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Reflections of an Activista
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stories at urbanhabitat.org/rpe/radio

North Carolina Dream Team
Interview with Viridiana Martinez
By Christine Joy Ferrer
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iridiana Martinez, 25—undocumented, unafraid and unashamed. Martinez is co-founder of the North Carolina
Dream Team and a young community organizer and activist for immigrant rights. She only discovered her illegal
status after graduating from high school. Born in Mexico and raised in a little town in North Carolina called
Sanford, she has lived in the United States since the age of seven, when her parents immigrated. The NC DREAM
Team is an organization composed of undocumented immigrant youth and allies, dedicated to the creation of a
sustainable, community-led immigrant rights movement in North Carolina and to helping undocumented youth
recognize their individual and collective power to activate their communities.
Christine Joy Ferrer: What was it like growing up as a
young, undocumented Latina in the South and how has
your identity influenced your work?
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Viridiana Martinez: If you look at the undocumented youth movements, most of the founders and
cofounders are women. A lot of us are getting older;
we’ve had to grow up so much more quickly than
some of our more advantaged peers. I’m not in California. I’m not in Miami. I’m not in New York or
Texas. I’m in North Carolina. Reality in the South is
a lot different than any of these places. There is no
Chicano movement. Many of us are the first generation of Mexican and Latin American immigrants.
The history of this region is the struggle existing.
We’re the pioneers in terms of immigration work,
immigrant rights, and activism. The challenges we
face can be seen in either of two ways. One, this is so
challenging, I’m not going to do it and I don’t want
to get involved, or two, this is challenging, this is
risky, and this is crazy but I need to do it. We need
this open mind; this uninhibited creativity to seek
different opportunities in spite of obstacles. Let’s find
opportunity in these tragedies to organize and to
expose our reality.
I have the privilege of being a fair-skinned Latina,
and I’m fluent in English, so I don’t get profiled as
much or as often as other people do. It’s different
being a fair-skinned Latina fluent in English in the

South compared to a farm worker who’s not fluent in
English and not fair-skinned. Being aware of my own
privilege I think is very important in doing this work.
I got pulled over a month or so ago for speeding.
My license expired last year. The cop came to my
window and gave me the ticket and said, “You know
why I pulled you over—for speeding. And I’m also
giving you a ticket for driving with an expired
license. You know it’s been expired since last July,
right? Why haven’t you gotten it renewed?”
And I said, “Because I can’t, I’m undocumented.”
I’m at a point where I’m like, why the hell do I
need to hide this reality? This is what I’m living. But
this consciousness isn’t the same situation for all
immigrants. Many are still living with this internalized pressure.
Deportations are happening every single day
through programs like 287G and Secure Communities. Supposedly, it’s to find criminals but our
people are getting racially profiled. In the South,
you have these like hick cops that are pulling over
our folks everyday. They position themselves strategically near mobile homes and trailer parks or in
neighborhoods that are predominately immigrant.
They do so to target our people. I get three to five
calls at least every two weeks, or emails saying: “My
son is getting deported. My daughter got pulled
over. What do we do?”
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Ferrer: What did the release of Uriel
Aldesto, an undocumented youth, mean
for the immigrant community, activists,
and others who have been mobilizing
against deportations, institutionalized
discrimination and the exploitation of
their communities?
Martinez: This was a major victory in the fight

against deportations. It proves that a community
standing behind a person can move mountains. But
it also exposed the structural racism and discrimination within our communities. It was also a reflection
of our reality. Aldesto has a criminal background.
Most of our youth are not valedictorians. They are
not the cream of the crop necessarily in terms of
what Anglo schools want to define as the cream of
the crop. They don’t have the perfect, squeaky-clean
profiles. We grow up facing some real life challenges
and some of us are lucky to have both of our parents
healthy, working and loving each other. We must
continue to organize the community, get youth to
understand the importance of coming out as undocumented, and educate people. Sometimes a family
doesn’t realize the seriousness of the situation until
one of their own is put in deportation proceedings or
picked up for driving without a license or for something that simple.
Ferrer: What is necessary to achieve a just reform that is
acceptable to and guided by the voices of those directly
affected by our broken immigration system?
Martinez: Whatever legislation is necessary to serve

our undocumented immigrant community, we first
need those directly affected to speak for themselves.
Our youth who are graduating from high school
feel absolutely hopeless. This is very real, the pain,
the anger, the confusion, and lack of hope, because
you don’t see the light at the end of the tunnel. There
are cases where some have committed suicide. One of
our biggest focuses right now is on the mental health
of undocumented immigrants. We’re hearing more

and more stories of undocumented youth and adults
living with mental health issues. Whether it’s depression, anxiety, attempted suicide, or that we’re hurting
ourselves. Sometimes the help you need, to just hear
that you’re not alone, or to vent with somebody,
requires the understanding from those who are in the
same boat.
We need to take the leadership as undocumented
youth and organize. We need to create spaces,
whether it’s at youth empowerment summits, rallies
or town hall meetings, where youth can get together. We must take the time to develop relationships,
by creating a safe space where more undocumented
youth can open up about their lives, about the
abuse, the trauma, that they have lived to get on the
path to liberation—a space where they are not
afraid or ashamed. Where they are understood more
than anything.
And having allies that are conscientious, who
admit, “I am never going to know what it’s like to
be in your position because I have papers, but want
to help.” These are the people that we need beside
us, behind us, so that we can be in the forefront and
feel supported. And if we fall, somebody’s going to
catch us as we fight for this. All this, in consequence, leads to lobbying efforts, rallies, and
protests, where youth are no longer afraid to hold a
blow horn and speak out.
That’s why these organizations that are undocumented youth-led and for undocumented youth are so
important. We’re not jut talking about legislation
anymore. We’re talking about our own daily lives. And
we need to be our own power. We need to be our own
voice. We need to be our biggest advocates. n

Christine Joy Ferrer is the web and publishing assistant for Urban Habitat and the creator of eyesopenedblog.com, dedicated to all
artists of color committed to social justice. For more information on the North Carolina Dream Team, visit: ncdreamteam.org.
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Race, Poverty and the Environment (RP&E) is Urban Habitat’s national journal of social and environmental
justice, founded in 1990.
For over two decades we have covered how low-income people and communities of color are organizing to
win equality and justice. Multiracial, multi-issue organizations capable of uniting constituencies for social
justice action have never been more critical. RP&E is a longtime and crucial connection point for advocacy
groups, regionally and nationally.
Visit urbanhabitat.org/rpe to subscribe, order back issues, read from our archives, sign up for our quarterly newsletter, and catch up on the latest research and news in environmental, economic and transportation
justice.
In 2010, RP&E forged print-web-radio collaborations with local and national radio outlets with production
facilities in the Bay Area. Radio RP&E features in depth interviews and speeches from the movement for
racial, economic, and gender justice.
Annual Subscriptions: $20/individual, $40/institution. Back Issues: $10/issue The complete archive collection, which includes over 60 issues from 1990 to present, is also available for $250.
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In the interest of dialogue, RP&E publishes diverse views. Opinions expressed are not necessarily those of the editors, Urban Habitat, or
its funders.
RP&E is a member of The Media Consortium,
a network of leading independent journalism
organizations in the U.S. working together to
strengthen the role of media in creating a
democratic society. In addition to our online
archive at urbanhabitat.org/rpe, back issues
of the journal are available via the comprehensive online academic journal archive JSTOR.
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