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FOREWORD

by Roberto Lovato

Unlike most of the newly minted “immigration experts” you see on your large and small screens, Sonali Kolhatkar didn’t just wake up to the urgent threat to life and liberty that is ICE. Long before George W. Bush created the nefarious agency born from the political ruins of 9/11, Sonali was already warning us about the expanding immigration apparatus that would become ICE—researching it, reporting on it, interviewing sources, and sounding alarms most of the country ignored. She’s put in the time to understand how the masked agents of ICE—the most militarized federal agency after the Pentagon—became the shock troops of a fascist order decades in the making. In the process, she has also secured the trust of those intrepid and politically capable enough to fight—and defeat—ICE. 

Sonali’s accumulated experience, insights, and—dare I say—wisdom about one of the defining issues of our time give this book a depth that is lacking in most immigration commentary, journalism, and policymaking. 

I say this as a journalist and former activist who, since the 1990s, has watched—and warned against—the coming of the two-headed hydra of far-right fascism and immigration politics (as opposed to immigrant reality) savaging the United States. 

Those of us who fought the US-backed fascist military dictatorship in El Salvador saw the US government’s willingness to kill in the name of “national security” as far back as the 1980s.

We also saw a preview of politicized immigration politics that left generations of Salvadoran and other Central American refugees undocumented or rotting in Kafkaesque legal limbo and imprisonment. Dehumanized, denied legal status, hunted down, jailed, beaten, and killed for lack of papeles, Salvadorans and other Central Americans were being beta-tested in a US immigration lab that was about to unleash on the rest of us the deadly, virulent systems of policing, surveillance, militarization, and carceral punishment under cover of “national security.” 

We Salvadorans sounded countless loud alarms—protests, hunger strikes, lobbying, still-relevant campaigns such as No Human Being is Illegal, and sanctuary movements in cities throughout the US. Most importantly, we warned people about how the wealth gap, global outsourcing, and militarization of security forces were making the US begin to look like fascist El Salvador. We shared the urgent message with anyone who would listen. Few did. Breaking ICE makes clear that Sonali Kolhatkar was among the essential ones who did.

Between the lines of the stories and interviews she’s gathered in Breaking ICE are the history, analysis, and practical advice we’ll all need to overcome the top-down project of state repression. With the help of the thinkers and doers featured in the book, Sonali will help us all form part of a history that must be told desde abajo—from below.

That history will have to break with the liberal immigration narratives that place protecting Democrats above defending democracy. Sonali’s previous explorations of the media’s treatment of immigration prompt her interlocutors in important ways, helping us understand one of the most fundamental yet largely ignored facts about ICE and the immigration catastrophe: that violent, murderous actions by ICE are less an anomaly produced by MAGA than the product of a deadly, bipartisan continuum. 

The fascistic anti-immigration policies described in Breaking ICE were initiated by Ronald Reagan and expanded by Bill Clinton, whose Operation Gatekeeper laid the legal foundation for the militarization of border control. George W. Bush formalized the process through the creation of the Department of Homeland Security—the largest restructuring of the federal government since the end of World War II. But the more definitive turn to anti-immigration state terror came a little later. 

I first confirmed this during a visit to the immigrant prison—I refuse to use the “detention center” language from ICE talking points—in Karnes, Texas. I had just returned from Arizona’s Sonoran Desert, where I’ll never forget the smell and sight of more than 100 decaying immigrant bodies, many of them Honduran and Salvadoran children. The sight of small clavicles, mandibles, and other bones packed into cardboard boxes with little white tags labeled “Unidentified” and warehoused in the freezers of the Pima County medical examiner’s office made me as sick as any of the carnage I had seen in El Salvador. So did the little bodies stored in milk cartons and buried in mass graves in Brooks County, Texas, and other border towns I visited. 

Ever since I first saw them during the war in El Salvador, mass graves filled with the corpses of children have been a clear sign of rising fascism. The reactionary and racist war on immigrants has begun ravaging the tenderest among us and, in the process, created the culture that enables ICE agents to brutalize and murder child and adult, citizen and noncitizen, with the same impunity and zeal.

In Karnes, I saw ICE wrap little boys and girls in foil as they cried and screamed after being separated from their mothers. It infuriated me then and still does now. Hearing their soft voices utter the hardest of realities—“Quiero morirme” (“I want to die”)—as ICE agents sneered and laughed nearby, broke me. I saw the US becoming like fascist El Salvador in the willingness of US presidents to unleash state forces to hunt, kill, jail, separate, and otherwise destroy immigrant children by the tens of thousands. The picture of the president that hung on the walls of the ICE administrative office at Karnes—the president who first unleashed ICE to perpetrate these crimes against child humanity on a massive scale—was not of Donald J. Trump, but Barack H. Obama.

When I tried to call attention to these and other developments as early as 2011, and again in 2014, most immigration journalists and news outlets I approached with receipts exercised a preferential option for the cowardice that, to this day, refuses to expose the Democrats’ role in enabling immigration fascism. Once again, one of the few journalists who listened was Sonali. 

Of all her strengths, Sonali’s ability to listen intently and ask questions that demand courageous answers is what makes this book sing amidst the ghoulish, generalized silence that enables state terror. It is this ability to ask the right questions that informs the critical lessons shared by the activists and thinkers in Breaking ICE—among them, the unbowed immigrant leaders and communities on the front lines of the fight of our lives.

Sonali brings us the inspired and courageous voices of the most vulnerable among us—the undocumented. More than anyone else, they are the people we must listen to at this moment. We saw the wisdom of listening to the undocumented among the tens of thousands in Los Angeles and across the country who have undertaken bold action: health-care workers putting their bodies on the line to defend immigrants; teachers developing “Tools of Resistance” kits for students, families, and communities; unions mobilizing to protect workers; students refusing to bow down before heavily armed marines and militarized police; community members driving ICE out of homes, hotels, and other workplaces; and thousands of everyday people defending their friends and neighbors against ICE.

Ever since that historic summer of 2025, millions have followed the lead of the undocumented, continuing the long march against the militarism of ICE and other security forces under the cover of “immigration policy” and “national security.”

Moving us beyond the headlines, as she has her entire journalistic career, Sonali enables the voices in Breaking ICE to share their insights, giving us hopeful glimpses of the anti-fascist spirit that will defeat ICE. Sonali’s book provides fuel for the fire we need to end the bipartisan immigration nightmare threatening us all. 

At the heart of this book, and the burgeoning movement that inspires it, is the spirit captured by the  “Nos tienen miedo (porque no tenemos miedo)” (They fear us (because we do not fear them)), popularized by the movement that led to a leftward shift in Mexico. Breaking ICE reminds us of the undocumented fearlessness that will inspire us to decisively break and dismantle ICE, once and for all. Thank you, Sonali, and the compañeras and compañeros of Breaking ICE, for reminding us to be our bad, fearless selves.





INTRODUCTION


Nobody’s going to save you.
No one’s going to cut you down,
cut the thorns thick around you.
No one’s going to storm
the castle walls nor
kiss awake your birth,
climb down your hair,
nor mount you
on the white steed.
There is no one who
will feed the yearning.
Face it. You will have
to do, do it yourself.
—gloria anzaldúa, “Letting Go”



	
Proponents of fair immigration policies often say, “America is a nation of immigrants.” But the truth is a lot more complicated. The United States is built on the colonization of its Indigenous population, the enslavement of Black people, and constantly fluctuating definitions of citizenship and belonging. Today’s battle over belonging is playing out on the streets of American cities between well-armed government forces and networks of ordinary people. Whoever wins will not just determine the nature of national demographics, but whether America remains a democracy or becomes a fascist police state.

Underscoring the current war on immigrants is the notion of America as a “Homeland,” a term introduced by George W. Bush in the months after the 9/11 terrorist attacks and later embraced by Donald Trump as a way to delineate who belongs in his version of the country. In Trump’s America, the only legitimate citizens are straight white cisgender men and, to a lesser extent, their sycophantic allies. In other words, the MAGA crowd is in—everyone else is out. 

Charged with whitening the US are agents of Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE), who began invading and terrorizing American cities at the start of Trump’s second term, violently detaining and deporting people. But activists were ready, organizing, and educating the public about how to take on ICE. 

Thanks to the 2025 “Big Beautiful Bill,” ICE’s budget received a massive infusion of more than $170 billion to be spent over the next four years. This windfall makes it the country’s most heavily funded federal law enforcement agency—surpassing the combined budgets of every state and local law enforcement agency and exceeding the resources of most national militaries worldwide. It is one of many enforcement arms of MAGA fascism targeting an ostensibly small fraction of the population. Moreover, its operations are designed to strike fear into the population.

The number of undocumented immigrants in 2023 was about 14 million. While that was a record high, it was also only 4 percent of the nation’s population.1 It may seem odd for the federal government to pour so many resources into policing such a small percentage of the populace. But ICE’s real goal is to ensure compliance with the MAGA agenda of creating a white Homeland. All opponents are fair game, including white women like Renée Nicole Good and white men like Alex Pretti—two Minnesota residents brutally killed by armed federal agents within days of one another in early 2026. 

The murders, conducted in broad daylight and justified as necessary killings of “terrorists,” further stoked public outrage against ICE. Videotaped recordings of the incidents whizzed around the nation and world as evidence of the administration’s increasing brutality. What good was the project of a white Homeland if white Americans were dying at the hands of federal agents? 

Even as Trump institutionalized fascism and white supremacy within government, it became clear he had overplayed his hand. A national anti-ICE resistance movement emerged and began successfully countering the federal government’s war on immigrants and defending the nation’s multiracial fabric. In the pages of this book, you’ll hear from people on the front lines of this growing movement. 

The Birth of ICE

The year 2025 was the deadliest twelve-month period in two decades for people in ICE custody. Thirty-two people died within the walls of ICE detention centers from various diseases, medical neglect, and suicide.2 The last time ICE oversaw so many deaths was in 2004, only a year after the agency was founded under the purview of President George W. Bush’s newly created Department of Homeland Security (DHS). 

Bush first introduced the phrase “Homeland Security” into the modern political lexicon days after 9/11. In a speech to Congress, he conflated immigration enforcement with national security, arguing that the nation’s myriad intelligence agencies needed to be consolidated to properly safeguard the country.3 That consolidation remains government policy today: immigrants are an assumed threat to the safety of Americans. They are, by definition, criminals—potentially even terrorists.

The word “Homeland” can be traced back to Nazi Germany when Adolf Hitler’s deputy Rudolf Hess announced at the 1934 Nuremberg Rally, “Thanks to [Hitler’s] leadership, Germany will become the Homeland. Homeland for all Germans in the world.”4 

In 2002, Bush described DHS’s mission as “securing the Homeland of America and protecting the American people.”5 A year later, the Bureau of Immigration and Customs Enforcement was born, its name later shortened to Immigration and Customs Enforcement—ICE. Housed under DHS, its primary stated mission was to “promote Homeland security and public safety.”6

The Trump White House repeatedly echoed Bush’s post-9/11 language in official communiqués, announcing that the administration was “Securing Our Homeland” by arresting and deporting immigrants.7 On January 10, 2026, Trump’s Department of Labor even posted a propaganda video on X (formerly Twitter) with an ominous soundtrack and the caption “One Homeland. One People. One Heritage. Remember who you are, American.”8 It was an unambiguous appropriation of the Nazi slogan“One people, one realm, one leader.”9

Whose Homeland?

In the immediate aftermath of 9/11, the term “Homeland” was a necessary narrative device to instill nativist and nationalist sentiments in a public traumatized by terrorist violence, and especially helpful to differentiate between insiders and outsiders. It largely worked. According to Pew Research Center, “Patriotic sentiment surged in the aftermath of 9/11,” and the political establishment enjoyed high levels of public support.10 

In the months and years following the 9/11 terrorist attacks, anti-immigrant policy and culture coursed through the veins of the nation, infecting it with nationalist fervor and racism. People in Arab, Muslim, and South Asian communities were racially profiled, rounded up, and detained for no good reason.11 Hate crimes against these same communities surged.12

As a first-generation immigrant who moved to the US at age sixteen, I was used to racist microaggressions. But I had never truly experienced overt and vicious racism until the fall of 2001. The bumper of my ancient Nissan Sentra, emblazoned with leftist stickers, provoked a verbal attack that left me shaken for days. “Go back to your country, you fucking bitch,” screamed a man in thickly accented English as he drove past me in a large white car sporting an American flag. He sounded like a fellow immigrant, yet one who viewed my “Free Palestine” sticker as a symbol of my outsider status. His flag marked him—at least in his own eyes—as an insider, presumably one proud to consider the US his “Homeland.”

At the same time as the US roiled from post-9/11 shockwaves, its demographics underwent a profound shift, complicating the national identity of a “Homeland” needing protection from outsiders. Between 1990 and 2000, the US population increased by the largest amount in history, jumping more than 13 percent, largely driven by immigration. 13 “[T]he foreign-born population increased by 57 percent, from 19.8 million to 31.1 million,” noted the US Census Bureau.14 White Americans were projected to become a minority between 2055 and 2060.15 

In 2006, the US House of Representatives responded to the foreign-born influx by passing the Border Protection, Antiterrorism, and Illegal Immigration Control Act, also known as the Sensenbrenner Bill, criminalizing government assistance to undocumented immigrants. Millions of immigrants and their allies protested in the streets of American cities, and the bill was never taken up by the Senate. 16

I was among the teeming hordes attempting to join the ranks of the naturalized. In 2004, I spent countless hours filling out reams of complex application forms, hoping to secure the safety that citizenship would afford me. At my citizenship interview in August 2005, I expected to walk away a bona fide citizen. Instead, for three long years, I waited for the FBI to conclude a benign sounding background “name check”—the newest weapon in the Bush administration’s arsenal to throw hurdles into the paths of foreigners attempting to enter the country “legally.” 

By 2007, I was one of hundreds of citizenship applicants awaiting the results of an FBI “name check,” and became the lead plaintiff in a successful class-action lawsuit against DHS.17 By the time I finally waved an American flag at my citizenship ceremony in 2009, just months after the nation elected Barack Obama president, I had cemented myself as a lucky insider—a citizen of the Homeland.

From Family Separation to ICE Invasions

In spite of being the nation’s first nonwhite president, Obama took a page out of the right’s playbook by choosing to appease his opponents rather than confront them on immigration. He removed millions of people from the US, earning him the epithet “Deporter-in-Chief.”18 To his credit, Obama also signed an executive order that helped millions of young undocumented immigrants obtain legal work authorization.19

Following Obama, Donald Trump’s entrance into the White House represented a seismic shift rightward for the nation’s nonwhite residents. Here was a candidate who had worn his racism on his sleeve, campaigning on the promise of cleansing the nation of “rapists” and “killers” flooding through the porous southern border.20 When the morning of November 9, 2016, dawned, the day after the shocking election, the sense of belonging I had naively enjoyed since my naturalization shattered. I was suddenly a Brown person in Trump’s white America—marked once again as an outsider by virtue of my skin tone. 

Still, up until then, it was hard to believe Trump would act upon his most extreme rhetoric. But any hope of moderation vanished when his first order of business was to sign an executive order banning people from more than half a dozen majority-Muslim nations—an echo of Bush’s post-9/11 policies.21 

But the US was browning faster than ever. By 2018, two years into Trump’s first term, the projected date when whites would become a national minority was revised to a decade earlier, from 2055 to 2045. And it wasn’t just metropolitan areas and big cities. Even traditionally white-dominated rural America was becoming more racially diverse and integrated.22 

The president’s rabidly anti-immigrant advisor Stephen Miller devised a cruel plan to reverse this tide, forcibly separating immigrant families apprehended at the border. Authorities ripped babies and children away from their parents, deporting the mothers and fathers with no plan for how to reunite those families.23 The trauma of family separation became Trump’s central policy of migration deterrence.24 “When you prosecute the parents for coming in illegally—which should happen—you have to take the children away,” said Trump in defense of the tactic.25 

Mass protests ensued. A collective sigh of relief followed Trump’s loss to Joe Biden in the 2020 presidential election. Biden, whose tenure would be sandwiched between Trump’s two terms, took a page from Obama’s book, echoing calls for greater border security and employing harsh anti-immigrant rhetoric. But Trump campaigned to return to office, gleefully (and falsely) declaring during a presidential debate that Biden “allowed millions of people to come in here from prisons, jails, and mental institutions, to come into our country, and destroy our country.”26 He repeatedly hammered the claim that immigrants were “poisoning the blood” of the nation and promised the “largest deportation in history” if elected.27 

Like a recurring nightmare, Trump won the 2024 election, becoming more unrestrained than ever in his goal of whitening the Homeland. He launched his second term by sending thousands of ICE agents to invade immigrant-rich cities around the US, upending the peace, throwing local economies into disarray, and sowing fear and mayhem everywhere.28 

The president’s racism became luridly overt, even celebratory. As the first year of his second term drew to a close, Trump asked supporters at a Pennsylvania rally in December 2025, “Why is it we only take people from shithole countries?”29 “Shithole countries” was a phrase he had been denounced for using privately during his first term to describe African nations and Haiti.30 After being reelected, Trump reveled in using it publicly, this time in reference to Somali immigrants. Somalia, in his opinion, was “filthy, dirty, disgusting, ridden with crime.”31 

What he wished for, openly and proudly, were white immigrants. “Why can’t we have some people from Norway, Sweden, just a few? Let us have a few from Denmark.” He wasn’t just musing—he was drafting policy. Under Trump, the federal government now explicitly prioritizes white South Africans as refugees admitted into the US.32 

Communities Rise Up to Defend Themselves

“We can’t succumb to fear, because when you’re fearful you cannot defend yourself, you cannot be rational,” says Pablo Alvarado in chapter 1. Alvarado is coexecutive director of the National Day Laborer Organizing Network (NDLON), which for decades has fought for the rights and dignity of undocumented workers and led “Know Your Rights” trainings across the US. 

Alvarado is one of nine people featured in section I of this book who are on the front lines of the battle against ICE. They are the foot soldiers of a well-organized community self-defense movement that has been remarkably successful in pushing back against white supremacist violence and the notion of a white “Homeland.” 

The delineation between who belongs in the MAGA Homeland and who doesn’t remains comfortingly blurred, even irrelevant in people’s day-to-day lives. Immigrants are so intimately woven into the fabric of American communities that when Trump took office for his second term, people were ready to defend the most vulnerable among them. They trained, recruited, networked, and organized at the neighborhood level, meeting hordes of masked ICE agents with cameras, bullhorns, whistles, and the confident assertion of their own legal rights. 

A public that is educated about its rights, how and when to ask for judicial warrants, and what to say when confronted by ICE agents is a public that is better equipped to survive this era. Rather than being cowed by demands to “show me your papers,” Alvarado says, “It’s time to turn the tables and ask ICE for their papers.”

Trump’s 2024 presidential campaign stoked anti-immigrant fearmongering so relentlessly that by Election Day, public opinion had shifted sharply against immigration. Gallup reported in July 2024 that 55 percent of Americans believed there was too much immigration to the US, a sharp increase over the year prior.33 Just one year later—and a mere six months into ICE’s invasions of American cities—that number had plummeted to 30 percent.34 Trump had overplayed his hand, and the ranks of the anti-ICE resistance swelled. 

“If they use brutal violence against us, they have to expect that we are going to defend ourselves,” says Ron Gochez in chapter 2. Gochez is a high school history teacher in South Los Angeles who leads Unión del Barrio, an organization that convened a massive coalition to establish community self-defense squads across Southern California in early 2025. 

In Los Angeles and other cities across the nation, highly organized networks of neighbors emerged, patrolling their own local streets, and sharing information about vehicles used by ICE agents and parking lots where the masked militias convened. They used bullhorns to confront agents and forewarn local residents. When witnessing apprehensions, they documented the arrests on video and followed up with legal aid to track those detained and help secure their release. 

Through 2025 and 2026, various versions of this community-defense playbook emerged in city after city. Wherever ICE invaded, people were ready. And they were often fearless—confronting state violence with incredible courage and determination that helped spread the movement. 

“We have nothing to fear regardless of what charges they want to throw at me or any of the other volunteers,” Leonardo Martinez says in chapter 3. ICE agents arrested Martinez, a member of VC Defensa in Central California, after ramming their car into his vehicle while he was engaged in community patrol work. After he was released—as a direct result of volunteers’ videotaped evidence showing that he had been wrongfully arrested—he continued his movement work, uncowed. “We’re not going to stop,” he says.

Abolitionists Fight ICE

While undocumented immigrants are ICE’s official target, anyone opposed to MAGA doctrine is seen as a potential enemy. Immigration enforcement is merely a pretext; white power and fascism are the real goals. Black America knows this intimately, having been on the receiving end of state violence through local policing for generations. Black activists have long understood the formula at work in their communities—how divestment from low-income Black neighborhoods goes hand in hand with investment in police to enforce racial capitalism—and how those same patterns of abuse now inform the federal government’s investment in ICE.

Those engaged in working toward the abolition of police and prisons at the local level also joined the fight against ICE. “We are not shocked. We are in a place of action. And we know what to do,” says Richard Wallace in chapter 4. Wallace, a Chicago-based community organizer and founding executive director of Equity and Transformation (EAT), works closely with immigrant advocacy groups, sharing knowledge, experience, information, and tactics. He says that “when the state fails us, we have no choice but to protect and save ourselves.”

Across the nation, there is a growing sense that the MAGA regime has abandoned the people—that it is, in fact, the aggressor—and that there is no one to turn to except one another. That realization has only energized local movements for self-determination across the US and especially in Minnesota, where ICE carried out what it called its “largest immigration operation ever.”35 

Shannon Gibney, a Minneapolis-based academic who was active in the 2020 protests against racist police terror after Officer Derek Chauvin killed George Floyd, says in chapter 5, “The federal government is not coming to save us—they are the aggressor. The local government’s hands are tied. We have to be the ones to save ourselves and save our most vulnerable people.” 

As the epicenter of the historic racial justice protests, the movement in Minneapolis was able to draw on the muscle memory of 2020 in its fight against ICE. “There were already a lot of informal neighborhood networks and community networks of resistance in place from 2020,” says Gibney. It was just a matter of reactivating those networks. From late 2025 to early 2026, all eyes were on Minnesota, where the ICE murders of Good and Pretti fueled public outrage. By February 2026, the president effectively admitted defeat and drew down forces from the state.36

Rural America Fights ICE

While Minneapolis, LA, Chicago, and other liberal metropolises dominated headlines, the federal assault of Trump’s second term was being felt in rural America, too. In Maine, the whitest state in the nation, where immigrants hail primarily from sub-Saharan African nations, activists tailored their community-defense efforts to their unique conditions. Ruben Torres, advocacy and policy manager for the Maine Immigrants’ Rights Coalition (MIRC), explains in chapter 8 that because ICE was arresting mostly working-age men who were family breadwinners, “We realized we needed to work with partners who are providing care and services to families, and especially mothers, including newly pregnant mothers.”

Similar adjustments were made to the tactics used in Wisconsin, where Christine Neumann-Ortiz, founding executive director of Voces de la Frontera and Voces de la Frontera Action, understands the need to pivot from statewide organizing to hyperlocal networking. “We’re working at a much more granular level to defend people’s due process rights, and to defend communities and help people connect with one another,” she says in chapter 6.

But Neumann-Ortiz also realized there is an existential crisis in the
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