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on November 3, 1995, wanted to reduce the annual level of Jegal, non­
refugee immigration to about 540,000. This number would have inc1uded 
90,000 employment-based visas, 150,000 visas to reduce the backlog of 
people who had already applied, and 300,000 visas for immediate family 
members, which S. 1394 defined as spouses and unmarried minor children 
of U.S. citizens and legal permanent residents. 

Later proposals contained provisions which would have made a 
very limited number of visas available to elderly parents.13 Spencer 
Abraham (R-MI), for example, offered an amendment to the "Immigration 
Control and Financial Responsibility Act of 1996" (S. 1664), which would 
have allowed parents to receive immigrant visas only if the more immediate 
family categories did not need all of them (United States Congress, Senate, 
April 15, 1996). As several representatives pointed out, this provision was 
unlikely to ever take effect since, in the past, there had always been more 
applications than visas.14 Despite dramatic numerical differences and sli ght 
variations in the exact nature of the preference system, the aforementioned 
bills (S. 160, H.R. 373, S. 1394, and S. 1664) wou]d have effectively denied 
parents of U.S. citizens and legal permanent residents an opportunity to 
immigrate in the U .s.1s 

Even though politicians were generally eager lo express their own 
commitment to family values and, as we have seen in the previous section, 
repeatedly praised immigrants' dedication to their families, these concerns 

13 Like S. 1664, S. 1665 would have adopted a priority system which would have 
allowed a very limited number of non-nuclear family members, including elderl y 
parents, to immigrate over the next ten years. In ten years, this system would have 
phased out and parents should only be allowed to immigrate if visas were not taken 
by other, more immediate family members. 
14 A few days later, Senator Simpson (R-WY) proposed an amendment 3739 to 
amendment 3725. Under this amendment, legal immigration would be reduced by 10 
percent. Immediate family members would receive 480,000 of the 607,000 yearly visas. 
In accordance with the Kennedy Amendment, the Simpson Amendment would have 
made all of these visas available fir st to the spouses and minor children of U.S. 
citizens, then to immediate family members of legal permanent residents, and 
eventually to parents (United States Congress, Senate, 1996b). 
15 This discussion was limited to the main reform proposals that actually warranted a 
longer discussion. In addition to the aforementioned proposals, there were also 
several other, more obscure provisions which were quickly removed from the 
respective act. For instance, the fir st version of the Immigration in the National 
Interest Act (H.R. 2202) contained a provision that would have denied family-based 
immigration opportunities to parents unless at least half of their children resided 
permanently in the U.S. This provision was struck out after Henry J. Hyde (R-IL), who 
found this provision to be overly restrictive, offered a more generous amendment. 

58 disCJosure 17 

Neo-Liberalism and Family Values 

were oftentimes outweighed by economic considerations. Throughout the 
legislative period, the discourse gradually shifted from economically­
oriented proposals that contained sharp limitations for family-sponsored 
immigrants to comparatively more generous proposals. This shift is 
indicative of the larger tendency to combine economic objectives with other, 
more palatable considerations. In order to make bills more appealing to 
representatives from both ends of the political spectrum, the final reform 
proposals made almost no outright exclusions. Instead, they assigned less 
economically desirable groups - such as elderly parents - a very low priority 
and thus limited their admission numbers indirectly. 

Despite the fact that all of the major immigration reform bills 
contained provisions that would have negatively affected parents' chances 
to immigrate, the final version of the law (P.L. 104-208) did not change the 
family preference system. Up to this day, U.S. immigration policy holds that 
children, spouses, and parents of U.S. citizens are classified as "immediate 
relatives" and are thus not subject to numerical limitations.16 Parents of U.S. 
citi zens still receive preferential treatment over many other groups -
including spouses and unmarried sons and daughters of legal permanent 
residents - who are much more likely to develop into net contributors. In 
addition, the U.S. government did not pass any risk-management provisions 
that specifically applied to elderly immigrants (e.g. mandatory health 
insurance). 

Instead, the IIRIRA made the affidavit of support legally 
enforceable, required sponsors to provide evidence that they could maintain 
the sponsored immigrants at an annual income no less than 125% of the 
poverty line and ensured that the affidavit was enforceable until a 
sponsored immigrant had naturalized or until they had worked 40 
qualifying quarters of coverage as defined under Title II of the Social 
Security Act. 11 The U.S. government had successfully shifted financial 
responsibility from the state to the individual sponsor. Especially in the case 
of elderly immigrants, whose naturalization rates have always been low, 
sponsors were likely to make a lifetime commitment when they signed an 
affidavit of support. 

The affidavit of support could be expected to reduce the number of 

16 See 8 U.S.C. §1151 (b)(2)(A)(i). For all other family-sponsored immigrants, the 
preference system is organized as follows: (1) Unmarried sons and �d�a�u�g�~�t�e�r�s� of U.S. 
citizens; (2) Spouses and unmarried sons and daughters of LPRs; (3) Marned sons and 
daughter of citizens; and (4) Brothers and sisters of citizens. (see 8 U.S.C. §1153 (a)). 
17 See 8 U.S.C. §1183a(a)(l)(A), (B), and 8 U.S.C. §1183a(a)(2) and (3). 
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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 (Luibheid 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 
nee-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 nee-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, nee-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 nee-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 lo 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 
Slates 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, 1996, 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 lhe 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 U.S. 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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