: “Once deportation law is conceived, even in part, as a system of social 
control largely deployed against people of color, then its relationship to slavery 
law becomes easier to see.”4
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The Terror of Homeland Security 

In this essay, I work to locate the recent wave of deportation raids carried out 
since 2005 by the Bureau of Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) 
in their historical context as a racialized system of social control. I argue that 
the deportation terror imposed on immigrant communities by these raids is 
a crucial technology of the state. The creation of statelessness is an ongoing 
enterprise central to the political coherence of national identity. Deporta-
tion, or forcible removal, has long been used to secure and enhance borders, 
and to extend the gatekeeping work performed at the border deep into the 
interior.5 

Currently, immigrants are the central focus of deportation. But Kanstroom’s 
important work allows us to see the parallels to misbehaving and racially 

marginalized people, particularly women, 
in the colonial period; Indians; and African 
Americans, during slavery and the Jim Crow 
period. Part of the business of maintaining 
a nation, then, is instilling terror in people 
potentially subject to forcible removal by the 

state. This is not a new insight. I present it here, however, to encourage the 
reclaiming by cultural studies scholars of this most dangerous and politically 
laden word: terror. In the current historical moment, this word has been almost 
entirely defined by the homeland security state. A historical and comparative 
perspective on the experience of terror at the hands of this and other state 
formations now becomes particularly crucial.

My central comparison in this essay links the deportations of the early 
cold war period, 1945–1960, with the current moment, characterized by 
the detention and deportation of foreign-born people, predominantly men, 
from the Middle East, North and East Africa, South and Southeast Asia after 
9/11, and the immigration raids that have constituted a direct governmental 
response to the immigrant rights mobilizations of 2006–07. In both periods 
the mass deportations of primarily Mexican laborers accompany constitution-
ally questionable detention and deportation of the foreign born for reasons 
defined by the state as “political.” But defining what is political and what 
is not constitutes ideological practice, after all. Many political deportations 
target community leaders who represent foreign-born workers. These depor-
tations render workers more vulnerable to exploitative work conditions and 
unconstitutional practices. In turn, the large sweeps focusing on immigrant 

Figure 1.
Depart of Homeland Security. Source: 
http://www.dhs.gov/xlibrary/assets/
DHS_Org_Chart-2003.ppt
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workers have often been retribution for political organizing. The notion that 
these larger sweeps are market driven, rather than political, functions to define 
and divide foreign-born communities. 

A critical aspect of the cultural work of cold war immigration policy was 
the enduring enshrining of an ideological distinction between political and 
economic migration: the notion that those arriving from Communist regimes 
seek freedom and deserve refuge, while migrants from U.S.-backed regimes 
in places such as Haiti or post-Sandinista Nicaragua move only for economic 
necessity. But scrutinizing deportation practices yields a more complex picture. 
It transfers some of our attention away from who is allowed to enter through 
the mythical “golden door” toward who is ushered out through a much less 
publicized, indeed, partially hidden, back door.

The deportation of particular foreign-born individuals for reasons of their 
ideology during the early cold war, or in the case of the “Special Registration” 
Program implemented in 2002, their birth place or religion, is a component 
of a racial regime governing entrance and exit. This racial regime includes 
the deportation of foreign-born workers and their families as well as, in some 
cases, citizens who are members of racialized communities. So, while public 
discussion of immigration policy since the cold war has reified the racialized 
distinction between the figures of the noble political refugee and the craven 
economic migrant (the latter is almost never figured alone, but moves in waves 
or hordes), both deportation and immigration policy have been crafted out of 
the continuities between these two groups. Refugee and immigration policy 
purportedly act to shelter those fleeing totalitarianism over those motivated 
solely by economic gain. This cold war distinction has long functioned to 
underwrite U.S. foreign policy, so that, after World War II, displaced persons 
fleeing the Iron Curtain were preemptively viewed as seeking freedom, just as 
the 2 million Iraqis currently petitioning for refugee status must be denied to 
bolster the illusion of progress there.6 Similarly, by operating through a rhetoric 
of threat, whether posed by the foreign-born Communist or Islamic terrorist, 
deportation policy obscures the relationship between activists and communi-
ties. Many of the political deportation cases of the 1940s and 1950s targeted 
foreign-born labor leaders on charges of communist affiliation. Their roles as 
labor leaders in immigrant communities were much less publicized. Like the 
workers swept into custody by ICE raids, all of the Muslim and Middle Eastern 
post-9/11 deportees have been found guilty only of infractions of immigration 
law, not of conspiracy to commit acts of terror. Discourses of subversion and 
terror, then, mask the operation of racialized state terror.
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Kanstroom discusses the centrality of the notion of sovereignty defined 
in Chinese Exclusion-era cases such as Chae Chan Ping v. U.S. (1889) and 
Fong Yue Ting v. U.S. (1893), in which the Supreme Court defined “plenary 
powers” that superseded the individual rights of Chinese plaintiffs.7 Similarly, 
Moustafa Bayomi writes of the way in which the Special Registration Program 
drew on the plenary power doctrine and the laws that grew out of it: “Special 
registration creates a vast, new legal geography of suspicion for the United 
States government, a geography that in some way mirrors the ‘Asiatic barred 
zone’ of the 1917 Immigration Act.”8

A historiographic chasm has separated various incidents of deportation in 
the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. Scholars of immigration have tended 
to focus on the “golden door” without attending to exits, clearly marked or 
otherwise. The national frame is still powerful enough to preclude consid-
eration of the transnational process of deportation. By looking at Mexican 
and U.S. archival sources, Kelly Lytle Hernandez challenges an accepted 
chronology, suggesting that the summer of 1954 was the culmination of 
eleven years of Operation Wetback rather than its central staging period. By 
viewing deportation as a transnational practice, Hernandez’s work shifts the 
chronology of Operation Wetback and points to its broader significance in 
post–World War II period.

There is a small literature on the repatriation of Mexican Americans during 
the 1930s,9 another literature on the deportation of foreign-born radicals in 
the red scares of the 1920s and 1950s.10 Recently, legal scholars have written 
important works seeking to understand the contemporary period in historical 
perspective, giving consideration to deportation and removal throughout the 
history of the American state.11 By suggesting connections among the historical 
experiences of divergent “impossible subjects,” Mae Ngai’s magisterial work has 
done much to bridge this chasm. And both Kanstroom and Bayoumi point, 
importantly, to the long sweep of continuity in deportation practices. Their 
work illustrates parallels between forms of racial terror deployed at different 
moments by the Fugitive Slave Law and detention of Haitian “‘fugees,” and 
between the geographies proposed by the Asiatic Barred Zone and the State 
Department’s contemporary list of state sponsors of terror. (Bayoumi percep-
tively notes the absence of a special registration program for Cuban Americans, 
even though Cuba is on that list.)12 In our current moment, such connections 
are crucial. In general, though, deportation continues to be thought of as an 
exception to the rule, rather than a social process constitutive of the nation 
across different periods, and definitive for immigrant communities.
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The historical comparison posed by this essay offers a genealogy of a specific 
form of state power, the creation of subjectivities, and the conditions of pos-
sibility for resistance. As Ngai argues, the numerical restriction implemented 
by the Johnson-Reid Act of 1924 created the category “illegal alien.”13 While 
the restrictions of this law were aimed at immigrants from Asia and Europe, 
quota laws combined with the creation of the border patrol in 1924 and the 
ensuing criminalization of undocumented crossing in 1929 came to consti-
tute, in her words, “a racialized Mexican identity.”14 In turn, the emergence 
of the racialized category of the illegal alien—an eminently deportable sub-
ject—transformed already existing deportable categories, including anarchists 
and other groups deemed politically subversive. 

The U.S.-Mexico border has been continually militarized since the creation 
of the border patrol in 1924. Donald Pease argues that the annexation of 
Mexican territory in the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo represents a founding 
violence.15 Wars on, variously, undocumented crossing, illegal drugs, Central 
American insurgencies, and terrorism have intensified the racialized terror at 
the border.16 As Natsu Taylor Saito writes, 

the border now also connotes the imaginary line between safe and unsafe associated with 
the prevention of terrorism and, as a result, has moved onto the bodies not only of persons 
presumed to be undocumented but also those who look like potential terrorists, regardless 
of their legal status. For the latter group, this can mean special registration procedures, 
prolonged questioning, detention, deportation, or even rendition to a third country for 
interrogation.17 

These transformations take place in a broader context of an institutionalized 
U.S. imperial presence around the world and the growth of transnational 
capital after World War II. In this context, the emergence of National and, 
later, Homeland Security regimes have been dependent on the continuous 
construction of enemies within to justify the human and financial expenses 
of ongoing global militarization.

During the cold war, the deportation of foreign-born radicals, labor leaders 
in particular, was anchored by legislation designed in the 1930s to expedite 
the removal of Mexican American workers from the U.S. economy during the 
Great Depression. The Spolansky, or Michigan Alien Registration, Act of 1931, 
for example, targeted communist influence in the Detroit Mexican American 
community, and was a precedent for the federal Smith Act of 1940, which 
compelled the registration of noncitizens and provided for the deportation 
of anyone who had ever belonged to an organization advocating the violent 
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overthrow of the government. The Spolansky Act was mostly used to deport 
Mexican Americans, many of whom were actually American citizens, from 
the Detroit area.18 Labor practices transform categories of identity, as Jeffrey 
Melnick and Rachel Rubin explain regarding the implementation of the Bra-
cero Program in 1942: “Not only did these labor programs bring hundreds 
of thousands of Mexican people to the United States, but they established 
powerful narratives concerning the status and entitlement of these individuals 
once they entered United States society.”19

Similarly, in the current period, the deportation terror levied against 
undocumented laborers shelters under the broad rubric of the “war against 
terror.” Tram Nguyen illuminates the connections made in national security 
rhetoric between undocumented people, refugees, and potential terrorists as 
“clandestine transnational actors.”20 Just as laws delimiting the activities of 
Mexican Americans in Detroit in the 1930s came to apply to political activ-
ists of diverse national origins after World War II, heightened surveillance of 
Muslim and Middle Eastern communities leads to increased ideological and 
financial support for deporting migrant workers in the current period.21

Lisa Flores has described the ways in which racialized portrayals of im-
migrants have led, historically, to anti-immigrant sentiment and federal 
deportation programs. She traces a “uniformity in the public vocabulary 
surrounding immigration and criminality. Whether invoked directly or indi-
rectly, the figure of the ‘illegal alien’ is hauntingly consistent, as is the quick 
turn to deportation.”22

What is crucial about Flores’s argument is that the deportation terror, in 
addition to being a technology of the state, is an ongoing rhetorical practice. 
As such, this rhetoric takes on particular meanings at different times. Flores 
illuminates a 1920s mass media discourse in which Mexican American labor-
ers appear as docile “peons,” offering cheap labor and little threat, while these 
same migrants turn up in the 1930s as a dangerous criminal element, threaten-
ing to upset the economic and social order. This floating rhetoric can target 
different populations, as is evident in the transition from the Spolansky Act, 
later declared unconstitutional because of popular protest, to the Smith Act, 
used widely against foreign-born people, including but not limited to Mexican 
Americans, during the cold war. 23 Criminalization, in this case, migrates from 
supposed communist influences in the Mexican American community to the 
general community of the foreign-born.

Such rhetoric endures, to powerful effect. Scott Michaelsen writes of the 
continuities between the jurisprudence justifying the internment of Japanese 
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Americans during the 1940s, and the USA PATRIOT Act passed by a nearly 
unanimous congress in 2001. For Michaelsen, the ongoing militarization of 
the borderlands between the United States and Mexico has enabled what he 
calls “‘the permanent state of racial emergency’ or ‘the permanent state of 
legal racial exception.’” Policing the borders against the continuously racial-
ized threat of undocumented migration requires an escalating discourse of 
exception to notions of due process and equality. This escalated discourse 
then becomes grounds for spectacular trespasses against civil liberties, such 
as the internment of Japanese Americans or the detention without cause of 
legal immigrants from places or of faiths associated with a particular mapping 
of terrorism.24 

Sweeping immigration reform seems to have been lost in the current politi-
cal moment. The raids and resulting deportations carried out by the Bureau of 
Customs and Immigration Enforcement (ICE) serve as a de facto immigration 
policy in a political climate characterized by fractious and inconclusive dis-
course on questions of immigration and national identity at the political level, 
and accompanied by racialized vigilante terror at the borders. Under the rubric 
of Homeland Security, congressional appropriations bills have continually 
funded customs and border protection. These appropriations have included 
monies for the construction of detention facilities for deportees, as well as for 
the Bureau of Immigration and Custom Enforcement to hire more agents.25 
According to DHS, ICE is “responsible for locating and removing aliens who 
are in the U.S. illegally and protecting the jobs of those who are legally eligible 
for them by inspecting places of employment for undocumented workers.”26 
Homeland Security rhetoric echoes the criminalization of immigrants traced 
by Flores in the 1930s: “A key element of the ICE mission is to remove il-
legal aliens from the United States, with a focus on criminal aliens.”27 This is 
Michaelsen’s “permanent state of racial emergency.” 

In order to fulfill its mission, ICE has deployed the previously underutilized 
employer sanctions contained in the Immigration Reform and Control Act 
of 1986 to conduct raids on employers utilizing undocumented labor. These 
employers face penalties of fines and sometimes jail time; undocumented 
workers face deportation proceedings. And, since identity theft has also 
become a concern of the Homeland Security state, workers who utilize false 
social security numbers can be charged with civil crimes. This authorizes local 
law enforcement personnel to pursue what are essentially immigration, and 
hence federal, cases.28 Particularly in the absence of strong political leadership 
on the immigration issue, except on the radical nativist right, federal funding 
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for deportation and detention replaces a democratically debated immigration 
policy.29 Consequently, the current practice of rule by agency regulation re-
sponds to the discourse of criminalization identified by Flores, also enshrining 
a masculinist, militarized rhetoric within ICE and the sheriff ’s departments 
with whom they cooperate on raids. 

While it is importantly connected to the discourse of criminalization, this 
masculinist rhetoric emerges from a mass cultural genealogy traceable from 
late cold war productions such as Rambo to the strange career of Arnold 
Schwarzenegger. For example, the “Protecting the Homeland” video available 
at the Border Patrol Web site of the Homeland Security Department Web 
page commences with a shot of a humvee driving through mountainous, arid 
country to strains of Wagnerian brass and a martial snare drum.30 Uniformed 
officers on horses and all-terrain vehicles are prominently featured in the 
opening montage. The video hearkens back to images of Texas Rangers pa-
trolling the border before 1924 and locates the founding of the Border Patrol 
as a continuation of that tradition. With a masculine voice-over, the video 
exhibits two or three young women of color in uniform. But the figures and 
context are overwhelmingly male, an archive of an enduring and gendered 
social imaginary of the frontier.

It makes little difference to those subject to the deportation terror whether 
they are separated from work, family, and community because of a bill both 
parties in Congress were able to agree on, or whether their deportation is part 
of a funded mandate under the powerful but vague rubric of homeland security. 
For immigrants, the deportation terror creates a culture of fear, which in turn, 
constitutes de facto immigration policy. Just as Labor Department officials drew 
on and encouraged the mass media criminalization of Mexicans to convince 
Mexican Americans, many of them born in the United States, to “return home” 
in the 1930s,31 the terror caused by raids and deportations in foreign-born 
communities in the present day constitutes not-so-gentle persuasion to those 
lucky enough to escape the sweep, this time.32 The deportation terror combines 
with a spate of local initiatives designed to limit the already truncated rights 
of the undocumented in towns like Hazleton, Pennsylvania; Green Bay and 
Arcadia, Wisconsin; Smithfield, North Carolina; and Carpentersville, Illinois.33 
Alex Kotlowitz refers to such policies, and the toll they take on immigrant 
communities throughout the country as “deportation by attrition.”34 

New Bedford, Massachusetts organizer Corinn Williams described the ef-
fects of the raid at the Bianco leather plant in March 2007 as making the large 
Central American community there quieter. In the raid, 361 workers were 
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detained, of whom 200 were quickly sent to new detention facilities in Texas. 
On the one hand, she said, a core infrastructure of local leadership mobilized 
in response to the raid. But on the other, she described a transformed city: 
“For a long time people just didn’t go out, they stayed home. We noticed 
conditions in other workplaces getting worse. . . . I guess on an economic 
level there have been whole households of people renting apartments that 
have disappeared.”35

The deportation terror, then, shapes the landscape of immigrant com-
munities as well as federal and local law enforcement procedures. While 
fear and “deportation by attrition” are some of the contemporary effects of 
the deportation terror, immigrants have also mobilized in record numbers 
during the springs of 2006 and 2007 to demand more just national policy. 
Mainstream news commentators noticed what flags were flying, and spoke 
about the presence of these colors as indication of the loyalties of the foreign 
born. But they were much less likely to point to the fact that, for some of 
those marching, their public presence constituted personal risk in light of the 
deportation terror. As Monisha Das Gupta argues, the demands of immigrant 
rights groups often challenge assumptions about national citizenship and 
individual rights.36 The demands described by Das Gupta reflect an evolving 
grassroots internationalism presaged by advocates for the foreign-born during 
the cold war.

Abner Green was the son of working-class Jewish immigrants, born in 
Brooklyn in 1913. He trained as a pharmacist’s assistant, and went to work in 
a “waterfront pharmacy” in Manhattan during the Depression. Establishments 
of this kind stocked goods utilized by sailors from around the world, many of 
whom faced deportation and statelessness.37 It is possible that the stories told 
by patrons of the pharmacy, along with those Green would have listened to 
in the immigrant enclaves of Brooklyn, influenced him to become involved 
in the American Committee for the Protection of the Foreign Born after it 
was founded by Roger Baldwin of the ACLU in 1933. And sailors would be 
among the foreign-born needing protection in the early cold war era.

More than ten thousand foreign-born sailors came to serve in the American 
merchant marine during World War II. After the war, these sailors remained 
ineligible for citizenship, not having served for five years or more. For example: 
thirty-six Pakistani sailors were held at Ellis Island in 1949 as deportable 
aliens.38 Added to this was the fact that, during the cold war, many maritime 
workers’ unions were suspected in the United States of having communist 
influences. Members risked deportation (see figure 3).
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Greek sailors such as Paul Paschal-
ides, secretary of the New York Branch 
of the Federation of Greek Maritime 
Workers, participated during World 
War II in shipping U.S.-produced 
materials to European allies. They did 

this at great risk, not only at sea, where two thousand lost their lives, but in 
Greece, which was occupied by the Axis powers during the war.39 After the 
war, Paschalides faced deportation. Ten Federation of Greek Maritime Union 
members had been sentenced to death by the U.S.-backed right wing regime 
in Greece in late 1940s. But the Special Inquiry Office of the Immigration 
Service found that “despite the applicant’s contention, we cannot close our 
eyes to the fact that Greece is a democratic country.”40 Granted asylum by 
Poland, Paschalides was deported. 

The history of statelessness is, of necessity, a transnational history. It in-
volves voluntary and less than voluntary migration—sometimes, as Hernandez 
has shown in the case of Operation Wetback, the collaboration of different 
governments in determining the geographic fate of the deported.41 The story 

Figure 2.
Abner Green, director of the American Committee 
for the Protection of the Foreign Born, 1942–1958. 
From “The Legacy of Abner Green: A Memorial 
Journal,” American Committee for the Protection 
of the Foreign Born Collection, Tamiment Library, 
New York University. Used with permission.
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of one deportation, as in the story 
of Paul Paschalides, leads from New 
York to Greece to Poland, not to men-
tion the many places he traversed as a 
maritime worker. As sociologist Steve 
McKay, whose own work is deeply 
engaged with the transnational cul-
ture of Filipino seamen, pointed out, 
when asked what the contemporary 

equivalent of Moby Dick for American studies might be: “It’s not the whale 
anymore. It’s the ocean.”42 Understanding the deportation terror leads us, as 
American studies scholars, in pursuit not of the tale of Moby Dick, but of the 
story of the ocean surrounding the whale: the sailors, those on shore, those 
on small boats and rafts just outside the frame of the novel. 

Ethnic studies scholars George Sánchez and Jeffrey M. Garcilazo have 
considered the relationship between Mexican American communities and 
the issue of deportation.43 Both focus on the Los Angeles Committee for 
the Protection of the Foreign Born, which worked on deportation cases of 

Figure 3.
The American Committee for the Protection of the 
Foreign Born dramatized the position of foreign-
born sailors such as Paul Paschalides, valorizing their 
service at a moment of ascendant anticommunist 
nativism. “Is This the Way to Treat Heroes?” is from 
“Foreign Seamen on Our Ships,” New York Times, 
July 22, 1945, excerpted on pamphlet. American 
Committee for the Protection of the Foreign Born 
Collection, Tamiment Library, New York University 
Press. Used with permission.
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political leaders, as well as “average Mexican Americans who found them-
selves victimized by the new immigration and internal security legislation 
represented by the McCarran-Walter Act,” including children whose parents 
faced deportation.44 Garcilazo argues that the defense of high-profile political 
deportation cases may have seemed outside the mainstream to much of the 
Mexican American community in Los Angeles during this period. However, 
Operation Wetback’s apprehension of half a million undocumented workers 
each year between 1947 and 1954 did not.45

The connection between the deportations of Operation Wetback and 
those of Latina labor leaders like Guatemalan Luisa Moreno indicates the 
consolidation of a particular regime during the cold war period. The vigor-
ous clampdown on labor after WWII represented by the Taft-Hartley bill 
involved the purging of communists from unions, but also truncated the 
power of organized labor. The consolidation of a particular cold war political 
economy took place in national and transnational contexts. As a component 
of immigration policy, deportation is an aspect of both. 

The commissioner of the Immigration and Naturalization Service presid-
ing over Operation Wetback was Lieutenant General Joseph May Swing. 
Appointed by Eisenhower in 1954, Swing had served with General John 
Pershing during the occupation of Mexico from 1916 to 1917. More recently, 
he had been a commanding general during the Sixth Army’s occupation of 
Korea after the Korean War. As INS commissioner, Swing’s pursuit of both 
immigrant workers and political dissidents points to connections between 
the militarization of domestic and international life and the racialization of 
citizenship during the cold war.

In addition to Operation Wetback, Swing actively pursued the deportation 
of foreign born Koreans such as Diamond Kimm, and Chungsoon and Choon 
Cha Kwak. These émigré Koreans had worked against Japanese domination 
of Korea during the war. Arriving in the United States as a student in 1936, 
Diamond Kimm served in the Office of Strategic Services during the war. 
He also edited the newspaper Korean Independence, a bilingual publication 
attempting to muster Korean support for allied victory. After the war, Kimm 
continued to edit the paper, often criticizing what he felt were the undemo-
cratic actions of U.S.-allied Syngman Rhee.46

Similarly, Chungsoon and Choon Cha Kwak, student activists against the 
Japanese occupation in Korea, left in 1935 and came to study music in the 
United States. Active in the Korean American community, both also served in 
the Korean unit of the Information and Education Division of the U.S. Army 
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during the war, directing the compilation, editing, and publishing of Korean 
language materials. Chungsoon was a correspondent for Korean Independence.47 
Deportation orders were issued on various technical grounds for all three of 
these activists in 1950, just as all the deportations of Muslim and Middle 
Eastern men detained after 9/11 have been violations of immigration status. 
These cases persisted through the mid-1950s, with Swing, recently returned 
from supporting the Rhee regime in Korea, actively pursuing deportation. 
The timing of the deportation efforts in the late 1950s corresponds with social 
upheavals in South Korea that Rhee and his U.S. allies attempted to quell in 
the name of democracy.48 And the parallel to contemporary practices suggests 
the utility of the deportation terror to particular regimes.

A career military man now in charge of the INS, Swing’s actions at the 
border and within the nation on behalf of the alliance he was involved in 
cementing with South Korea illuminate what Bayoumi terms a “legal geogra-
phy of suspicion,” to which racialized foreign-born workers and intellectuals 
were subject. This legal geography of suspicion provides us with a racialized 
map of empire and the sovereign powers that allowed for the deportation of 
the foreign-born.

With Eisenhower’s support, Swing executed Operation Wetback largely 
outside of congressional or judicial jurisdiction, much like the current ICE 
raids. Viewed this way, it appears that rights for the foreign-born are often 
the casualties of particular racial regimes. Three stories about deportation and 
statelessness in New Bedford, Massachusetts, over a 150-year period illustrate 
this point.

Three Stories about New Bedford

The history of American repression is strewn with the bodies of the foreign-born.
—Ellen Schrecker49

1. Stateless on Board 

“It was a form of passport.”
—Joseph Ramos, Cape Verdean American whaler interviewed by Dan 

Georgianna

The whaling industry provided an important source of wealth and economic 
development in New England that accompanied and enabled early nineteenth 
century textile-based industrialization. Ships would dock in foreign ports to 
sign on crews for the difficult and perilous work of whaling. The Cape Verdean 
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islands became an important source of whaling labors after the Civil War.50 
Many Cape Verdeans signed onto ships with the full intent of abandoning 
them after arrival in an American port. These maritime laborers would have 
been coming to the East Coast at about the same time the Chinese were 
arriving in California, precipitating the first alien registration laws in the 
country.51 But in a contemporary sense, these were undocumented workers. 
Former whaler Joseph Ramos, interviewed by economist Dan Georgianna, 
remembered: “Under the Portuguese flag, they would never let people from 
the islands immigrate over here. That’s why so many people from the islands 
went whaling. It was a form of passport.”52

Whaling workers either lived at sea or jumped ship and joined the com-
munities at New England’s margins and became difficult to count. Because 
of this elusive population, New Bedford in this period ranked as the second 
richest city in Massachusetts, and had one of the highest per capita incomes 
in the world.53 Statelessness and wealth were intricately linked in the political 
economy of whaling in nineteenth century New Bedford.

2. From Terror to Terror

I had tried to get citizenship before, but when I applied for citizenship, they said, “You’re a 
criminal, we can’t give you citizenship.” “Why?” “Because you have a crime record.” “What 
do you mean I have a crime record?” “Well, you were arrested a number of times.” I said, 
“Sure, during the strike.” And he said, “That’s against you as a criminal.”

—Eulália Mendes54

The history of deportation in the twentieth century maps connections be-
tween economic restrictionism, political repression, and racialized nativism. 
This history is also important because it gives us a sense of the global sweep of 
migration. Many of the deported arrive in the United States fleeing political, 
cultural, or religious repression in their home nations, only to become subject 
to the deportation terror in this country. And, when they are deported, they 
often migrate to a third location.55 The story of labor organizer Eulália Mendes 
traces the migration of one individual from fascist terror to anticommunist 
terror to comparative shelter in Stalin-era Poland.

Born in Portugal in 1911, Eulália Mendes immigrated with her family to 
Massachusetts in 1921. Anarcho-syndicalists, the family left Portugal dur-
ing the instability preceding the emergence of the military dictatorship that 
would eventually lead to the rise of the right-wing New State led by António 
Oliveira Salazar until 1974.56 The family eventually moved to New Bedford, 
where, like many other young immigrants from Portugal, the British Isles, 
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French Canada, Poland, and Cape Verde, Eulália joined native-born workers 
in the textile industry at the age of fourteen. In the mills, she worked forty-
four hours a week, including Saturdays, attending school for four hours each 
week until she reached the age of sixteen.57

As a young woman, Mendes became involved with the communist-led 
Textile Mill Committee’s organizing of workers across race, national origins, 
and craft in response to the wage cut announced at the New Bedford mills in 
1928. She told Dan Georgianna:

We wanted a union that would take in all of the textile workers. We called for an industrial 
type of union instead of a craft union, and that was quite progressive at that time because 
most of the unions in the United States at that time were craft unions. The whole idea was 
to get all of the textile workers in one mill to belong to one union, and all of the textile 
workers to belong to a single textile union.58

This aspiration is characteristic of the evolution of the labor movement in 
the mid-twentieth century. It would eventually be ratified by passage of 
the National Labor Relations Act in 1935, and by the consolidation of the 
Congress of Industrial Workers, so crucial in holding out the possibility of 
Americanization for foreign-born workers and their children.59 But not all of 
the foreign-born workers who participated in these struggles were included 
in the limited benefits that eventually accrued to organized labor.

The textile strike in New Bedford was broken over the course of six months 
of confrontations between organizers and police; of dissent between the com-
munist-led Textile Mill Committee and the English and native-born domi-
nated craft union; and of privation on the part of the strikers. In an observation 
strikingly parallel to Corinne Williams’s reflections on New Bedford in 2007, 
contemporary observer Moshe Nadir wrote: “Many tenement houses stand 
vacant. The windows are plastered with old newspapers. A city for rent.”60 

Though acquitted in New Bedford Superior Court of charges associated 
with the strike, Portuguese-born organizer Augusto Pinto was deported to 
Lisbon by the Immigration Service in 1931. Pinto once commented: “There 
is no liberty in this country, just a statue.”61 Condemned to prison in Tarrafal, 
Cape Verde, by the Salazar regime, Pinto died en route.

Emerging from the strike convinced of the compatibility of communist or-
ganizations in the United States with her anarcho-syndicalist politics, Mendes 
married a Portuguese-American communist, Joseph Figueiredo. She went on 
to become an organizer in Boston and New York for the International Ladies’ 
Garment Workers’ Union.62 In 1950, under the Smith Act, she was arrested 
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for membership in the Communist Party. Offered asylum by Poland, she took 
voluntary departure in 1953. She said: 

I was deported because I was not a citizen. Picking on foreign-born people was used during 
the McCarthy days as a pressure against people in general. Even though everybody thought 
I was an American citizen, my arrest had the effect of creating a lot of fear amongst a lot 
of the Portuguese people who were not citizens. Most of those people who were deported 
had to go to countries they had not seen, had not lived in, and most of them had been 
brought to the United States when they were children.63

Mendes arrived in Poland at the age of forty-three and became involved in 
the International Short Wave Radio project there. She requested permission 
to return to the United States to visit family, but her requests were denied. 
She died in Poland in 2005.64

In the midcentury United States, Eulália Mendes’s organizing activities 
were criminalized. Like Paschalides, she could not return home to a right-wing 
regime allied with the United States. Nor could she disappear into the margins 
of society, as Cape Verdean whalers who jumped ship were able to do. By the 
mid-twentieth century, a “gatekeeper nation,” as Erika Lee calls it, had emerged 
to keep track of immigrants by counting them at the gates and scrutinizing 
their behavior after their entrance into the nation.65 Mendes’s deportation, 
like those of political radicals and Mexican Americans alike during the cold 
war, was a component of an evolving national identity, and a way in which 
the state managed conflict under industrial capitalism. At the same time, the 
forced migration of people like Mendes, Paul Paschalides, and Luisa Moreno 
under this regime connects the deportation terror to other kinds of political 
terror gripping places such as Portugal and Greece, dominated by right-wing 
dictators; Guatemala, which by the mid-1950s was swept into civil war;66 
and Stalin-era Poland. The transnational activities of the deportees illuminate 
historical connections that might otherwise be difficult to see.

3. A Militarized Hemisphere

We believe that it is no crime to be undocumented and to work honorably, especially when 
we were doing it for the Armed Forces of the United States. That is why we ask, “Why don’t 
they take us back to New Bedford?”

—Elba Patricia Aguilar, Karla Moreno Ochoa, Rosa Sarmiento Santos, Maria 
Dolores Arrita Guerra, Ruth Carbajal, Josefina Roos, Suely Schnieder, Leonete 

S. Fernandes, Nafalise Silva, Maria Hernandez G., Maria Hernandez Cruz, 
Evelyn Pacheco Chinalan, Balvina Lopez Lopez, Hipolita Castro Chaco67
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In some of the very same mills that the New Bedford strikers of 1928 
walked out of, today workers from Portugal, Guatemala, Honduras, Brazil, 
El Salvador, and Mexico, many of them undocumented, many of them 
women, work in textiles. On March 6, 2007, ICE raided the factory of de-
fense contractor Michael Bianco, Inc., which produced backpacks and other 
items for use in the military. ICE apprehended 361 workers. Descriptions 
of the ordeal by those apprehended include strip searches, isolation, depriva-
tion, and being handcuffed and put aboard planes to uncertain destinations. 
About a third of those arrested were immediately transported to deportation 
centers in Texas. Others were detained in Massachusetts and Rhode Island. 
Inevitably, families were separated, including mothers from nursing children. 
Between one hundred and two hundred children were separated from one or 
both parents a result of the raid (figure 4). Community organizers as well as 
Senators Ted Kennedy and John Kerry and Congressmen Barney Frank and 
William Delahunt have worked to petition ICE to allow for at least temporary 
reunification of the families. The raids had been carried out in such a way 
as to maximize the terror among those apprehended, as well as the broader 
migrant community in the region.68

Central American women, the majority of the undocumented workers ap-
prehended in the raid, have come to the United States as a result of the political 
turmoil and terror in their homelands. Between 8 percent and 20 percent of 
El Salvadorans have immigrated to the United States as a result of the political 
instability of the 1980s; some of these migrants have been afforded Tempo-
rary Protected Status (TPS), which means they cannot be relocated in case 
of a raid. Guatemalans, also displaced by the long civil war in their country, 
are eligible neither for refugee status nor for the limited amnesty granted by 
IRCA in 1986.69 Nicaraguans and Hondurans are in a similar position with 
respect to immigration and refugee status.

Like Eulália Mendes, these Central American women arrive in New Bedford 
in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries fleeing the terrors of state 
repression and civil war. But they enter a different political economy. Much 
of the production done in the early twentieth century by the textile mills of 
southeastern Massachusetts has been outsourced, first to states in the south, 
and later to factories in Latin America and Asia. Enterprise zones in countries 
such as Nicaragua and Cambodia now account for much of the manufactur-
ing of textiles used in producing clothing and home furnishing. Workers at 
Michael Bianco, Inc., labor for one of the few growth industries in the early 
twentieth-first century: the military.
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Just as cold war alliances mapped the arriv-
als and deportations of the foreign-born after 
World War II, the status of contemporary 
migrant workers is crucially determined by a 
continuous militarization of the hemisphere. 
Presidents from Eisenhower through George 
Bush sent money and troops to stabilize the 
hemisphere against leftist influences in El 
Salvador, Nicaragua, and Guatemala. Their 

efforts paved the way for U.S.-led “free trade” efforts such as the Central 
American Free Trade Agreement, signed by El Salvador, Honduras, Nicaragua 
and Guatemala in 2006, and the Dominican Republic in 2007. The regime 
of free trade drives down wages and working conditions in factories at the 
same time it discourages and in some places prohibits labor organizing. The 
combination of these factors drives immigrants to seek opportunities in the 
United States, where wages remain comparatively high. These immigrants 
enter a postindustrial economy, where their options include service work, 
sweatshop labor in places like Bianco, or the military itself.70

Endgame

Oh I am willing to believe they suffer as much as such creatures can suffer. But does that 
mean their sufferings equal mine? No doubt.

—Samuel Beckett, Endgame

Released in 2003, Endgame is the name of the ICE Detention and Removal 
Office “multiyear strategic enforcement plan.”71 Replete with the confident 
language of bureaucratic mission statement–speak, this Endgame advertises 

Figure 4. 
This photo of a young girl dramatizes the 
separation of families that has so often 
resulted from recent ICE raids and the 
resulting detentions and deportations. 
Separation from family and community 
was a concern among deportees during 
the 1940s and 1950s, as well. Photo by 
Fatima Lopez. Used with permission of 
MIRA, the Massachusetts Immigrant and 
Refugee Advocacy Coalition.
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such feats as “a hundred percent removal rate for all removable aliens.”72 Pre-
dictably, in defining the “unique population” to be removed, the document 
commingles potential deportees: “The DRO detained population includes 
illegal economic migrants, aliens who have committed criminal acts, asylum 
seekers (required to be detained by law) or potential terrorists.” While the 
document encourages the safe and humane treatment of deportees, it is dif-
ficult to envision terrorists and committed felons being treated in a manner 
“strictly administrative in nature, not punitive.”73 And if these putative en-
emies of the state do not receive human treatment, it is likely that the state 
of permanent racial exclusion might dictate similar treatment to all of this 
“unique population.”

This document cries out for interdisciplinary analysis. Nowhere is the 
eponymous term “endgame” explained, even in a glossary that goes to lengths 
to define words such as fugitive and detention. To any savvy twelve year old, 
“endgame” means the end of the video game, and the need for another quar-
ter. Can it be a coincidence that this document was being written right after 
George W. Bush’s famous victory proclamation on board the USS Abraham 
Lincoln in May 2003? 

Ghost Towns in the Neoliberal Order and the Emergence of  
“New Narrative Voices”

Eulália Mendes never became a naturalized American, which better underscored her 
internationalized condition and clearly showed that the immigrants’ fight was one that 
would never end.

—Terras da Beira74

In the course of writing and researching this article, I traversed some of the 
places in which raids have taken place in New England and the Midwest over 
the past two years: Whitewater, Wisconsin; New Bedford, Massachusetts; 
South Bend, Indiana; Baltimore, Maryland; New Haven, Connecticut. These 
are postindustrial cities, much of whose industry has fled, and what we might 
call postagrarian small towns, where small industries such as Star Packaging 
in Whitewater and the dairy farms in the surrounding counties of “America’s 
Dairyland” alike depend on transnational labor supplies to maintain their 
operations. Sometimes postindustrial places seem like ghosts of their former 
selves, with silenced downtowns and decaying civic infrastructure, Wal-Marts 
perched like vultures on the strips outside once flourishing small towns. But 
these ghost towns are being repopulated by new immigrants. As parts of an 
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emerging neoliberal economic order, urban and rural places in the United 
States are in the midst of social and economic transition.

Often, anxieties about this transition take the form of nativism, and sup-
port for the deportation terror. As Saskia Sassen has argued, another response 
to economic globalization is a redefinition of discourses of citizenship and 
identity.75 Although Eulália Mendes, when she was interviewed in 1985 by Dan 
Georgianna, described her inability to become a U.S. citizen as a component 
of the criminalization of foreign-born laborers, a contemporary left-leaning 
Web site in Portugal celebrates Eulália as a citizen of the world, a visionary 
internationalist, for never naturalizing. In this way, migrants redefine the 
meaning of citizenship at this moment of geopolitical transformation. Das 
Gupta documents the ways that immigrant political organizing opens up “new 
narrative possibilities” that provoked her to “tell a different tale.”76

One effect of the deportation terror is the creation of fear, and the result-
ing silencing of migrant populations. People go further underground, move 
to other cities, or leave the country altogether. In June of 2007, for example, 
the city of New Haven, Connecticut, passed a local ordinance creating a mu-
nicipal ID available to everyone living in the city. These municipal IDs would 
have allowed the undocumented to register their children for school, start 
bank and electrical accounts, and generally conduct the business of daily life. 
Two days later, ICE staged an unusual neighborhood-based raid in local Fair 
Haven, arresting migrants from Guatemala, Mexico, Ecuador, and Guinea. 
ICE claimed that the migrants were arrested on previous deportation orders, 
but only four of the thirty migrants arrested had such paperwork on file.77 
The fear disseminated by such a raid is very much an intended outcome of 
policy: the endgame is to win the battle by intimidating opponents. But it is 
not the only outcome of the deportation terror.

Responding to the deportation terror, the foreign and native-born are de-
veloping new coalitions. Allen Petrie, owner of Star Packaging in Whitewater, 
is currently charged with identity theft in the wake of the 2006 raids at his 
plant.78 Along with other small business owners in the area, he has begun to 
appear at immigrant rights venues, decrying the current system. Dairy farmer 
John Rosenow, along with high school Spanish teacher Shaun Judge Duval 
and University of Wisconsin-Extension agent Carl Duley have founded Pu-
entes, a program that supports cooperation between native-born farmers and 
their increasingly Latina/o employees. Puentes provides Spanish instruction 
for the dairy farmers, and English instruction for the workers. Farmers and 
extension students have traveled to Mexico to learn language and culture. In 
addition, Puentes has developed a certificate course for workers so they can 
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exhibit skills learned on the job.79 While these alliances do not redress all 
the inequities operative between native-born farmers and their immigrant 
employees, the coalition provided by Puentes enables political cooperation 
and cultural understanding, and undermine the possibilities for white rural 
nativism. Rosenow, the descendant of Swiss and German immigrants to Wis-
consin, expressed an early, public critique of the new social security no-match 
regulations released in August 2007.80

In places such as New Bedford and Whitewater, new migrant political or-
ganizations are emerging. New leaders among Mayan, Honduran, Salvadoran, 
and Brazilian women in Massachusetts have stepped forward to demand the 
reunification of families and justice for those detained and deported.81 In New 
Orleans, where the population of undocumented and H2B migrant contract 
workers has soared as the city is being rebuilt, workers from Bolivia, Mexico, 
Peru, and dozens of other countries have organized the Alliance for Guest-
workers for Dignity. In Whitewater, Sigma America, founded in 2003 as an 
immigrant cultural organization, has become a center for political organizing 
around the raid.82 Young immigrants, politicized by the effects of the raids on 
their communities, have become involved in the immigrant rights movement 
more broadly. A group of high school students from Whitewater chartered 
a bus to attend hearings on a bill to allow undocumented students to attend 
Wisconsin public universities at in-state tuition rates; an entire contingent 
marched in the May 1, 2007, rally in Milwaukee. It is perhaps in part due to 
the deportation terror in Wisconsin that they were among seventy thousand 
people to attend this second annual “Day without Latinos.” 

In North Carolina, as elsewhere in the nation, new immigrants are trans-
forming both the demography of the workforce and ongoing struggles over the 
rights of workers.83 In Robeson County, migrants from Mexico and Central 
America, many of them undocumented, have joined African American, white 
and Lumbee Indian workers in the struggle to organize the Smithfield meat 
packaging plant. The company has encouraged labor migration, and has also, 
reportedly, fostered racialized divisions among the workforce.84 

Robeson County has long been the site of conflict between the forces of 
white supremacy and racialized black and Indian communities. In 1958, two 
years after the federal government recognized that the Lumbee were, in fact, an 
Indian people but denied them legal recognition as an Indian nation, several 
hundred Lumbee turned back a rally organized against them by the local Ku 
Klux Klan in the Battle of Hayes Pond.85 In neighboring Monroe County in 
the same period, NAACP president Robert F. Williams coordinated an armed 
self-defense network to protect the African American community from KKK 
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activities.86 Violence has also marked the long drive to organize Smithfield 
Foods. The plant has its own private police force, which has been convicted 
on charges of violating the 1871 Ku Klux Klan Act by beating, harassing, and 
intimidating workers.87 

In the past five years, the workforce at Smithfield Foods has become pre-
dominantly newly arrived Latino/as. A recent estimate has the plant at 55 
percent foreign-born workers from Mexico and Central America, 30 to 35 
percent African Americans, and the rest split between whites and Indians.88 
The United Food and Commercial Workers has hired experienced organizers 
and set up a workers’ center in Red Springs, NC, offering classes in English 
and basic rights. Like the black and Indian workers at Smithfield, many of 
the new workers have experience with political organizing and a tradition of 
marking international holidays such as May Day. Additionally, their status 
as the most vulnerable workers in an exploitative industry gave immigrants 
added political momentum. As David Bacon writes, “immigration status itself 
became an issue for collective action.”89 Hundreds of Latino/a Smithfield 
workers skipped work to attend the first immigrant rights demonstrations in 
April and May of 2006.90

The racialized violence that has marked Robeson County, and Smithfield 
Foods in particular, has continued during the current organizing drive. But, 
just as the KKK opposed the emergence of African American and Indian politi-
cal organizing in the 1950s, Homeland Security measures deploy a particular 
racial terror against immigrant workers. In the wake of the mobilizations of 
2006, Smithfield enrolled in the Immigration Customs Enforcement Mutual 
Agreement between Government and Employers (IMAGE) Program. This 
program allows ICE access to human resource records of the company, and 
allows the company to cooperate with ICE in the implementation of raids 
targeting undocumented workers at the plant.91 An April 2007 statement 
submitted to Congress by the UFCW argues that the 

raids were designed and executed as political theater . . . It is not a coincidence that Smithfield 
has used the IMAGE program as cover to begin firing workers for no-match social security 
issues at the same time when workers in the plant are gaining momentum in their efforts to 
secure safer working conditions, better pay, and benefits through union representation.92

Deportation has been a crucial technology of the state, as Kanstroom argues, 
since well before the American Revolution. Municipal governments warned 
out unruly and racially suspect women during the colonial period; states such 
as Georgia deported denizens of Indian nations; enslaved Africans could be 
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remanded back to slavery even when living as free persons in nonslave ter-
ritories; political dissidents and “enemy aliens” could be removed from the 
nation at times of war and suspicion. Because deportation operates at particular 
moments as political theater responding to mass mediated fear, American 
studies scholars are uniquely positioned to understand it. Our historic inter-
disciplinarity and recent focus on transnationalism are important resources 
in understanding the evolution of this ongoing terror.

It has been my contention in this article that the emergence of the U.S.-
Mexico border as a contested and racialized zone across which migrants and 
racialized U.S. citizens have been deported en masse at particular moments 
marks the emergence of a new technology: the deportation terror. The de-
portation terror draws on the power of the Border Patrol, as it emerged after 
1924 and subsequently evolved into the Immigration and Naturalization 
Service, now subsumed into the Department of Homeland Security. These 
agencies have implemented mass deportations in the 1930s and again during 
Operation Wetback and the current ICE raids. The deportation terror draws 
on these agencies to operate as political theater, responding to mass mediated 
expressions of fears of violent subversion. The detention and deportation of 
the foreign-born for political reasons since 1924 is part of the operation of 
the deportation terror. 
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