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Crossing the lines between fiction and
reality: The Infiltrators and the De-
criminalization of Unauthorized Immigrants
Emilie Cheyroux

PLAN

A Fictionalized Docu-thriller
Civil Disobedience versus Illegality: Calling Stereotypes into Question
The Social Performance of the Film
Conclusion

TEXTE

While hybrid docu ment aries are not new 1, some recent exper i ments
have high lighted the creative possib il ities of the docu mentary form.
Film makers have shown that they are capable of bending and chal len‐ 
ging genre codes, often resorting to tech niques belonging to the
realm of fiction. For instance, in Joshua  Oppenheimer’s The Act
of Killing, audi ences have been intrigued (and even shocked) by the
film maker’s wish to have former geno cide perpet rators re- enact their
past crimes in front of the camera, as if they were actors and film‐ 
makers. In addi tion to compens ating for the lack of images about the
1965 killings of communist oppon ents in Indonesia, the re- 
enactments have shed light on the ethical dynamics inherent in the
narrative choices made by a film maker, espe cially when it concerns
people who were never prosec uted for their crimes 2. From its incep‐ 
tion, the film seems to have been made to disturb, because it stages
unre pentant crim inals who enjoy being in the spot light, but also
because the film manages to show that screening these men was an
effi cient way to comment on the atro cities they committed. The
prowess of the film maker resides in his capa city to create a mean‐ 
ingful form while crossing an ethical line.

1

The Infiltrators, the docu- thriller directed by Cristina Ibarra and Alex
Rivera about a for- profit deten tion center that holds unau thor ized
immig rants waiting for deport a tion, also resorts to re- enactments to
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show what happened to the two undoc u mented activ ists who infilt‐ 
rated Florida’s Broward deten tion center in order to free some of its
detainees. While it seems perfectly sens ible to recreate scenes of a
secret mission that was impossible to get on camera, a few ques tions
arise, for the film dedic ates just as much screen time to the docu‐ 
mentary parts as to the re- enactments, for which profes sional actors
were hired. One can wonder why the film makers did not use the real
“infilt rators” to re- enact their perform ance inside the deten tion
center asking them to use the persona they created to fool the
Immig ra tion and Customs Enforce ment agents (ICE), and why so
much space was given to these staged re- enactments.

The answer to these ques tions lies in the descrip tion of the film.
Identi fying it as a docu- thriller 3, the film makers clearly indicate that
it includes the repres ent a tion of real events just as much as fiction‐ 
ality and acting perform ance. It has to be kept in mind that Ibarra has
so far been a docu mentary film maker and Rivera a fiction filmmaker 4.
With their shared film, they illus trate Iversen and Nielsen’s claim that
“fiction ality and reality are not each other’s oppos ites but stand in a
rela tion of mutual exchange” (Iversen and Nielsen 252), and the film is
the result of this “mutual  exchange.” It is not because a film uses
staged re- enactments intended to give the sensa tions of a thriller
that it cannot portray a “true story,” an expres sion that accom panies
the title of the film in the opening credits. One can suppose that the
film makers felt the need to add that it was a true story for two
reasons. First, they were prob ably aware that the pres ence of fiction‐ 
al ized re- enactments could have a few viewers assume that the act of
defi ance portrayed was total fiction. Secondly, they might have
wanted to insist on the fact that the “kafkaesque” situ ation iden ti fied
by one of the infilt rators is a truthful portrayal of what happens in the
Amer ican deten tion centers and that people did manage to infilt rate
one of them and free detainees.

3

To under stand the way the film balances the use of tradi tional docu‐ 
mentary tech niques (inter views, obser va tional shooting) and fiction‐ 
al ized re- enactments, the concepts of fiction ality and perform ance
are crucial. This study argues that every single part of the film (even
the docu mentary parts) and every parti cipant was affected by fiction‐ 
ality and perform ance.  In The Act of  Killing, fiction ality leads the
perpet rators to think that they can compare them selves to the gang ‐
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sters they have seen in the Holly wood thrillers, gang ster films and
west erns. In the same fashion,  in The  Infiltrators, both infilt rators
take up the role of under cover agents, in the tradi tion of films such as
Martin Scorsese’s The Departed. Rivera has even said that he wanted
to make the  “Ocean’s  Eleven of  Immigration” (Aziz), refer ring to
Steven Soder berg’s movie. Such comments show how much fiction‐ 
ality affects the way people think and behave. From a cognitive
perspective, Walter Lippmann refers to “the pictures in our heads”
(Lippmann 12), which are useful to make sense of our world, but
which are also the source of most of our stereo types. And indeed,
what is at stake in the film is the way the film makers chal lenge the
stereo types that portray undoc u mented immig rants as crim inals. In
that sense, the film seems to seek to provoke trouble calling into
ques tion the crimin ality of the detainees and by the same token the
increasing crim in al iz a tion of immig rant laws in the United States.

After exploring the way fiction ality and perform ance help make sense
of the some times troub ling hybrid nature of the film (it takes the
viewer some time to under stand its struc ture), the paper will discuss
how it chal lenges the illeg ality and crimin ality of undoc u mented
immig rants looking at the portrayal of the infilt rators and detainees.
This will lead to remarks about the reac tions that the film spurred in
the United States and the trouble it caused, high lighting the involve‐ 
ment of the film makers in the polit ical sphere of the country. It has to
be kept in mind that while the shooting of the film started in 2012
during the Obama admin is tra tion, it premiered in the NEXT section
of the Sund ance fest ival in January 2019, during the Trump pres id‐ 
ency – a new situ ation that is hinted at in the film – which makes the
polit ical agenda of the film even more relevant at a time when the
enforce ment appar atus was extending its scope. The movie’s core
struc ture thus crosses several lines: generic and polit ical, portraying
an act of defi ance that is supposed to disturb the audi ence at a
crucial time in Amer ican politics.

5

A Fiction al ized Docu- thriller
The Infiltrators focuses on the strategies organ ized by the activ ists of
the National Immig rant Youth Alli ance to infilt rate Florida’s Broward
County Trans itional Deten tion Center, referred to as “Broward” in the
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film. The infilt rators are two undoc u mented young adults from
Mexico, Marco Saavedra and Viridiana Martinez, who identify as
DREAMers. They were brought to the United States when they were
chil dren and are undoc u mented. In 2012, when the shooting of the
film began, the DREAM Act (Devel op ment, Relief, and Educa tion for
Alien Minors), which would allow its bene fi ciaries to be granted
condi tional resid ency and a path to citizen ship (provided they go to
college or join the army) 5, had failed to pass Congress several times
and as a consequence, pres ident Barack Obama had passed an exec‐ 
utive order to stop the deport a tion of the young undoc u mented
immig rants who fitted with the condi tions enlisted by the act. Called
DACA (Deferred Action for Child hood Arrivals), the program guar an‐ 
teed a renew able two- year period of deferred action to the immig‐ 
rants who grew up in the United States and made them eligible to a
work permit (Unzueta Carrasco and Seif 286, Negrón- Gonzales 88). It
thus provided a safety net against the deport a tion of people who had
no say in their immig ra tion to the United States and who have grown
up feeling Amer ican. Throughout the film, it becomes obvious that
the legal limbo in which the activ ists feel has motiv ated their involve‐ 
ment in the Youth Alli ance. When the film makers encountered them,
they were plan ning on infilt rating Broward, which involved getting
detained in order to help some of the detainees avoid deport a tion.
Their main target is Claudio Rojas, an Argen tinian man married to a
U.S. citizen and father of four Amer ican chil dren (one of them called
the Youth Alli ance for help). The activist who has got most of the legal
inform a tion needed to free him is Muhammad “Mo” Abdol lahi, an
undoc u mented young man from Iran. In the film, he is the master‐ 
mind of the infilt ra tion and takes care of the connexion between the
inside and the outside. As a consequence, he is only visible in the
docu mentary parts of the film, contrary to Marco (played by Maynor
Alvarado) and Viridiana (played by Chelsea Rendon).

The struc ture of the film, troub ling at first, seems to be the result of
prag matic consid er a tions: the docu mentary scenes follow the activ‐ 
ists outside Broward whereas the re- enactments involve actors who
recreate scenes that happened inside the center. However, from the
opening scene, both genres interact: pictures of real iden ti fic a tion
docu ments, testi monies and obser va tional footage give way to a
narrative, told with the voice- over of a man we identify as the one on
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the iden ti fic a tion docu ments: Marco. In other words, the film makers
did not just edit a film using real footage on the one hand and re- 
enactments on the other hand to draw atten tion to “the impossib il‐ 
ities of authentic docu mentary repres ent a tion” (Bruzzi 185), they
edited their film so that the different contents would interact and
create a thriller. At the begin ning, the inform a tion is indeed
presented to create suspense, with dramatic music and several unex‐ 
pected sentences that consist ently end Marco’s slow speech: “Inside
the matrix of 200 deten tion centers, almost 40,000 immig rants are
locked up. 1,400 deport a tions every day. One a minute. But tonight, I
have one ques tion: How can I get in?” The same goes when he intro‐ 
duces Claudio: “Our inside man was Claudio Rojas. He just didn’t
know it yet.” Thus, since the begin ning, the film makers estab lish the
para meters of the man- with-a-dangerous-mission type of thrillers
with addi tional prison tropes, namely the new detainee finding a
sponsor to help him navigate inside the center.

The opening scene is as troub ling as it is crucial to under stand the
embedded struc ture of the film. As the actor playing Marco
approaches the Depart ment of Home land Security Building
pretending to be a help less undoc u mented immig rant looking for his
cousin, the camera tilts down to his back pocket, revealing the phone
that he hid so that Muhammad, in what they call the “Safe House”
(ten miles away from the center), can record the conver sa tion. Not
only was this recording used to write the script, it was synchron ized
with the actor’s perform ance. Thus, the viewers see a fiction al ized re- 
enactment and are informed that they hear “[The real cell phone
audio]” that inspired this re- enactment. The poignancy of the tech‐ 
nique goes hand in hand with a desire to have the viewer intern alize
rapidly the way the film makers juggle with content. A very didactical
approach is set up from the begin ning: all the “real” subjects are
intro duced and imme di ately followed by the name of the corres‐ 
ponding actors, who were, it seems, chosen for their phys ical
resemb lance to the real subjects.

8

With such scenes, it could seem that there is a strict connec tion
between on the one hand, re- enactments and scenes inside (and
near) Broward and, on the other hand, real- life footage with the
scenes outside, and that the film makers inserted real content
whenever it was possible, in order to lend authen ti city to the film.
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Yet, one wonders to what extent some re- enactments were fiction al‐ 
ized in order for the film to be look like a thriller. While every parti‐ 
cipant was intro duced with his fiction al ized coun ter part, one char‐ 
acter, Adam, is only present in the re- enactments. His pres ence in
the film is only fictional. Being an Amer ican citizen with a valid
govern ment ID, he can visit anybody without running the risk of
being deported. He thus gives Marco the waivers that the detainees
need to sign in order for the politi cians the Youth Alli ance puts pres‐ 
sure on to study their case. Once ICE agents realize that Adam’s
beha vior is suspi cious, they inter view him, the same way suspects are
relent lessly inter rog ated in most detective films and TV shows. The
following scene is intro duced with an abrupt cut: straight- to-camera,
Muhammad informs the viewers that ICE has decided to prohibit
visitors from bringing papers to the detainees. It seems right to think
that being informed via Muhammad would have been enough and
that the inter rog a tion scene with Adam was not crucial for the viewer
to under stand that a new obstacle was going to complicate the
mission. Indeed, as Jufith Pernin explains, “at first sight, perform‐ 
ativity does not seem neces sary to record oral history, espe cially
when people are willing to testify” (Pernin 18). Yet, for the generic
purpose of the film, it was essen tial because such scenes rely on
dramat iz a tion and suspense, elements which are at the basis of the
engage ment of viewers when watching thrillers.

As Iversen and Nielsen explain when they deal with The Act of Killing,
there can be “embedded imagin ings” and “straight- invention” in such
hybrid docu ment aries, but far from “taking us away” from what really
occurred, they “under line the signi ficant aspects of reality” (Iversen
and Nielsen 256-257).  In The Infiltrators, the scenes that might have
been invented or fiction al ized enhance the danger the infilt rators
faced, and make way for a scene that shows the smart strategies they
used to circum vent the system and sneak in papers. Such scenes
rein force suspense and work out because at that point in the movie,
the “dialect ical rela tion ship” that Stella Bruzzi iden ti fies between the
film maker, the subjects and the viewers has long been estab lished
(Bruzzi 13).

10

Most import antly, there is an under standing that perform ance is at
the heart of the film. Indeed, while it is obvious that all the re- 
enactments are based on the perform ance of actors, the docu ‐
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mentary footage also relies heavily on it. First, as Bill Nichols explains,
the “social actors” give the “perform ance of a life time” giving their
best to show who they are, their role in society and their relev ance as
witnesses in a docu mentary (Nichols 1994, 72). For instance, each
member of the Youth Alli ance strives to show that they are know‐ 
ledge able people dedic ated to their mission. But the infilt ra tion inside
Broward is also an acting perform ance: before infilt rating it, Viridiana,
who grew up in the United States and speaks perfect English, works
on a fake Latino accent and memor izes a fake life story in order to
pass for a recent undoc u mented immig rant. The irony comes full
circle when she tries a first time and fails because she looked too nice
to be cred ible. Thus, Muhammad helps her rehearse as if he was a
film director or a theater producer, some thing that she confirms: “I
can almost compare it to a theater play. Mo being the director, Marco
and I being actors.” It is this partic ular element that shows that
fiction ality holds the film together. Indeed, when testi fying about her
role in the center after infilt rating it, Viridiana proudly explains that
she had become known as “la Infilt rada,” as if she was a legend. This
refer ence conveys the imagery of famous spy film char ac ters from
which Viridiana prob ably takes her pride. In most Holly wood films
involving a form of under cover espi onage, the main char ac ters not
only show that they have extraordinary skills and courage, they are
also praised for their outsider kind of person ality. As Yvonne Tasker
explains, such “lone heroes” are “cut off from offi cial forms of
authority” but derive their success from that partic ular way of func‐ 
tioning (Tasker 167). When Viridiana becomes “la Infilt rada,” she gets
access to a higher range of fame that justi fies her unruly beha vior,
and by the same token the fact that a film was made to tell her story.

Perform ance being at the center of the film, the use of fiction al ized
re- enactments to show what happened inside Broward (rather than
testi monies) emphas izes the coher ence between the story depicted
and the form of the film: the re- enactments are perform ances that
are based on a real- life perform ance. Thus, they draw further atten‐ 
tion to that initial perform ance. According to Paul Ward, “overt
perform ances” are often perceived to disturb the “docu ment ar i ness”
of a film while in fact, it rein forces its “useful ness as commentary on
real issues and the ethical dimen sion that is central to this” (Ward
207). With The Infiltrators, the metafic tional quality of the film sheds
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light on three elements: the lack of agency of the detainees inside
Broward, the fact that the general public can only imagine what
happens inside of deten tion centers and finally, the excep tional
nature of the Youth Alli ance activ ists’ act. As Iversen and Nielsen
explain, fiction ality is not used “to deceive but to invite emotional
and imagin ative responses” from the viewer (Iversen and Nielsen 251).
The fact that these activ ists had to infilt rate a prison as if they were
in a movie is enough to draw atten tion to the dangers they faced,
espe cially if one thinks about what usually happens to covert agents
in most thrillers. The film, using re- enactments, rein forces the
excep tional film- like life exper i ence the infilt rators went through.

Never the less, if one had to play devil’s advocate, it would be possible
to argue that because they used deceitful methods, the infilt rators
are a threat to society. Despite the fact that Rivera wanted to portray
“wicked smart” people (Aziz), one can wonder if the pun inherent in
the title of the film  –  the infil-  traitors  –  could not feed narrat ives
that portray them as indi viduals who make too much trouble and
disturb the proper func tioning of the legal system to free people that
are “illegal.” As a result, the next section of the paper will show how
the film makers, while showing that Marco, Viridiana and Muhammad
are defined by their “illeg ality,” manage to call that label into question.

13

Civil Disobedi ence versus Illeg ‐
ality: Calling Stereo types
into Question
In The  Infiltrators, contrary  to Ocean’s  Eleven, the plot does not
involve robbing three high- security casinos, but it does involve
outsmarting a system and getting its main assets out. But when you
make a movie about people acting in an unruly fashion, espe cially
when it involves undoc u mented immig rants, being careful about their
portrayal is essen tial because there has been a history of detri mental
stereo types, espe cially for Latinos, portrayed as bandits, gang sters
and other sneaky unlawful individuals 6. Yet, what the film does, more
than showing a successful infilt ra tion, is ques tioning what illeg ality,
crimin ality and most of all justice really mean in the context of the
deten tion centers, and to a further extent who should be granted the
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right to stay in the United States, whether it is detainees
or DREAMers.

There are two elements that need to be considered to study the way
the film ques tions the notion of “crimin ality.” First, the immig rants in
Broward are “detainees” not  “inmates” 7. As Ewing, Martínez and
Rumbaut explain, they are not criminals “by any commonly accepted
defin i tion of the term,” but they have the “stigma of crimin ality”
(Ewing, Martínez and Rumbaut 3). He iden ti fies the increasing crim‐ 
in al iz a tion of immig ra tion law as the cause of such stigma, shaped as
he explains “more by fear and stereo type than by empir ical evid ence”
(Ewing, Martínez and Rumbaut 3). Studies show that there are in fact
fewer crimes committed by undoc u mented immig rants than by
Amer ican citizens, and that enacting tougher laws to fit with what
Juliet Stumpf calls “crim mig ra tion,” does not have an influ ence on the
crime rate. Ewing, Martínez and Rumbaut even insist on the fact
that “immig rants as a group tend to be highly motiv ated, goal- driven
indi viduals who have little to gain by running afoul of the law” (Ewing,
Martínez and Rumbaut 6). Yet, the stereo type of the “illegal alien” has
become a convenient way to set targets against whom a new set of
felonies were enacted, the ulti mate punish ment being deport a tion
(Ewing, Martínez and Rumbaut 1). In the film, Marco insists on the
fact that the detainees’ only crime is to be without papers: “You see,
because none of the men in here committed crimes, they weren’t
being legally punished. And so, they don’t get a right to a trial before
getting locked up; they don’t get a court- appointed lawyer. They
don’t even get a sentence. They just get ware housed.” With such a
state ment, the film emphas izes the injustice detainees are subjected
to, and implies that getting people out can then be considered to be
an act of civil disobedi ence, meant to disturb and attract the atten‐ 
tion of the public. Genevieve Negrón- Gonzales explains that civil
disobedi ence consists in “the volun tary surrender of one’s body in
order to call atten tion to the instances of invol un tary surrender” that
happens in the deten tion centers. While she wrote that defin i tion to
refer to another act committed by DREAMers, it fits the situ ation
portrayed in The Infiltrators perfectly well (Negrón- Gonzales 98).

15

The second element to be considered is that the activ ists of the Youth
Alli ance obtained releases for several detainees using legal and non- 
violent methods. They had the detainees sign waivers so that local
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politi cians could study their cases, and they put pres sure on them
using online peti tions whose signa tures auto mat ic ally generate an
email – some times up to 4,000 in 48 hours. The film also calls out the
non- application of the Morton Memo (named after the director of
ICE) that stip u lates that deport a tions would prior itize crim inals
(Unzueta Carrasco 285). It should also be noted that the liber a tion of
detainees has nothing to do with the grandi loquent scenes of most
prison heist films. The main prison prop, a razor blade, is not used to
injure anybody but to cut slips of papers that are used to give inform‐ 
a tion to the detainees so that they (or their family members) can get
in touch with the Youth Alliance.

The repres ent a tion of the Youth Alli ance activ ists is never stereo typ‐ 
ical and one partic ular scene sheds light on the gap between what
would be expected of them as undoc u mented immig rants and who
they are. When Viridiana rehearses and works on a fake accent,
Muhammad makes an inter esting  comment: “In order to get Viri
inside, we have to become the stereo types we advoc ated against.” The
fact that they have to rehearse to succeed in becoming these stereo‐ 
types imme di ately inval id ates them. Viridiana, for instance, is a
perfect student who gradu ated at the top of her class. And
Mohammad is also a hard- working committed indi vidual with great
commu nic a tion and stra tegic skills. Thus, they  both corres pond to
the harm less studious young people who would be perfect and
deserving applic ants if the DREAM Act was enacted. The film
suggests that they succeeded in infilt rating Broward because the ICE
agents and the Border Patrol, their main antag on ists, believe in such
stereo types. One inter esting comment uses fiction ality to shed light
on the power gap between the enforce ment agen cies and the undoc‐ 
u mented immig rants. Indeed, Marco describes the Border Patrol as
his own personal “Death Star,” refer ring to the space station in Star
Wars that has the capa city to destroy an entire planet. While this
comment is exag ger ated for the generic purpose of the film, it never‐ 
the less suggests that the enforce ment agents have the power to
destroy people’s lives. The film show cases a series of endangered
people – asylum seekers, abused women – that high lights the lack of
prosec utorial discre tion used when dealing with the detainees in
spite of Obama’s promise that deport a tions would only affect high- 
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priority undoc u mented immig rants such as crim inals and terror ists
(Negrón- Gonzales 100).

Muhammad is prob ably the most counter- stereotypical char acter
and the best advocate for the passing of the DREAM Act. Throughout
the movie, he shows that he has the skills of a lawyer, while never
being allowed to go to college because of his undoc u mented status.
The most eloquent scene is when he calls out double stand ards to
prove that any deport a tion can be stopped. He takes the example of
Barack Obama’s uncle, who had been working in the United States
without papers for several decades. After being arrested on drunk
driving charges, he was even tu ally given a permanent resident status.
Consid ering that even lawful resid ents can be deported for traffic
offenses (Ewing, Martínez and Rumbaut 3), it seems right to suppose
that his deport a tion was stopped because of his priv ileged posi tion.
With great motiv a tion, Muhammad explains that he hopes for an
exec utive order from Obama because “that is some thing that is an
actual law that has to be followed with actual rules and actual
account ab ility.” What is implied here is that the deport a tions and
deten tion centers are “out of control” because many detainees get
deported before their case can be studied and without consid ering to
what extent their deport a tion can put them in danger. It would have
been the case for one Latin Amer ican immig rant waiting for asylum
without Muhammad’s help, and it would be the case for Muhammad if
he was sent back to Iran because of his homo sexu ality. Such
perspective prevents the viewer from consid ering that the beha vior
of the activ ists is illegal or crim inal. In spite of disturbing the func‐ 
tioning of a deten tion center to the point of influ en cing its shut down,
the film shows that they value the law and fight for fair laws.

18

Thus, throughout the film, the Youth Alli ance activ ists appear as
exem plars of the “good moral char acter” needed to be granted a path
to legal citizen ship. But as Zimmerman explains, their vision of
society goes beyond the passing of the DREAM Act “to a broader
agenda that includes social and economic justice for immig rant
workers and their families” (Zimmerman 17). The counter- stereotypes
used in the film create a counter- narrative whose purpose is to have
a social impact. Thus, there is a need for the film to perform socially,
which is a tend ency that is inherent in its form but also in keeping
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with the activism surrounding immig ra tion from the turn of
the century.

The Social Perform ance of
the Film
The activism portrayed in The Infilt rators illus trates the new phase
that started around the time Ibarra and Rivera met the Youth Alli‐ 
ance. As Zimmerman explains, because supporting the DREAM Act
was not enough and had “largely remained hidden from public view”
(Zimmerman 17), there was a shift to the use of “direct action,” such as
rallies and sit- ins. The well- known phrase to refer to such move ment
is used by Marco in the film:  “We came out of  the shadows.” What
came along such move ment of increased visib ility and action was the
desire to use the media and “bring atten tion to broader issues of
immig rant, civil, and human rights as a strategy for social and policy
change” (Zimmerman 14). This desire is explicit in the film since the
“plan” of the activ ists is to “go to the media, go public with the
campaign, [and] put national pres sure on ICE.” Such comment rein‐ 
forces the idea that the activ ists wanted their perform ance (the infilt‐ 
ra tion) to circu late in the public sphere because, as one of the char‐ 
ac ters says about the hunger strike organ ized inside the deten‐ 
tion center 8, “What’s the point if no one is watching?” This strategy
of “coming out” is not without danger for undoc u mented immigrants
who could get in serious trouble. It sheds even more light on the
sense of urgency the activ ists felt to put pres sure on the Obama
admin is tra tion. Indeed, by the end of 2016, and in spite of guar an‐ 
teeing a lenient immig ra tion policy, Obama had deported more than
3.4 million non- citizens (Martínez, Slack and Martínez 173), which was
more than any other  administration 9. One can argue that when it
comes to reaching a higher state of visib ility and engage ment, the
feature- length docu mentary format offers good chances that might
have attracted the activ ists. Viridiana mentions that “no one was
taking the story,” which can mean that Ibarra and Rivera might have
offered them the media coverage they needed.
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The film succeeded in its endeavor to attract the atten tion of the
public, winning the Audi ence Prize at the Sund ance Film Fest ival. But
it also caused trouble to one of its prot ag on ists. Two months later,
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the arrest and deport a tion of Claudio Rojas was making the head lines,
with assump tions that it was a form of retali ation supposed to send a
message to other activ ists who would want to disturb other deten tion
centers. Even though ICE denied that the Youth  Alliance’s activ ities
influ enced their decision, there are reasons to believe that it was not
the case, espe cially since Rojas was eligible to an adjust ment of status
under the 245 section of the Immig ra tion and Nation ality Act and had
his applic a tion for a T- visa pending. What is surprising is that the
portrayal of ICE in the film is minor and far from being diabol ical,
contrary to the eighth season of Orange is The New Black for instance
that features a guard who terror izes the detainees. In the film, the
enforce ment agents are portrayed as quite gull ible and naive, but
their portrayal never over shadows the repres ent a tion of a broken
system. Para dox ic ally, the decision to deport Rojas gives even more
cred ib ility to the film as it exposes the arbit rar i ness denounced by
the activ ists. It is as if the film’s sequel had happened in real life.

From a different perspective, what happened after the release  of
The Infiltrators high lights the perform ative quality of docu ment aries
in society and their ability to tap into disturbing topics. It confirms
that they can elicit strong emotions that circu late in the public
sphere, what Belinda Smaill calls the “sociality of emotions” (Smaill 4-
8). The touchier the topic, the more it can generate strong reac tions
because the viewers create a tight link, a “continuity” between the
real world and what occurs on screen (Smaill 5). According to the
defin i tion that Negrón- Gonzales gives, the film can be considered to
be a “testi monio”: it is a prac tice of “docu menting silenced histories”
that produces a “counter- narrative” and a “counter- spectacle” in
order to decon struct the “master narrative” portraying undoc u‐ 
mented immig rants with all sorts of detri mental stereo types
(Negrón- Gonzales 102-103). When they make visible what is hidden to
the public eye, and stage both the infilt ra tion and the liber a tion of
Rojas as heroic acts, the activ ists and the film makers respond to the
spec tacle produced at the border 10, which Negrón- Gonzales calls the
spect able of “enforce ment” and “security” (Negrón- Gonzales 95).
While the master narrative insists on the undoc u mented immig rants
being “illegal,” the film, showing the acts of civil disobedi ence of the
Youth Alli ance, stresses their heroic qual ities and their struggle
against unfair laws. In addi tion to being  counter- stereotypical,
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The Infiltrators furthers a polit ical agenda of inclu sion for people who
are in fact “staging a perform ance of demo cracy in a space that is
considered to be the exclusive terrain of US citizens” (Negrón- 
Gonzales 95). Rather than dwelling on the living condi tions in the
deten tion centers (much more dealt with in Orange is The New Black
for instance), the film makers focus on the civic qual ities of people
who have all the require ments to be good citizens. And thus, the film
is in keeping with the other acts of civil disobedi ence that have char‐ 
ac ter ized the DREAMers’ move ment: it is about reframing the
narrative that portrays immig rants as crim inals who bypassed border
security laws into a new narrative that insists on their bravery. Ibarra
and Rivera have indeed said that they wanted to distin guish them‐ 
selves from the docu mentary film makers who portray immig rants as
victims. They chose to empower them and legit imize their defiant act
through their film.

A month after the release of the film, which was also one month
before Rojas was deported, Ibarra and  Rivera sent a letter to
Secretary of  Homeland Security  Kirstjen Nielsen, Secretary of
Treasure Steven Mnuchin,  to Florida Congressman Ted Deutch, and
to Senators Marco Rubio and Rick Scott on behalf of the Inter na tional
Docu mentary Asso ci ation to denounce his deten tion at the Krome
Deten tion Center in South  Miami- Dade 11. In addi tion to stressing
ideas that are dealt with in the film when it comes to Rojas being an
“upstanding member of the community,” they insist on the fact that
the release of a docu mentary tack ling a contro ver sial and important
topic has to give way to debates:
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It is a grave concern to the docu mentary community that a willing
prot ag onist in a docu mentary film may be punished for expres sion
his opinion within a film, and we believe that this will have a chilling
effect on the work of journ al ists and their sources seeking to explore
and under stand issues of national concern. As a result of ICE’s
actions, the Amer ican public will now lose Mr. Rojas’s voice in the
many upcoming national conver sa tions about our
immig ra tion policy.

With such words, they express their wish to have the conver sa tion
continue and include all the parti cipants in the film, in an effort to
bring about social change.
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Nothing says if the film makers suspected that Rojas would be
deported after the film. The end of the film, however, seems
visionary. As Rojas drives to the Depart ment of Home land Security
building for his regular check- in, there is a long line of undoc u‐ 
mented immig rants. When Rojas parks his car, a voice on the radio
announces that a woman was deported after checking in with ICE.
While at the time of the shooting of the film, this scene might have
intended to show that he was not free and that his life was at the
mercy of ICE, in retro spect, it is as if the film was announ cing his
deport a tion. It corrob or ates the idea that is predom inant in the film:
as long as further reform has not taken place, an endless number of
people will be deported. And indeed, two years before the release of
the film, pres ident Trump imple mented exec utive orders that
cancelled DACA as well as prosec utorial discre tion, making every case
a high priority. The timing of the film seems to be on point and shows
how much docu ment aries are needed to coun teract the stereo types
that Trump himself has passed on and used to be elected. Before the
premiere of the film, Muhammad said that he “welcomed any retali‐ 
ation by the Trump admin is tra tion” insisting on the fact that his
arrest would be imme di ately lobbied by activ ists  (Siegel). One
comment from Jordan Hoffman  for The  Guardian is inter esting in
that sense as the journ alist reminds us that the U.S. is “home of the
brave,” adding that according to him, there is no braver people than
the infiltrators. Portraying such “unafraid” people, it is possible  that
The Infiltrators will set (or be part of) a new trend in docu ment aries
about undoc u mented immig rants that will focus on David- versus-
Goliath stories. Thus, the comment that the film is a “true story”
was more than an indic a tion, it was a claim that it is possible to call
into ques tion the injustices of a system, and prob ably a neces sity in
troubled times.
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Conclusion
The  Infiltrators confirms that making a film, whether it is a docu‐ 
mentary, a fiction film, or a hybrid film, is a creative act that can use
different tech niques of narra tion and dramat iz a tion. In the end, the
fact that Ibarra and Rivera used docu mentary footage and fiction al‐ 
ized re- enactments in the same film matters less than their ability to
tell a story. The fiction ality used in their docu- thriller is first and
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NOTES

1  Nanook of the North, released in 1922 and considered as the first docu‐ 
mentary, was a docudrama.

2  For a discus sion about the use of re- enactments in the context of a crim‐ 
inal narrative, see Kristen Fuhs, “Re- imagining the Nonfic tion Crim inal
Narrative: Docu mentary Reen act ment as Polit ical  Agency”, Concentric:
Literary and Cultural Studies, vol. 58, issue 1, March 2012, pp. 51-78.

3  The term “docu- thriller” was used by the film makers them selves and can
be found on the offi cial website where the film can be streamed. http://ww
w.infiltratorsfilm.com/stream- the-infiltrators/

4  Cristina Ibarra directed Las Marthas, a docu mentary that invest ig ates an
off- beat rite of passage for Mexican- American girls in Laredo, Texas, as they
prepare for a ball in which they are dressed like Amer ican colo nial figures
and celeb rate George Wash ington’s birthday, some thing that can seem
strange in a town which is 98% Latino. And Alex Rivera  directed
Sleep  Dealer, a sci- fi thriller in which the U.S.- Mexico border has been
sealed off and Mexican laborers work for the U.S. from Mexican digital
factories. It won the screen writing award at Sund ance in 2008.

5  There is a list of condi tions to qualify. One needs to have entered the U.S.
before the age of 16, must have been present in the U.S. for at least five
consec utive years, must have gradu ated from high school, have a GED or
have been accepted in college, must be between 12 and 35 at the time of
applic a tion and must have good moral character. https://dreamact.info/stu
dents.

6  See Gary D.  Keller, Hispanics and United States film: an over view
and handbook. Tempe, Ariz: Bilin gual Press/Edit orial Bilingüe, 1994; Frank
Javier Garcia Berumen, The Chicano/Hispanic image in Amer ican film. New
York: Vantage Press, 1995; Charles Ramírez  Berg, Latino Images in Film.
Stereo types, Subver sion, Resistance. Austin: Univer sity of Texas Press, 2002;
Mary C.  Beltrán, Latina/o Stars in U.S. Eyes: The Making and Mean ings of
Film and TV Stardom. Urbana, Ill: Univer sity of Illinois Press, 2009.

7  The same distinc tion is made in the last season  of Orange is the
New Black, in which the inmates that have been the main char ac ters during

http://www.infiltratorsfilm.com/stream-the-infiltrators/
https://dreamact.info/students
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the first six seasons have to prepare food for the detainees that are kept in a
different aisle of the prison.

8  The hunger strike is part of a re- enactment and as a result, it remains
unsure if it really happened.

9  In their article, Martínez, Slack and Martínez explain that even though
Obama was nick named the “Deporter- in-Chief” for the number of deport a‐ 
tions that happened during his pres id ency, there is a differ ence between
“returns” and “removal” which puts this nick name into perspective.

10  See Chavez, The Latino Threat  Narrative. Stan ford, Cali fornia: Stan ford
Univer sity Press, 2013. In the second part of his book, he thor oughly
explains what the border spec tacle consists in and how it fuels stereo types
about the immig rants being dangerous.

11  The letter as well as the list of the 561 who signed it is avail able on the
Inter na tional Docu mentary Asso ci ation’s website: https://www.documentar
y.org/advocacy/letter- support-infiltrators-protagonist-claudio-rojas.

RÉSUMÉS

English
The Infiltrators (2019) is a docu thriller directed by Latino directors Cristina
Ibarra and Alex Rivera. It combines docu mentary scenes and fiction al ized
re- enactments to tell the story of two DREAMers who purpose fully got
arrested to infilt rate a for- profit immig rant deten tion center in Broward,
Florida in order to help a few detainees stop their deport a tion. This paper
first invest ig ates the way the film balances the use of tradi tional docu‐ 
mentary tech niques (inter views, obser va tion) with fiction al ized re- 
enactments using the concepts of perform ance and fiction ality – developed
by Richard Walsh and used by Stephan Iversen and Henrik Skov Nielsen in
their own analysis of a hybrid documentary. Secondly, it argues that the real
perform ance of the film consists in calling into ques tion the crim in al iz a tion
of immig ra tion in the United States via a portrayal of undoc u mented immig‐ 
rants that coun ters their “illegality” and “crimin ality.” Overall, it shows that
the film, which won the audi ence award at the Sund ance film fest ival in
2019, is part of a social and polit ical conver sa tion about immig ra tion and
security enforcement.

Français
Mis- en-scène par deux réali sa teurs latinos, Cris tine Ibarra et Alex  Rivera,
The Infiltrators (2019) est un docu thriller dont l’hybri dité permet l’asso cia‐ 
tion de scènes docu men taires et de scènes recons ti tuées et fiction na li sées.
Il raconte l’histoire de deux DREA Mers qui se sont sciem ment faits arrêter
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afin d’infil trer un centre de déten tion pour immi grants dans le comté de
Broward en Floride dans le but d’aider des détenus à contourner les procé‐ 
dures d’expul sion. Cet article s’inté resse tout d’abord à la façon dont le film
associe tech niques tradi tion nelles du docu men taire (entre tiens, obser va‐ 
tion) et scènes recons ti tuées et fiction na li sées à la lumière des concepts de
perfor mance et de fiction na lité déve loppés par Richard Walsh et utilisés par
Stephan Iveren et Henrik Skov Nielsen dans leur propre analyse d’un docu‐ 
men taire hybride. Par ailleurs, l’article affirme que la perfor mance réelle du
film se situe dans sa capa cité à remettre en ques tion la crimi na li sa tion de
l’immi gra tion aux États- Unis à travers le portrait d’immi grants sans papiers
en décons trui sant leur « illé ga lité » et « crimi na lité ». De façon géné rale, il
est démontré que le film, qui a remporté le prix du public au festival
Sundance de 2019, s’insère dans une conver sa tion poli tique et sociale à
propos de l’immi gra tion et du renfor ce ment de la sécu rité aux frontières.
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