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Abstract: Through interning at the Inland 

Empire Immigrant Immigrant Youth 

Collective (IEIYC), I was part of many 

conversations surrounding the uncertainty 

of language we should use when 

identifying people who are queer. With 

Spanish being the most used language 

amongst undocumented people in the 

Inland Empire  (IE), the gendered 

language holds a lot of uncertainty for 

trans and gender-nonconforming people. 

Through this research, I attempt to create a 

conversation around this language, what 

possibilities it holds, and what we could 

take into the future. I acknowledge, 

however, that the terms I use today could 

be insignificant in the next 5 to 10 years if 

more conversations are had about what 

kind of language best includes all walks of 

life. 

 

Findings: The terms Latin@, LatinX, and 

Latine give gender-nonconforming people 

a vessel to navigate a gendered colonial 

language. Latin@ still proposes the issue 

of a binary, LatinX proposes challenges 

when pronouncing words with an ‘x’, and 

Latine is the newest term that is having a 

hard time syncing into the community. 

 

Key Words: UndocuQueer, 

Undocumented, Queer, Queerness, 

Humble Inquiry, LatinX, Latine, Latin@, 

Spanish, Gender, Pronouns, Gendered 

Language. 

 

 

 

 

Research Setting and Methodologies  

  

I want to make it very clear before I begin 

that I am not an expert in the field of 

research of, for, or with marginalized 

communities…it is the giants whose words I 

am taking and making my own and who 

educate me in mind-expanding ways. It is 

from Linda Tuhiwai Smith, Marie Sandy 

Lourdes, Tessa Hicks-Peterson, Barbara, 

Erich, Jessica, Michelle Tellez, and 

community members, and many more whom  

I have adopted and fostered research 

methodologies from—and more importantly, 

have given me the knowledge, strength, and 

curiosity to be fearless in exploring research 

methodologies. In this research, I attempt to 

use my internship as an opportunity for 

growth, reimagination of the UndocuQueer 

community, and hope for the future.  

  

My research is grounded by my community 

organization, the Inland Empire Immigrant 

Youth Collective (IEIYC), a non-profit 

grassroots organization that was founded by 

a handful of undocumented youth in 2010. 

They work in the Inland Empire, a region 

encompassing San Bernardino and Riverside 

Counties in Southern California, and I have 

never seen the organization or met any of its 

members in person due to the Covid-19 

pandemic, but the organization’s work is 

crucially important to young undocumented 

people in the area.  

  

One of the reasons for creating this project is 

that it is required for CASA Pitzer (Critical 

Action & Social Advocacy), a program 

where students come together for a semester 

and work with a partner non-profit 



organization. I have had the privilege of 

working with the IEIYC alongside Marlene, 

Naomi, Angel, and Najayra, as well as more 

than two dozen community members, 

mothers, daughters, young college students, 

older women, and other identities that 

intersect with being undocumented or 

coming from an undocumented family.  

  

My intention h is not solely to receive a 

grade, but, far more importantly, to further 

the conversations on undocumented and 

queer people. And in the process, I seek to 

clear any underlying questions or concerns 

for how a gendered language like Spanish is 

changing and/or how to navigate that 

language as a queer or genderqueer person. 

For those who are passionate about queer 

people and their future. Our collective 

future. As I am.  

 

I am not part of the undocumented 

community. I was born in Panama City, 

Panama, and through a student visa, I am 

able to hold status in the United States of 

America. There are my own boundaries as a 

student visa holder, being queer, and going 

to a predominantly white and American 

college. On the flipside, California and the 

Inland Empire have become a safe home for 

me in my undergraduate years. I owe a lot of 

that to the undocumented and ChicanX 

community who make me feel at home 

when speaking my native tongue.  

  

How I approach this research determines 

whose knowledge I am sharing and whose I 

am suppressing. By writing today, with the 

researchers who were shared with me and 

those I know well, I am ignoring all the 

researchers who have relentlessly been 

“reclaiming, reconnecting and reordering 

those ways of knowing which were 

submerged, hidden, or driven underground” 

(Smith 1950, 69), especially in the field my 

community organization in the 

Undocumented Youth.  

 

Humble Inquiry 

 

My perspective is that of a Panamanian, 

gender-non-conforming, student-researcher, 

with the privilege of having a student visa 

for a college education at a small liberal arts 

college (Pitzer College). It is through that 

same college, that I have access to literature 

(journals, books, student-written thesis, and 

more) that have brought me into this 

conversation that I hope to be a part of. In 

no way am I intending to put down or 

unjustly question someone’s research. Quite 

the opposite. Using humble inquiry, a term 

discussed by Ed Shein in his book “Humble 

Inquiry: The Gentle Art of Asking Instead of 

Telling”,  I will not claim to come from any 

place of expertise and I will only offer what 

I have to give. Hoping that my humility in 

speaking on this issue will inspire the reader 

to also take this approach when speaking 

their opinion on the topic of changing the 

term ‘Latino’ or ‘Latina’ to something else.  

 

The Inland Empire and its LatinX/ChicanX 

people, both undocumented and not, have 

been been a home for me in more ways than 

physically. Whenever I miss home, I know I 

can go to the local taco place or coffee shop, 

and I can speak my native tongue. It brings 

me home, and therefore I always try to do 

my best to support that community.  



The Giants Whose Shoulders I Stand On 

 

To insert myself in the conversation of 

UndocuQueer people, I first must include all 

those who are having the conversations 

about the barriers undocumented people and 

queer people have faced. I do not own this 

knowledge, I am only a body and mind for 

this knowledge to explore. From these 

conversations, I bring forward my 

perspective: what I see, hear, understand, 

and what I hope for our future generations of 

undocumented and queer people.  

 

I am hoping to lift the voices of those who 

have been and are still having the 

conversation around UndocuQueer 

resistance, activism, and struggle. It is 

through these works that my research is 

made more whole. Thank you to Judith 

Butler, Linda Tuhuwai Smith, Jesus 

Cisneros, Mara Pieri, and UCR Riverside for 

making this research more whole. It is on 

these giants’ shoulders that I stand today, 

and it is an honor to be part of the 

conversation.  

 

Through researching, I was surprised that 

the UndocuQueer topic is not as much of a 

niche as I originally thought. There is a long 

history of immigration in the Inland Empire 

and California more broadly. And the 

LGBTQ movement has been pushing for the 

right to fair policies in California. 

Subsequently, there were Undocumented 

and queer people fighting for their rights in 

the front lines of the immigration 

movement. So why not research?  

 

 

Introduction 

 

“It took many years of vomiting up all the 

filth I’d been taught about myself, and half-

believed, before I was able to walk on the 

earth as though I had a right to be here.”-

James Baldwin 

In our society, the processes of knowing and 

doing are completely aligned. You do what 

you know, and you know only what you do. 

Assimilation, and in other words 

indoctrination, of the teen or young adult 

who is unprepared to understand the fluidity 

and change in the world. Starting from 

primary school to college, it is how we are 

“educated” about the social dynamics and 

politics of the world.  

 

A lot of the work we do as young adults is 

undoing and unlearning the things we half-

believed as children. Undoing and 

unlearning our concepts of gender, race, 

sexuality, age, legal status, and many more 

ways in which we categorize people and 

ourselves.  

 

In this work, I try and make sense of the 

intersections between undocumented and 

queer people in the IE. For many 

undocumented and queer folks, there are 

issues of coming out to the family, accessing 

health care, and the fear of deportation 

and/or a hate crime because of their status, 

gender, or sexuality.  

 

Docta Ignorantia 

 

 

Throughout my research review process, a 

friend and core searcher Vivianna 



introduced me to the Latin term docta 

ignorantia. Meaning the limitations of 

language. This concept is crucially 

important to know for my research because 

it points to the way in which we comply and 

do not notice the ways in which we leave 

our essential parts of the LatinX community 

in the Spanish language. Specifically, the 

ways in which Spanish limits genderqueer 

people because the language is heavily 

gendered.  

 

My purpose in including this term is to make 

a case for LatinX, Latin@, and Latine as 

concepts that solve the limitations of our 

language—to imagine how our language 

could and should c change. This 

conversation has been had for a long time 

and these concepts themselves were created 

by queer people. Especially by those who 

have been disproportionately excluded by 

the systems of power that make long-lasting, 

life-changing decisions. By this I mean, 

people who are a disadvantage because of 

their race, gender, sexual orientation, legal 

status, and many more -isms.  

Though working with the undocumented 

community, I create a bridge between these 

conversations of language, queerness, and 

immigrant justice.  

 

 

Defining Undocumented 

 

Historical Context 

 

In UC Riverside’s “The State of 

Immigration in the Inland Empire”(year), 

the authors encompass the history of the 

Inland Empire very well. Starting by 

acknowledging that the land immigrants and 

natives alike stand on today is Native 

American-Indigenous. Dating back 10,000 

years ago, many tribes lived across the 

region’s valleys, mountains, and deserts. 

While many Native Americans were forced 

out of their lands and allotted small portions 

of their former homelands; today, the 

original inhabitants of the IE are connected 

and work and share the IE with migrants or 

immigrants.  

 

Acknowledging further that today, San 

Bernardino is made up of 69% Latino, 20% 

Asian, 8% white, 2% Black, and 1% other 

and Riverside County is similar with 69% 

Latino, 17% Asian, 10% white, 2% Black, 

and 2% other. It is so important to me that in 

doing my research I don’t leave out 

important voices in the conversation around 

immigration. On a human scale, I don’t 

think anybody could encompass all of the 

IE’s immigrants, let alone all the immigrants 

in all of the United States and abroad. I 

acknowledge that I will fail to encompass all 

the intersections undocumented people come 

from. In the Inland Empire, there are nearly 

one million immigrants as of 2016  (UC 

Riverside: Center for Social Innovation 

2016).  

 

My Positionality re: the Inland Empire  

 

I first stepped foot in California in August 

2018, where my father dropped me off at 

Pitzer College to start my undergrad. Pitzer 

College is located in Claremont, CA, and is 

part of Los Angeles County. The next 

county East is San Bernardino, the gateway 



to the Inland Empire. I did not even step foot 

into the Inland Empire until I took an Inside 

Out class in San Bernardino. The two 

experiences could not have been more 

drastically different. Six days out of the 

week I lived on a college campus with 

dining halls, a wide variety of classes and 

professors, and a culture of drinking alcohol 

and drug use. On Fridays, I spent an hour 

and a half in a classroom with inside 

students living, learning, and sharing each 

other’s stories.  

 

My second interaction with the Inland 

Empire was not physical. It was when I 

joined the IEIYC and began working with 

people from the area--undocumented and 

not. It was a huge privilege to be able to do 

the CASA Program and further connect with 

the community around Pitzer.  

 

Part of the reason I love my undergraduate 

so much is that it’s located in California, 

where there is a huge Chicano/a/x and 

LatinX community. For the purpose of this 

project, when including these terms, I was to 

include all those in the immigrant 

community, not just the ChicanX experience 

as there is a large and diverse immigrant 

community in California. By including the X 

in ‘LatinX’ and ‘ChicanX’, I am also 

including the queer community and 

attempting to erase the binary we so often 

tackle when speaking on sociocultural 

tensions in the community.  

 

 

 

 

My Experience with the Inland Empire 

Immigrant Youth Collective  

 

I began working with IEIYC in February 

2021 and was quickly introduced to Angel 

Fajardo, the Director , who brought me on-

board. At first I was only doing translations 

and attending check-in meetings, but soon I 

would become a part of the team working on 

UHA: Undocumented Health Ambassador’s 

Program. For this program, a handful of 

undocumented people were chosen to come 

together to share resources, space for 

healing, and create bonds with others in the 

community.  

 

As part of that team, I was under the wings 

of mentors Naomi and Marlene, who, just 

like me, were students on addition to 

working at IEIYC. They checked in with me 

every Wednesday at 4:00 PM and allowed 

me to be part of the work of creating a safe 

space.  

 

Every Friday UHA ran from 7PM to 8PM 

(EST) and it became a home for me and a lot 

of other ambassadors. The presentations 

themselves were resource-oriented but 

always had an activity and enough space for 

people to speak on any issue personally or 

systematically.  

  

“Hay muchas razones para seguir luchando” 

(IEIYC community member)  

(“There are many reasons to keep fighting”)  

 

“Just because there is a law, does not mean 

it’s right” (IEIYC community member)  

 

 



Defining Queerness 

 

The Gift of Queerness 

 

What is Queer? Queer, putting it simply, is 

the umbrella term for non-straight people, 

and not exclusive to gay, lesbian, bisexual, 

or other sexualities. It is also not exclusive 

to one gender. “The gift of queerness” 

according to Linda Tuhiwai Smith is 

described as “...escaping definition. Queer 

like some sort of fluidity and limitlessness 

all at once. Queer like a freedom too strange 

to be conquered. Queer like the fearlessness 

to imagine what love can look like, and to 

pursue it” (1950, 22)  

 

In this case, I want to include this definition 

to point to a term that cannot be explained or 

encompassed by one experience. It is a 

spectrum of experiences where all are 

included and its fluidity is a practice of anti-

colonialism. In Western societies, it is easy 

to characterize and categorize people by 

their expressions, genders, and 

sexualities...queerness erased the 

characteristics of those categories. A woman 

can wear a suit and still be a cisgender 

straight woman and subsequently, if a man 

wants to wear a dress it wouldn’t make them 

a trans woman, gay, or even queer. It would 

make them a definition-less person. 

Meaning, you are not defined by your 

gender, sexuality, or expression.  

  

This form of freedom and anti-colonial 

mentality is not easy to live with and 

embody inside of a society that thrives on 

making sense of senseless things. We create 

definitions and words to describe the things 

that we do not know and in that process, we 

put ourselves in boxes that do not correctly 

define our expandable consciousnesses.  

 

“The task of all of these movements seems 

to me to be about distinguishing among the 

norms and conventions that permit people to 

breathe, to desire, to love, and to live, and 

those norms and conventions that restrict or 

eviscerate the conditions of life itself. “ 

(Judith Butler 8)  

 

 

Defining UndocuQueer   

 

Navigating a Gendered Language 

 

True, gender marking in language can affect 

thought. But that issue is largely discussed 

among the intelligentsia. If you ask the 

proverbial person on the street, you’ll find 

no gnawing concern about the bias encoded 

in gendered word endings. 

 

“LGBTQ and immigrant rights are not 

parallel movements, but rather intersecting 

ones in the fight for social justice” (Jesus 

Cisneros 163). 

 

These terms are decolonizing because they 

are acknowledging that the language is a 

colonized language and in this way 

decolonizing it by renaming, recreating a 

meaning and umbrella term for a large 

population.  

 

 

 

 

 



My Case for Latin@  

 

Anyone born in or with ancestors from Latin 

America. The ‘@’ encompasses both 

Latinos and Latinas.  

 

The question is does its appearance of 

having two genders in one symbol--

signaling togetherness-- include gender 

nonconforming, third gendered, or 

genderqueer people?  

 

My Case for LatinX 

  

Anyone born in or with ancestors from Latin 

America. The ‘X’ symbolizes the erasure of 

gender.  

 

LatinX has been widely used by many 

people--from activist groups I follow on 

Instagram to the clubs at Pitzer College and 

the 5Cs. I’ve even seen people use this term 

to create a genderless pronoun--specifically 

the pronoun for groups. “Todos” (everyone) 

turns into “Todxs”. The issue with this is 

that it’s hard to say. Put it into any other 

word with a gendered suffix, and it’s a real 

tongue twister.  

 

Regardless, I used LatinX all the time--but it 

does not solve the problem of a missing 

universal-genderless pronoun.  

 

My Case for Latine  

 

Anyone born in or with ancestors from from 

Latin America. The ‘e’ symbolizes the idea 

of a gender neutral solution.  

 

In Panama, an activist group called “Salva el 

Grillo” uses the ‘e’ when saying “todos” 

(“everyone”. They say “todes”, creating a 

gender-neutral solution for all words. This 

has been used for pronouns as well. Going 

back to the conversation that inspired this 

research; Naomi had also asked if they/them 

in Spanish is elles. It is known and used by 

few people--specifically queer activists-- but 

not used in the general population. So even I 

have a hesitation presenting myself with 

those pronouns.  

 

The systemic issue we’re working against in 

decolonizing our gendered language, 

specifically the terms we use to describe our 

collective, is La Real Academia Española. It 

is the general, most used, and most authentic 

form of a dictionary. The institution gets to 

claim what words are significant and which 

are insignificant in the Spanish language. 

Today, the Real Academica Española does 

not recognize Latin@, LatinX, or Latine as 

real Spanish terms...but fun fact, the word 

‘selfi’ is.  

 

A Promise for the Future 

 

We may not be close to normalizing this 

language that is essential for queer people to 

live vicariously and included in the LatinX 

communities’ conversations, movements, 

and reformed laws, but there is a hope and 

promise for the future.  

 

Only a few years ago, did the term African 

American become widely known as the 

politically correct way to identify black and 

brown people, but LatinX and Latine have 

not caught on the same way. Today, it may 



only be used by progressive groups of 

activists and youth, but there is hope. Hope 

that these conversations will not end today.  

 

 

 

 

 

Last Remarks  

 

I am beyond grateful to be part of this 

conversation, bringing my perspective, love, 

and hope. This entire experience has been 

healing for understanding myself as a queer 

Latine. I want all readers to know they can 

contact me (mhenriq@students.pitzer.edu) 

to further this conversation in the future. For 

I hope we, as a collective will find a solution 

for All of Us.  
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