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elderly SSI recipients for four interrelated reasons: First, new arrivals would
be ineligible to receive public support for a minimum of five years. Second,
even if immigrants became eligible for public support, they might be
reluctant to take advantage of this opportunity because of the likelihood that
they would be deported as a public charge. Third, many potential sponsors
would be unable to demonstrate that they had an income at or above 125
percent of the federal poverty line. And, fourth, even if sponsors had the
necessary financial resources, they might be hesitant to sign a legally-
enforceable contract for elderly parents who were unable to support
themselves (Luibhéid 2005). Consequently, a legally-enforceable affidavit of
support represented an ideal mechanism to reduce federal spending, while -
at least rhetorically - upholding a commitment to family values.

The repeated reference to family values served a number of
important discursive functions. The bill’s proponents convincingly argued
that this reform measure was neither biased nor mean-spirited. Sensing that
the economically-oriented logic behind the new immigration policy might be
controversial among certain groups, these politicians portrayed the affidavit
of support as a generous compromise that allowed immigrants to bring
additional family members into the U.S. If immigrants continued to put such
a high premium on family ties, they should be willing to accept some
additional financial responsibilities. At the same time, those people who
were unwilling to sign an affidavit of support were apparently not
particularly committed to their family members and thus not worthy of
family reunification visas.

Contemporary immigrants: Prime examples of successful nuclear
families?

As the previous section demonstrated, the discourse surrounding
elderly parents accentuated economic aspects. In accordance with the larger
neo-liberal project, elderly immigrants were seen as less desirable because
they had little potential to develop into net contributors. The “ideal”
immigrant was described as a self-sufficient neo-liberal subject whose
financial contributions outweighed their usage of public services. In
addition, politicians praised heteronormative family structures as an
important support network that could help to shift responsibility from the
state to the individual family unit. In some cases, neo-liberal and family
values mutually reinforced each other. Other discursive strands demonstrate
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that there was also a productive tension between these two aspects. As the
following discussion will show, politicians who generally favored neo-
liberal immigrant subjects did not hesitate to accuse immigrants of acting as
rational neo-liberal subjects by abandoning their families at other points in
the discourse.

The proponents of lower immigration levels indicated that often
immigrants who attempted to sponsor a relative did not actually place much
importance on the nuclear family. Senator Richard C. Shelby (R-AL)
reasoned that “when an immigrant comes to this country, leaving behind
parents, brothers, sisters, uncles, aunts, and cousins, it is the immigrant who
is breaking up the extended family” (United States Congress, Senate, 1996b).
Accordingly, the U.S. government had no obligation to reunite a family that
was broken up by immigrants themselves. John Bryant (D-TX) also believed
that immigrants had to accept the negative consequences of their own
decisions. According to him, every potential immigrant had to make a
simple choice: “If you do not want to leave your brothers and sisters and do
not want to leave your adult children, then do not leave them” (United
States Congress, House, 1996a). If immigrants were truly attached to their
extended family, they would simply stay in their home country.

Congress also struggled to reconcile pro-family rhetoric with their
unwillingness to support “chain migration.” On March 21, 199, for
instance, Lamar Smith (R-TX) warned that “the admission of a single
immigrant over time can result in the admissions of dozens of increasingly
distant family members. Without reform of the immigration system, chain
migration of relatives who are distantly related to the original immigrant
will continue on and on and on” (United States Congress, House, 1996b).
Later in the debate, Senator Alan K. Simpson (R-WY) painted an even more
frightening picture. On April 15, 1996, he asserted that he had heard of cases
where a single US. citizen or legal permanent resident successfully
petitioned up to 70 family members and ten days later, he proclaimed that
“the all-time record was 83 persons on a single petition” (United States
Congress, Senate, 1996b).

Even though politicians like Representative Xavier Becerra (D-CA),
and Senators Spencer Abraham (R-MI) and Mike DeWine (R-OH) repeatedly
corrected these exaggerated statistics and alarmist examples and reminded
their colleagues that family reunification was a very slow process, the
concern about chain migration not only influenced policy decisions but it
also validated several problematic assumptions: Simpson and Smith’s
remarks seemed to suggest that most immigrants had large families with
multiple children, siblings, cousins, aunts and uncles. Even though they did
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