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Deferred Action’s Visibility for Legal  
Nonexistence and Legislative Power

Shelby-Allison Hibbs

The demographics in North Texas shift continuously—so much so that rapid growth seems 
to be the only constant in the region. Since 1950 the population in Dallas County has quadrupled 
to 2.5 million residents, and that number does not exhibit the exponential rise of the Latinx popula-
tion. In 1980 Latinx persons only made up 9 percent of the population, but by the 2010 census the 
number had risen to 39 percent. Even with these increasing numbers, Latinx theatre comprises a 
small percentage of performing arts in North Texas, with the exception of companies like Cara Mia 
Theatre or Teatro Dallas. The dearth of Latinx theatre in the region is indicative of a larger trend 
in which this group lacks the cultural visibility that others receive.

Enter Dallas Theater Center (DTC). Typically, DTC produces an assortment of world 
premieres, classics, and musicals; however, a majority of these productions are written by white 
playwrights. For example, previous seasons included the world premieres of Samuel D. Hunter’s 
Clarkston and Douglas Carter Beane’s Give It Up and Hood, and rarely showcase writers residing 
in North Texas. DTC has curated seasons to gain national attention by transferring productions to 
Broadway or off-Broadway; in 2017 such programming was recognized with the American Theatre 
Wing’s Regional Tony award. The company’s more recent inclusion of a few plays written by a 
Latinx playwright can be seen as one response to the challenge of including local voices.

In 2010 DTC’s artistic director Kevin Moriarty invited Cara Mia Theatre’s artistic director 
David Lozano to begin a conversation about a co-production between the two companies. The 
original play to be developed by them would highlight Latinx experiences in North Texas (Moriarty). 
Through their discussions, Moriarty and Lozano decided that the piece should focus on young, 
undocumented immigrants, or DREAMers, living in the region. After a series of interviews and 
workshops, Lozano developed a script with Lee Trull, director of new play development at DTC. 
Titled Deferred Action, Lozano directed the world premiere with members of both DTC and Cara 
Mia at the former’s primary performance space, Wyly Theatre.

As a co-production, the audience included patrons and subscribers from both DTC and Cara 
Mia Theatre. Compromises in storytelling and aesthetic were made to reach both audience groups. 
Deferred Action’s storytelling utilizes forms of Western realism, including primarily English dialogue 
(with some Spanish) and maintaining the fourth wall through realistic dialogue and character inter-
pretations. The play distances itself from a Chicano performance aesthetic that Cara Mia includes 
in its productions, such as stylized staging, puppetry, and percussion. The choice of using Western 
dramaturgical practices suggests that the playwrights aim to communicate the plight of DREAMers 
to an audience that may not share Latinx cultural heritage. With over thirty scenes that fixate on a 
DREAMer’s quest for citizenship, the rapid pace offers a domino effect of incidents in which young 
immigrants appear to have little control.

Deferred Action is not a stand-alone play, but the second installment of a trilogy on immigra-
tion created and produced by Cara Mia in 2013 titled DREAMERS. DTC was not involved with the 
first play in the trilogy. The first play, DREAMERS: A Bloodline, follows a group of El Salvadorians 
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escaping the country’s violent civil war during the 1980s and ’90s by fleeing to the United States 
border. As an iconic Cara Mia production, the play utilizes a number of theatricalized storytell-
ing elements, including dancing, choral dialogue, and music. The events of A Bloodline permeate 
Deferred Action through a series of flashbacks, connecting the physical sacrifices of the past to the 
gains made in the present. The repetition of these flashbacks, just as the DREAMers are on the cusp 
of making real progress for reform, suggests that a young immigrant’s journey is always clouded by 
their past heritage.

While A Bloodline chronicles the struggles made by immigrants in the past, Deferred Action 
picks up the story twenty years later in modern-day North Texas. Two of the characters from the first 
play, Javi and Abue, now reside in the United States, and have done so since the end of A Bloodline. 
Javi, an infant in the first play, is now a successful college student and activist who believes that Abue 
(an older El Salvadorian woman) is his biological grandmother, or abuela. He holds a temporary 
residency permit in the United States and desires to become a full citizen. Deferred Action centers 
around this pursuit. 

Complicating the overall picture, Lozano and Trull counterpoint Javi’s story with fictional 
congresspersons on opposing sides (a Latina Democrat and a white Republican). By including these 
two perspectives, the lens widens to include those who envision other outcomes concerning immigra-
tion reform—outcomes that directly relate to their reelection. While Javi’s journey evokes empathy, 
he voices distrust for the political process as he interacts with these House representatives. The two 
lawmakers perceive immigration with less concern for the particular needs of their constituents, such 
as keeping families intact; instead, they approach the issue from a distanced perspective: Will hasty 
reform help elect a Latina to the White House? Could this voter base of immigrants help secure a 
congressional seat? If a candidate offers public support will donors leave them? By choosing to not 
only include oppressed persons but also those who can initiate change, Deferred Action weaves a 
complex story of the obstacles encountered by young immigrants in North Texas. 

As a political play inspired by real people, Deferred Action aims to render visible the com-
plications related to immigration, for both immigrants and lawmakers. On the one hand the play 
unpacks the rights of residents who are legally nonexistent—undocumented—to show the human 
side of those who may be misrepresented as the “Other”; on the other the presence of lawmakers 
suggests that solutions for reform lay in the hands of a few people who are waiting for an opportune 
moment to capitalize on Latinx voters. Deferred Action offers no solutions to the issue of immigra-
tion, but presents a series of problems directed toward discrimination, legal nonexistence, and the 
US political system. 

The Complexities of DACA

The title of Deferred Action stems from President Barack Obama’s controversial executive action 
in 2012: Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA). This mandate protects young people 
who arrived in the United States from another country without papers from deportation. From the 
US government overview of DACA, “[t]hey are Americans in their hearts, in their minds, in every 
single way—except on paper.” President Obama intended for DACA to initiate a path for complete 
reform, but noted that the legislature is responsible for creating a permanent solution (Obama). By 
the time Deferred Action was produced in April 2016, steps for reform were taken in this direction, 
such that Lozano questioned whether this play would be timely. After the Supreme Court ruling on 
Deferred Action for Parents of Americans and Lawful Permanent Residents (DAPA) and the recent 
presidential election won in part by anti-immigrant rhetoric, it is clear that the United States will 
continue to grapple with what to do about the nearly 11 million undocumented people in the country. 
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To date, nearly 1.2 million have earned this special status through a rigorous application pro-
cess. Data collected by US Citizenship and Immigration Services demonstrates how many young, 
undocumented people have now become legally visible throughout the country. Texas has the second 
highest number of DACA residents within a state, with over 220,000 as of 2016. The majority of 
them come from Latin American countries, with the highest number from Mexico. However, it is 
important to note that Deferred Action only highlights a certain demographic (Latinx) of all those 
represented in this legal status; DACA also includes thousands of individuals from South Korea, the 
Philippines, India, and Pakistan (US Citizenship and Immigration Services).1

To qualify, an applicant must pay a $400 fee and meet certain criteria, such as having lived 
in the United States for at least five years prior to 2012 and having no felonies or misdemeanors. 
Young people who obtain this status can pursue an education, apply for a driver’s license and work 
permit (hence paying taxes), and obtain a social security card. An individual’s DACA status remains 
in effect for two years and must be renewed if the resident wishes to remain in the country. Without 
renewal, a DACA resident could be deported for an infraction as insignificant as a traffic violation. 
An eventual possibility of deportation looms over DACA residents, since this status remains a 
temporary solution only. 

Researching Real DREAMers

Deferred Action aims to demonstrate that the process of legal status in the United States is 
convoluted and constantly in flux, particularly for DREAMers. Legal anthropologist Susan Coutin 
describes this condition as one that segments the identity of the immigrant so that a person can never 
be truly “whole.” Coutin notes that the “[l]aw puts boundaries on unauthorized migrants’ bodies, 
enabling them to simultaneously embody both law (juridical personhood) and illegality. Migrants 
can live in this multidimensional state indefinitely, legally absent but physically and socially present” 
(102). DREAMers lack this “wholeness,” even in their name. To dream means to aspire to a life 
not yet achieved; their name indicates that they are not yet complete. While there is some hope for 
progress, DREAMers still feel pressure to assimilate and conceal their status as immigrants.

To counteract the rhetoric in media about these people, Lozano and Trull interviewed 
DREAMers in North Texas to create an empathetic portrait of undocumented young adults. These 
Latinx immigrants are unfairly associated with criminal activity and violence and tagged as illegal 
aliens, suggesting that their existence increases crime in the country. For example, the Sentencing 
Project’s study “Immigration and Public Safety” found that “[i]mmigrants commit crimes at a lower 
rate than native born citizens and that higher levels of immigration may have contributed to a drop 
in crime rates” (Ghandnoosh and Rovner n.p.). Conservative political discourse points the finger at 
immigrants, suggesting that they are merely scapegoats for a variety of problems within the United 
States. However, evidence makes clear that the crime rate for immigrants is significantly lower than 
natural-born citizens. 

Lozano and Trull began by interviewing members of the North Texas Dream Team (NTDT) 
to capture anecdotes on young activists. NTDT is the primary group that connects DREAMers 
with advocacy resources and legal information. While these young activists work collaboratively, 
Lozano aimed to capture individuality: “If you look at twenty- and thirty-year-old activists that 
are organizing their own actions, they can run the gamut in terms of the spirit of the action. How 
confrontational they will be, how diplomatic will they be, how spontaneous, how strategic” (2016b, 
n.p.). As Lozano and Trull depict DREAMers with divergence in political prowess and personal 
ethics, a few key ideas from the interviews form a common identity among DREAMer characters 
in Deferred Action. For example, they do not necessarily know their country of origin’s heritage 
or language; they may lack familial ties to that country; they encounter discrimination on a daily 
basis, ranging from micro-aggressions to outright hate; and they are strongly connected to grassroots 
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political activism. These commonalities form a loose identity among DREAMer characters, although 
allowing room for individuality. 

Deferred Action offers a profile of how individuals exist in the United States while lacking citi-
zenship, a condition that young Latinx immigrants navigate on a daily basis. As DREAMers advocate 
for themselves on both the local and national levels, they cannot devote all of their attention to the 
cause. Other responsibilities draw their attention, and some of these are the legal requirements to 
remain in the country; for example, remaining a full-time student at a college or university. In the 
interviews Trull noted the juggling act that many DREAMers daily engage in: “[They have] full-
time jobs and go to college and get fired from those jobs because [they] don’t have documentation. 
So you’re struggling at all times, all of the human drama of that is really heartbreaking” (2016b, 
n.p.). Lozano and Trull’s interviews with DREAMers demonstrate the unattainable nature of the 
American dream for those that are legally nonexistent. 

Some NTDT members also had conversations with the original cast, which proved enlighten-
ing to further enhance each character’s individuality. Christie Vela, who portrays Nancy Rodriguez 
in the DTC/Cara Mia production, found these conversations helpful in setting the emotional 
foundation for this play that primarily concerns lawmaking: “The most memorable and positive 
conversations for me were the ones with the actual DREAMers who came to talk to us about their 
actual human experiences, their fears, their doubts, their needs and desires. Not their politics” (n.p.). 
For the performers, connecting with real individuals at the forefront of the grassroots mobilization 
provided an opportunity to layer their performances with nuance and respect for the individual. 

The members of NTDT interviewed for Deferred Action differ in political commitments and 
ethics. Some aim for professional careers in politics, starting by working for other politicians. For 
example, the character Lisa (who is the campaign manager for Rodriguez) is based on Ramiro Luna, 
the founder of NTDT and campaign field director for a Latina nominee for the Texas state legislature. 
In a 2016 interview Luna demonstrates that the endgame for DREAMers does not simply include 
citizenship, but to be visible in places of power: “To be quite frank, I’m not satisfied with being this 
quasi-legal resident. We’re at the mercy of the President who is chosen after this election. I want 
to have a seat at the table. I want to be able to showcase immigrant talent, show our immigrant 
brothers and sisters that our dream and our voice is just as powerful, and to me that’s the best way 
to represent our community” (Schmidt n.p.). In Deferred Action Lisa argues that this kind of result 
necessitates a series of careful choices to ensure a permanent resolution. 

Other DREAMers criticize the gradual nature of reform, claiming that President Obama’s 
actions were not progressive enough to guarantee real change. Rodney Garza, who plays attorney 
Carrasquillo in the DTC/Cara Mia production, found some of NTDT’s opinions on the president 
surprising, since he assumed that all DREAMers were enthusiastic supporters of him. One of these 
interviewees, who could not claim DACA status due to his age, expressed this opinion. He believed 
that the president acted only out of coercion and not because he authentically supported DREAM-
ers. Garza notes in the rehearsal interview that “[a]ll of sudden he paused, asked us to forgive his 
language. As he fought tears, he said ‘Obama didn’t give us shit. We fought hard for several years 
and pressured him so much that he was forced to do something to try to save face.’” After collect-
ing these multiple perspectives, Lozano and Trull began creating the core set of DREAMers with 
individual views. 

Deferred Action’s DREAMers

Instead of creating a docudrama, Lozano and Trull decided to combine real events with 
fictional characters. This choice aims to heighten the issues at hand within reform and the state of 
undocumented immigrants rather than blaming specific political players. As Lozano notes, “[t]his 
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history hasn’t been written. This story isn’t over yet. In order for us to pursue this question we were 
posing about this immigration problem, we needed to create a fiction” (2016b, n.p.).

The interviews with DREAMers illuminated the stress these young immigrants experience 
on a daily basis. Any choice or decision can be interpreted as a political one, even something as 
mundane as driving a car. And yet, DREAMers may feel helpless to make any real political change 
to stabilize their legal nonexistence. In the DTC/Cara Mia production, Timothy Mackabee’s scenic 
design captures this sensibility by having a chessboard-like floor with large squares. Limited scenery 
is utilized throughout the production; such minimalism encourages the audience to view the char-
acters as chess pieces on a large scale. Each decision that the characters make changes their position 
on the playing board, but they still appear small in contrast to the vast space surrounding them. As 
a background, a fortuitous paneled wall looms over the stage and performers. The size of the wall is 
seemingly impossible to scale, as it rises into the grid with no visible endpoint. Utilizing this scale, 
the DREAMers appear impossibly helpless in comparison to what this physical wall represents. 

As the central character of Deferred Action, Javi evolves from an obscure DACA resident to the 
most visible immigrant in the United States. An idealized character, he is portrayed as both hard-
working and compassionate. He earns a place on the dean’s list, cares for his abuela, is eloquent in 
speech, and appears clean-cut by wearing button-down shirts. However, he encounters numerous 
people who ignore his individual choices and assume the worst because he is an undocumented 
immigrant. Even though he demonstrates model behavior, Javi cannot escape discrimination from 
figures in authority that do not agree with President Obama’s mandate.

The oppressive voices surrounding Javi’s existence are present from the very beginning of 
Deferred Action. In his second scene a white police officer pulls him over as he drives home, accusing 
him of speeding, using intimidating language (fig. 1). In the production it is staged simply, with 
two chairs representing Javi’s vehicle. The officer enters from a hidden door on Mackabee’s paneled 
wall, holding a flashlight as he approaches. The police officer, resenting President Obama’s executive 
action, escalates the situation through his language: “The President gave you a free pass, and you 
people offend me when you abuse it. . . . You should drive just like the other Mexicans in this neigh-
borhood: slow and careful” (Lozano and Trull 2016a, 11). As Javi exhibits model behavior through 
his interactions with the police officer, the latter’s anger accelerates because of what Javi represents. 

Javi’s actions demonstrate that DACA residents should not simply retain invisibility through 
compliance with law enforcement, but they must also be equipped to verbally defend themselves 
when they are racially profiled. Javi uses the police officer’s derogatory comment of a “free pass” to 
state his rights: “My ‘free pass’ says I can drive this car. My ‘free pass’ says I can’t be detained without 
probable cause. My ‘free pass’ says I can retain the services of an attorney who just loves taking down 
racist cops . . .” (ibid.). With this speech Javi affirms his right to be visible, if only temporarily, in 
this country, prompting the police officer to leave.

While DREAMers face discrimination in the real world, social media offers an opportunity 
to counter negative representation. A video of Javi’s encounter with the police transforms into a 
viral phenomenon through online sharing. While the previous scene occurs in an isolated place, 
his image replicates across the stage through various projected screens on the paneled wall. A num-
ber of journalists comment on Javi’s poise via the numerous videos, and he becomes the face of 
undocumented residents on social media (fig. 2). While the national media attention disturbs Javi 
initially, he realizes that the internet can be a powerful tool for communicating individual stories 
of immigrants. The outpouring of support also encourages him to take increasingly visible actions, 
including protesting congressional offices and documenting these events online. Much to the dismay 
of DREAMers, the flurry of social-media activity does not guarantee authentic change in legislation; 
it creates visibility, but ultimately they do not have the political power to force immigration reform. 
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The Political Powers

In the workshops held by DTC/Cara Mia, Lozano and Trull improvised direct encounters 
between legislators and DREAMers. While these encounters and close associations seem unlikely in 
real life, the improvisations presented a surprising dramatic tension. As a result, the authors decided 
to include politicians in Deferred Action who had direct interactions with DREAMer characters. 
From these workshops two fictional congresspersons from North Texas were created: Republican 
Dale Jenkins and Democrat Rodriguez. The play presents these two characters at the pinnacle of 
partisan politics to draw a comparison between the personal experiences of DREAMers and those 
who have power to enact legislative reform. These additional characters widen the scope of the play 
beyond Javi’s personal story and show that politicians do not perceive immigration through the lens 
of individual experience, but rather macro-consequences.

With scenes set within congressional offices, the drama expands to the perspectives of these 
two power-hungry individuals who are in positions to influence their respective party’s platform. It 
is noteworthy that the same set is utilized to represent each representative’s office, suggesting that 
they are two sides of the same coin. These politicians do not appear eager to engage in action in 
either direction until some kind of decision benefits their political aspirations. At times, Deferred 
Action suggests that maintaining power within Washington is nothing more than a performance, 
as politicians pander to voters and keep their genuine beliefs concealed. The inclusion of these two 
political characters suggests a critical view of Congress that makes progress slowly, if at all, before 
the next administration has the opportunity to reverse President Obama’s mandate.

Inspired by Tea Party Republicans, Congressman Jenkins is the primary antagonist in the 
play. Portrayed onstage by Michael Brusasco in the DTC/Cara Mia production, he is not given 
seriousness or complexity until late in the first act. While Javi’s character incites empathy, Jenkins’s 
is crafted in a way that encourages criticism. From Brusasco’s first entrance it is difficult to take 

Fig. 1. Arturo Soria, Ivan Jasso, and Chamblee Ferguson (l-r) in Deferred Action. (Photo: Karen Almond.) 
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the character seriously, despite Jenkins appearing to wield considerable influence. For example, he 
films a commercial for his campaign that insinuates that those involved in politics are not the noble 
public servants they swear to be under oath. As Jenkins makes his pitch to the camera, he criticizes 
the president for his “illegal actions” and affirms that he will be a staunch advocate for conserva-
tive values. At the final moment, his campaign manager tosses an AR-15 rifle to him. Wielding the 
weapon with gusto, Jenkins declares, “I’m stickin’ to my guns” (ibid., 20). The commercial-shoot 
introduction reinforces the manufactured nature of politicians, suggesting that Jenkins will say 
anything to win votes. As a result, this moment with the rifle has a comedic touch, a cartoon-like 
interpretation of Republican lawmakers. 

While much of Jenkins’s dialogue seems implausible, a significant portion contains direct quotes 
from various conservative politicians. NTDT member Liz Mallanges co-led a few of the audience 
talkbacks and was surprised by some of the feedback: “One audience member said that Dale Jenkins 
seemed like a caricature and was not very realistic. I went on to tell her that many of the things 
that the Dale Jenkins character said were direct quotes from real members of Congress who really 
believe that undocumented folks are not worthy of the American Dream” (n.p.). Jenkins utilizes 
this rhetoric in a cunning way, crafting an image of conservatism that with righteous indignation 
battles a host of enemies. He turns Latinx people into a common enemy, one that should be feared.

Rhetoric like this reinforces the grand narrative that the United States should be a homogenous 
culture, favoring whiteness and English-speaking people. Jenkins supports a preference for homogene-
ity, as Homi Bhabha describes the concept, which prefers a fixed identity for a nation or imagined 
community (12). In this case the imagined “pure” community does not reflect the true demograph-
ics of Jenkins’s district. While his voter base in the past did have a majority of white Republican 
voters, this is no longer the case. As a result, his campaign language that claims to protect this fixed 
conservative image of the country actually fights against his largest growing voter base: Latinx people.

Fig. 2. Frida Espinosa Muller, Ivan Jasso, and Stephanie Cleghorn Jasso (l-r) in Deferred Action. (Photo: Karen Almond.)
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As seen in the US presidential election of 2016, language that establishes a common identity 
also indicates a common enemy. This rhetoric trickles down to constituents, as exemplified by the 
policeman at the beginning of the play when he makes assumptions about Javi’s character based 
on his status as a Latinx DREAMer. As Bhabha notes, any element that deviates from the imag-
ined whole, including language, skin color, and cultural icons, for example, must be transformed 
into the dangerous Other. Therefore from Jenkins’s perspective it is acceptable to racially profile 
Latinx-appearing individuals driving a car or to grossly exaggerate the crime rates of undocumented 
individuals. Establishing the Other as an enemy of freedom is a longstanding tactic utilized by politi-
cians, because the fear of an imagined community being destroyed motivates individuals to vote.

Deferred Action critiques the blanket narrative that all immigrants are criminals by decon-
structing the illogical nature of a homogenous society. First, a homogenous United States is simply 
nonexistent. While the racial and ethnic fabric of the country represents many groups, one culture 
(white) has been deemed the dominant culture. Now this dominant culture no longer has the security 
of maintaining its power through a slight majority of voters. Jenkins’s ideology clashes against the 
demographics of his constituents, yet how can he maintain an anti-immigrant platform when Latinx 
people are increasing their numbers in his district? Jenkins feels pressure to rally this demographic, 
but his previous speeches alienate it. 

At the end of act 1 Jenkins undergoes a complete role reversal due to experiencing flashbacks 
from the earlier play in the trilogy, A Bloodline. These flashbacks have occurred previously, but 
were framed as Javi’s dreams, which contain his origin story (how his mother died on the trek to 
the United States and Abue took him from his mother’s arms). Alone in his opulent congressional 
office, Jenkins falls asleep at his desk and is transported to an evening in which there are sounds 
of a train and gunfire. The congressman stands in the middle of the sequence, observing the cartel 
shooting an El Salvadorian woman holding a baby. When the mother is shot, Jenkins asks, “What 
did she do to deserve this?” and picks up the baby (Lozano and Trull 2016a, 57). Brusasco drops 
Jenkins’s arrogance on display during the previous scenes and now shows empathy toward the group 
of immigrants.

After the dream, his public stance on undocumented immigrants reverses; he supports immi-
gration reform from this point forward. Taken at face value, this reversal suggests that one can feel 
empathy only when putting ourselves in another person’s shoes, but Jenkins’s sincerity is dubious. 
At this moment the characterization of him casts doubt on the notion that immigration—a multi-
faceted and long-term issue—can be resolved by a momentary epiphany. At the end of act 1 Jenkins 
delivers a statement on national television that he has revised his stance on immigration, stating that 
now he will fully support DACA residents’ desire to attain full citizenship. 

While Jenkins makes this speech to demonstrate his support, he is at the same time portrayed 
as an inept torchbearer, exemplified through the DREAMers’ response and his inept use of languages. 
The DREAMers, along with their attorney, Carrasquillo, congregate on one side of the stage to 
plan their next action after Javi’s release from jail. A news report on an invisible television catches 
their attention. As they turn the volume up, Jenkins appears on the other side of the stage at a press 
conference, standing alone with sounds of camera shutters and reporters. He declares his commit-
ment to lead the charge toward full citizenship as the DREAMers watch in dumbfounded silence.

Questions arise concerning Jenkins’s intelligence as he begins his speech with an unfortunate 
attempt to invoke the words Martin Luther King Jr., including a few malapropisms with Spanish 
words: “I had a dream . . . last night, and I am forever changed. My friends. Before yesterday, the 
millions of illegal Spanish people living here were just faceless Josés and Marias to me. Today, they 
are my comrades. My friends, God has spoken to me. I know now that we are all co-madres . . . 
todos!” (ibid., 60). The DREAMers react with puzzlement and rolling eyes to this speech, particularly 
at his misuse of Spanish words. By pledging legislation on deportation and citizenship, he feeds into 
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immigrants’ fears while presenting himself as their champion. Moreover, the speech raises questions 
about his motivation and capacity to carry through on promises for reform. Jenkins was character-
ized as disingenuous in the first scene, and this speech leans toward the ridiculous. Unfortunately, in 
the Republican-controlled Congress, Jenkins wields greater political influence than his Democratic 
counterpart in Deferred Action. 

Jenkins’s foil, congresswoman Rodriguez, believes that any political action (public statements 
or acts of legislation) should be delivered with caution for fear that reform could implode. As the 
most visible Latinx person in Congress, she claims that her rise to office included a series of care-
ful steps, and that reform should follow the same path. Rodriguez notes that the change she has 
been responsible for has been due to her choices to work behind the scenes. Her trajectory to the 
presidency seemed possible at the beginning of Deferred Action, but that hope ends when Jenkins 
transforms into a pro-immigration Republican. 

In the DTC/Cara Mia production Vela portrays Rodriguez as a woman who wears a com-
plex mask in order to assimilate in Congress and promote incremental reforms. In scenes with the 
DREAMers she gives the young activists attention but maintains physical and emotional distance. 
Her mask of professionalism is dropped during a private moment with Jenkins. At a congressional 
black-tie event Rodriguez accuses him of impulsive action with explicit language, claiming that any 
real reform may be lost if he continues to use immigration reform as a means of gaining votes. This 
scene implicates audience members, particularly those who were not previously aware of DREAM-
ers or their legal entanglements. It serves as a reminder to those who enjoy privileges due to their 
cultural heritage, who may now feel enlightened by watching this play. Rodriguez notes that reform 
needs to be made on the terms of those who will be directly affected by the proposed laws, and not 
those who act from a place of privilege.

After Jenkins approaches Javi to join him on the cause of reform, Rodriguez feels threatened 
that all her previous work will be lost. Part of this fear stems from her status as a Latina politician, that 
she is confronted with a different set of rules than her white male counterparts. While Rodriguez is 
a full citizen, she feels compelled to carefully choose when she will speak out on Latinx issues. From 
her experiences she believes that a white male voice holds more power than her own, a belief that has 
stifled her voice in Congress. She professes that “I am not able to run my mouth about immigration 
reform the way Dale can. And do you know why? Because I am a woman and my skin is brown. . . 
. If he shouts about immigration reform, people call it bold” (ibid., 93). This moment illuminates 
that reform is not enough to resolve the issue of immigration, but that there must be a complete 
transformation of the homogenous culture within politics that favors white male perspectives. While 
Rodriguez methodically pieced together the groundwork for full-scale reform, she fears that Jenkins’s 
spontaneous leadership may kill the progress she has made through his ill-informed decisions. 

Protagonist Becomes Prop

Javi’s journey toward reform changes during act 2 when he is forced to decide between the 
Republican and Democratic parties at the end of the play. As in chess, Javi only has a few moves left 
by the end. Nearing an election, both Democrats and Republicans seek his public support in the 
media. Javi is left with a difficult decision: Should he wait for the right pieces to align Rodriguez’s 
efforts for reform, or should he swing the Latinx vote to the Republicans by endorsing Jenkins? 
While it would seem obvious that the Democratic party carries the interests of immigrants, it is not 
the party in power. 

Before making his final decision Javi returns to the flashback dream sequence of A Bloodline, 
although now slightly altered. The entire company enters the space and huddles together as if they 
are inside a railway boxcar and crossing borders in the middle of the night. A rectangle of light 
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designates the shape of the train car, while sounds of a moving train are heard. Instead of remaining 
outside the dream, Javi is now one of these migrants in the boxcar. He is surrounded by his ancestors, 
who are quietly hoping to make it to the next border. They sit in silence and rock to the movement 
of the train. In this silence Javi realizes that he must make a choice as bold as the one his ancestors 
made when traveling to the United States. 

He decides that his best chance for reform is to essentially hide in plain sight by joining the 
Republican party as the token Latino. This ending triggers discomfort, because while Javi is visible 
to the public as an immigrant, he is now bound to the expectations of the Republicans. He is only 
allowed to be visible as an idealized immigrant that fits within their homogenous vision of America. 
Deferred Action ends in dramatic fashion at the Republican National Convention. Jenkins introduces 
“the new face of the Republican Party” as Javi appears in a suit and holds a microphone (ibid., 99). 
While Javi wanted a voice in the process, it is noteworthy that he stands in front without saying a word.

After each performance during the four-week run DTC held a talkback called Stay Late in 
which a designated performer led the discussion with the audience. Vela remembers a troubling 
comment from an audience member regarding this moment of the play: “There was one talkback 
in which a high school group of mostly Latinx kids expressed their disappointment at seeing so 
many Latinx onstage and yet what they took away was that it took a white male conservative trope 
to save them from the Latina politician.” It is a disheartening though somewhat realistic portrait 
of the crises within the United States, particularly as the Republican party aims to raise restrictions 
on the immigration process.

Deferred Action presents a complicated image of individual struggles, but by the end these 
disparate storylines are lumped together when Jenkins uses Javi to represent all DACA individuals 
within the Republican party. It offers a voice for DREAMers currently in this struggle, allowing an 
audience to feel empathy for their plight and to gain further understanding of the political hurdles, 
especially those created by the rhetoric of fear. In doing so the play reprimands a Congress that avoids 
action on immigration—specifically for those from North Texas who have resided in the area for 
years. By making the stories of DREAMers visible and illustrating the legislative obstacles to reform, 
Deferred Action presents the experience of “undocumentedness” on Dallas’s most prominent stage. 

Shelby-Allison Hibbs is an assistant professor at the University of Texas at Dallas. Working profes-
sionally in Dallas as a director and playwright, she collaborates with Cry Havoc Theatre, Echo The-
atre, Dead White Zombies, Dallas Theater Center, The Aviary, WaterTower Theatre, Shakespeare 
Dallas, and others. Her other credits include productions with Shakespeare Theatre of New Jersey, 
Berkshire Theatre Group, Slant Theatre Project, Collaboration Town, Target Margin Theatre, 
Adrienne Westwood, and Robert Wilson. She is a contributor to Theater Jones, and has been pub-
lished in HowlRound, Ecumenica, Dallas Observer, and Texas Theater Journal. She earned her MFA 
from Baylor University.

Note

1. Contrary to the political rhetoric instilling fear toward the growing number of illegal aliens, the number of 
applicants for DACA has decreased, from an average of 1,600 applicants per day in 2013 to 735 in 2016 (Aguilar).
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