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“Bad Hombres”: The Subjugation 
of Undocumented Immigrants in 
Trump’s America 
by Erika Moen
 
Erika Moen is a Chemistry and Communication double 
major from Vermillion, South Dakota who wrote this 
essay in the “Immigrant America” class taught by 
David Long.

The New York Times Editorial Board wrote on Feb-

ruary 19th, 2017: “Daniela Vargas of Jackson, Miss., 

barricades herself in her home after agents detain 

her father and brother. A mother of four, Jeanette 

Vizguerra, seeks refuge, alone, in a Denver church 

basement. A group of Latino men leaving a church-

run homeless shelter near Alexandria, Va., are 

surrounded by a dozen immigration agents who 

question them, scan their fingerprints, and arrest at 

least two of them” (para. 5). Several months later, 

Border Patrol agents wait outside the hospital room 

of Rosa Maria Hernandez—a 10-year-old with 

cerebral palsy—until she has recovered from her 

emergency gallbladder surgery, and then they take 

her into custody (Stapleton and Kopan, para. 1). 

This is the dystopian reality that President Trump’s 

anti-immigration policies have created by expand-

ing the power of Immigration and Customs En-

forcement (ICE) to hunt down, detain, and deport 

undocumented Mexican immigrants. But Trump’s 

anti-immigrant dogma doesn’t make much sense 

given his business background; he should know 

that American businesses are dependent on these 

exploitable workers, who are often willing to work 

for even less than the minimum wage.

Though Trump’s policies have reinforced 

anti-immigrant sentiment, undocumented Mex-

ican immigrants have been disenfranchised for 

decades. White Americans may profess fears that 

immigrants dilute American identity and contrib-

ute to an array of social ills (drug abuse, crime, 

poverty, unemployment—the list is nearly as long 

as the Mexican-American border itself), but white 

employers quietly hire illegal laborers at the same 

time. Nativist attitudes that allow for clandestine 

economic exploitation have rendered undocument-

ed Mexican-Americans pariahs within American 

society. Trump’s actions—his Mexican-Ameri-

can border wall idea, his mass deportation plan, 

and most recently, his proposal to end President 

Obama’s Deferred Action for Childhood Arriv-

als (DACA) program—have given these nativist 

attitudes political salience and legislative power. 

Instead of taking up pitchforks and torches and 

joining Trump’s witch hunt, the United States 

needs to recognize that undocumented immigrants 

are legally and fiscally subjugated in American 

society and that naturalization (i.e., opening a path 

to legal residency rather than continuing this mass 

deportation scheme) is key to restoring the rights 

of undocumented Mexican-American immigrants.

Admittedly, in a political climate where 

Trump’s first 100 days saw a 40% increase in ICE 

detainments (Shugerman, para. 6), naturalization 

seems to be an unrealistically progressive solution 

to illegal immigration. But immigration does not 

merely concern politics or economics—it concerns 

human rights. From a humanitarian perspective, it 

is preferable to be too progressive rather than too 

conservative on immigration. On one hand, we 

have Trump, who advocates for swinging fully to 

the right: militarize the border, punish immigration 

law infractions severely, and deport all undocu-
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mented immigrants. On the other hand, if we were 

to swing completely to the left, we would have an 

open border, blanket amnesty, and full sociopoliti-

cal rights for immigrants. Neither of these options 

is ideal; the former denies Mexican immigrants 

refuge from threatening political and economic cir-

cumstances, and the latter option is economically 

and politically unsustainable. Thus, while the main 

goal of my proposal is to preserve human rights, I 

envision doing so in an economically and political-

ly feasible manner.

America ought to shift towards a more rights-

based immigration policy because the status quo 

fails to protect the basic rights of immigrants, ren-

dering them pariahs in society. Owen Fiss defines a 

pariah in terms of what he calls the antisubjugation 

principle, which he derives from the 14th Amend-

ment’s equal protection clause: “What that princi-

ple tests for is not the fairness of an allocative rule 

but the social structure that such a rule creates” (5). 

Under his definition, a pariah is a victim of legis-

lation that creates a caste-like system and thus vio-

lates the antisubjugation principle. Undocumented 

immigrants are pariahs because their current 

sociopolitical and economic treatment subjugates 

them, forcing them into poverty and restricting 

their social mobility. Fiss concurs: “Illiteracy is a 

severe disability in modern society, but perhaps 

no more so than being malnourished or homeless 

or sick and in need of medical attention. The state 

routinely responds to these needs of its citizens, 

and against this background, the exclusion of im-

migrants has a severely subordinating effect upon 

them. So too do laws that bar illegal immigrants 

from working…. These laws force illegal immi-

grants to survive by begging or stealing and thus 

to live at the margins of society and to prey upon 

it—no education, no welfare, no work” (6). Though 

Fiss’s portrayal of undocumented immigrants as 

beggars and thieves suggests racial profiling and 

seems uncharacteristic of his position on immi-

grants, his central argument that socioeconomic 

exclusion subjugates immigrants rings true.

Of course, laws against hiring undocumented 

immigrants are easily circumvented, so immigrants 

still have access to jobs. However, unauthorized 

workers are subjugated by their exploitability. 

They cannot unionize or form political coalitions 

to protect their rights because such actions would 

increase their risk of being exposed and deported, 

especially under the new Trump administration. 

Consequently, they have no means of defending 

their rights when employers underpay them—or 

when they neglect to pay them at all. Such mini-

mum-wage violations are particularly harmful to 

undocumented workers, who comprise much of 

the low-wage immigrant population: “Of the 8.6 

million low-wage immigrant workers, 3.4 million 

(40 percent) are undocumented” (Capps 5). High 

poverty rates and low annual incomes subjugate 

this demographic, as Passel and Cohn explain: 

“Among adults who are unauthorized immigrants, 

one-in-five (21%) is poor. In contrast, the poverty 

rate is 13% for legal immigrant adults and 10% 

for U.S.-born adults” (17). One might argue that 

minimum-wage laws are not intended for undoc-

umented workers, which may be true; but from 

a constitutional point of view, as Fiss maintains, 

legislation should be judged by consequences, not 

intentions. Minimum-wage violations have subju-

gating consequences because they perpetuate the 

cycle of poverty, thereby restricting undocument-
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ed immigrants’ opportunities for social mobility 

and reinforcing social inequality. Thus employers 

have a social and ethical obligation to pay undoc-

umented workers fairly, even if they have no legal 

obligation in the status quo.

Many employers also treat undocumented 

workers not as employees but as commodities. 

They use these workers to increase their profits and 

fill jobs that would repel most legal residents, but 

as soon as the employers themselves are at risk, 

they betray their undocumented employees. Robert 

Stout explains: “In recent cases, their companies 

have cooperated with law enforcement agencies 

by opening personnel records and allowing ICE 

agents to raid and deport workers. ICE charges 

the immigrant workers with possessing falsified 

documents but the employers go scot free whether 

or not they knew about the false documentation or, 

in fact, helped workers to obtain it” (6). Employers 

who hire undocumented immigrants often do so 

knowingly. They are just as culpable as the employ-

ee for the legal violation, yet they claim ignorance 

to evade indictment for their hiring practices. 

Such a double standard entrenches the image of 

undocumented workers as tools—albeit willing 

tools—rather than people, which allows Americans 

to clear their consciences about rights violations. If 

undocumented workers are merely useful objects, 

what obligation do we have to protect them? Aren’t 

tools meant to be used and then returned to the 

garage until we need them again?

Trump seems to think that we should track 

down every tool in the house, return them to the 

garage, build a wall around the garage, and then 

make the garage pay for the wall. He doesn’t 

appear concerned about the humanitarian impli-

cations of this mass deportation plan, as shown in 

his presidential bid announcement: “When Mexico 

sends its people, they’re not sending their best…. 

They’re bringing drugs. They’re bringing crime. 

They’re rapists. And some, I assume, are good 

people” (Washington Post, para. 11). Though he 

concedes that maybe not all Mexican-Americans 

are “bad hombres,” this rhetoric demonizes un-

documented immigrants, casting them as monsters 

plaguing society instead of people trying to make 

a living. Vilifying undocumented immigrants legit-

imizes harsh deportation policies like the one that 

Trump advocates; if Americans view immigrants as 

threats, they are more likely to be complicit in the 

process of mass deportation. But American society 

threatens undocumented immigrants, not the other 

way around. Perhaps some immigrants are vio-

lent criminals, but far more of them are victims of 

poverty, economic exploitation, and anti-immigrant 

persecution. Trump’s alarmist discourse ignores 

the “push” factors that cause Mexicans to cross the 

border. In Crossing Over, Ruben Martinez describes 

the desperate circumstances of la crisis: “Since New 

Year’s Day 1994, the stock market had plunged 

alongside the peso, the jobless rate had soared, and 

the black market had exploded. The rich tight-

ened their belts, the middle class strained under 

massive debt…. And then there were the poorest 

of the poor, the Indians living in the provinces, a 

good many of whom had become convinced that, 

in the face of such adversity, revolution was the 

only recourse. That or crossing the border” (10). 

This passage emphasizes that most undocumented 

immigrants are refugees fleeing poor socioeconom-

ic conditions and political violence in Mexico, not 

subversives infecting America with countless social 
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ills. From a human rights perspective, then, we 

ought to naturalize the immigrants instead of de-

porting them— especially since many immigrants 

have found jobs and formed community ties within 

the United States, thus embedding themselves in 

this country economically and socially.

Given Trump’s business background, perhaps 

the economic argument against deportation would 

be more compelling to him and his supporters. For 

one thing, deportation on the massive scale that 

Trump has identified would be outrageously ex-

pensive. Fitz and Martinez found that “the funding 

required to apprehend, detain, legally process, and 

expel 8.64 million individuals out of the United 

States is $200 billion” (14). This amount reflects 

only the deportation process itself. If enforce-

ment costs like ICE and Border Patrol budgets are 

included, the total cost for deportation would be 

roughly $285 billion (Fitz 17). Furthermore, accord-

ing to Heather Somerville in a recent Reuters article, 

prototypes for Trump’s Great Wall of America 

have recently been constructed (para. 2), indicating 

that Trump still has some intention of fulfilling 

this campaign promise. His wall would cost an 

additional $21.6 billion (Somerville, para. 4), and, 

despite Trump’s insistence, Mexico clearly isn’t in-

clined to pay for it. To obtain this funding without 

increasing the national debt, Trump would have 

to raise taxes and/or slash the federal budget, and 

his promise to cut taxes indicates clear opposition 

to the former option. Though he seems prepared 

to do the latter, such massive cuts would certainly 

provoke backlash, especially from the left—and 

Trump can’t afford more backlash since his approv-

al ratings as of November 8, 2017, stand at only 

37% among all American voters (Kahn, para. 3).

Some Americans would disregard the mone-

tary costs of the wall if they thought it would keep 

On the beach near Tijuana, Mexico, two children peer through the steel border fence that separates them from California (2012).
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Mexicans from crossing the border; even Obama, 

who was relatively liberal on immigration issues, 

requested $100 million for increased border fenc-

ing in 2009 (Mayer, para. 4). But in an August 2015 

article, “Donald Trump’s Mexican Border Wall Is 

a Moronic Idea,” Douglas Massey, a sociologist 

and professor at Princeton University, writes: 

“Migration follows a characteristic age pattern 

that rises in the teens, peaks in the early 20s, and 

falls to near zero by age 30…. What this means: 

The average age of Mexicans at risk of initiating 

undocumented migration has now pushed past the 

upper limit…. The border is as under control as 

it’s ever going to be” (para. 11-14). In other words, 

age is deterring illegal immigration, so we must 

focus instead on naturalizing the undocumented 

immigrants who are already here. Yet some might 

argue that offering immigrants a pathway to legal 

residency would be unjustified because it is “unfair 

to those immigrants who have played by the rules 

and harmful to promoting the rule of law” (New 

York Times, para. 8), according to a statement from 

Congressional Republicans in 2014. The statement 

argues that undocumented immigrants should be 

granted a path to citizenship “only if they were 

willing to admit their culpability, pass rigorous 

background checks, pay significant fines and back 

taxes, develop proficiency in English and Ameri-

can civics, and be able to support themselves and 

their families (without access to public benefits)” 

(New York Times, para. 8). But undocumented 

immigrants cannot fulfill these requirements for 

citizenship if they are still here illegally and under 

the constant threat of deportation, and making 

citizenship requirements even stricter without ad-

dressing the root causes of illegal immigration will 

only encourage more undocumented immigrants 

to cross the border. Instead, as Massey suggests, we 

ought to turn our attention away from border secu-

rity and focus on addressing the so-called invisible 

problem: undocumented immigrants are still living 

in the United States but have no legal rights and no 

path to citizenship.

To solve this problem, I invoke Massey’s pro-

posal as outlined in his 2005 article, “Backfire at the 

Border: Why Enforcement Without Legalization 

Cannot Stop Illegal Immigration.” His plan would 

offer Mexicans temporary two-year visas costing 

$400; extend temporary legal status and potentially 

permanent resident status to non-criminal undocu-

mented immigrants already here; and grant amnes-

ty to children of immigrants (10-11). This plan not 

only protects human rights by recognizing undoc-

umented immigrants as members of the American 

community but also provides economic benefits 

because it would be cheaper for immigrants ($400 

is significantly less than the cost of hiring a coyote) 

and would create more revenue for the United 

States—roughly $225 million annually from visa 

fees and taxes (Massey 10). Massey’s plan, or some-

thing like it, is politically feasible; many politicians 

and political scholars alike have advocated for a 

temporary worker program as the solution to the 

current immigration problem, and Obama’s DACA 

initiative is reminiscent of Massey’s idea of limited 

amnesty for children. It would likely have bipar-

tisan support because immigration liberals would 

support the extension of temporary legal status 

to undocumented immigrants and the limited 

amnesty, while immigration conservatives would 

support the increased regulation of the border 

and the increased revenue from the fees and taxes, 
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which could then be used to offset the costs of the 

program.

As a pariah group, undocumented immigrants 

reside on the outskirts of American society, but we 

can’t just sweep them out of it altogether, as Trump 

is proposing. This solution is impractical from an 

economic perspective and unethical from a hu-

manitarian perspective. We must take the opposite 

approach: invite undocumented immigrants into 

American society by offering them a path to legal 

residency, as Massey proposes. But even legal 

residency does not go far enough, because immi-

grants would still be subjugated by high poverty 

rates and low-paying jobs. Therefore, the United 

States must also take steps to fiscally enfranchise 

undocumented immigrants—and by extension, all 

minimum-wage workers—by raising the minimum 

wage to at least $9 or $10 and by ensuring that 

wage violations are punished more swiftly and 

severely than they are in the status quo.

A plan to offer undocumented immigrants a 

path to legal residency, supplemented by an in-

crease in the minimum wage? Perhaps some read-

ers are thinking that only an idealistic, Bernie-sup-

porting college student could come up with such 

a proposal. But idealism can be realistic, and at the 

risk of causing more conventional readers to roll 

their eyes, I will rely on Bernie Sanders to launch 

my argument. During his campaign in the 2016 

election, Sanders identified as a democratic social-

ist and advocated for very progressive policies, 

such as raising the minimum wage incrementally 

until it reached $15 by 2024. His radical platform 

attracted young voters; he won more than two mil-

lion votes in the national election from those under 

the age of 30, while Trump and Clinton combined 

earned only 1.6 million votes from the same demo-

graphic (Blake, para. 3). Bernie Sanders’ popularity 

also signifies a larger political trend: a study from 

the Pew Research Center found that 50% of mil-

lennials identify as Democrats or lean towards the 

Democratic Party, compared to 34% who identify 

as Republicans or lean towards the Republican 

Party (Taylor 21). Once millennials start to occupy 

more political positions, their liberal leanings may 

translate into more serious consideration of pro-

gressive policies that were previously dismissed as 

too radical.

For one thing, a higher minimum wage would 

fulfill the guarantees of the Equal Protection Clause 

under the 14th Amendment by ensuring that immi-

grant workers receive fair wages. Cohen and Fein 

put this obligation in historical perspective: “The 

Reconstruction Congress was intently interested 

in whether newly-freed slaves would receive ‘fair, 

living wages.’ Because of the demonstrated impor-

tance of this issue to the framers of the Fourteenth 

Amendment, living wage laws deserve special 

solicitude under the Equal Protection Clause—

especially where, as here, the law benefits large 

numbers of workers who are low-income people of 

color” (3). Thus the 14th Amendment implies a right 

to a higher minimum wage because the framers 

intended the Equal Protection Clause to benefit 

vulnerable workers, and today immigrant workers 

are among the most vulnerable because they face 

fewer opportunities for social mobility and high-

er rates of poverty compared to non-immigrant 

workers. Because many Republicans adhere to 

an originalist interpretation of the Constitution, 

their general opposition to defending the rights of 

undocumented immigrants and to a higher mini-
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mum wage seems logically inconsistent with their 

desire to interpret the Constitution with its authors’ 

intentions in mind—the intention in this case being 

to combat the subjugation of a vulnerable minority.

Poverty restricts social mobility and further 

subjugates impoverished groups. In a TED Talk, 

public health researcher Richard Wilkinson iden-

tifies some of these effects: “We collected data 

on problems with social gradients, the kind of 

problems that are more common at the bottom of 

the social ladder…[on] life expectancy, on kids’ 

math and literacy scores, on infant mortality rates, 

homicide rates, proportion of the population in 

prison, teenage birthrates, levels of trust, obesity, 

mental illness…. The more [economically] unequal 

countries are doing worse on all these kinds of 

social problems” (para. 5). Poverty is self-perpetu-

ating, so if subjugated groups like immigrants lack 

social mobility, their children are more likely to be 

impoverished, and so on, thus entrenching a caste-

like system that Fiss would condemn because “no 

one, innocent or not, should be transformed by the 

state into a pariah” (5).

Opponents of a higher minimum wage some-

times argue that higher wages would harm those 

they intend to help—namely, impoverished, low-

skill workers. Adams and Neumark contend that 

“whatever wage gains accrue to workers whose 

employment is unaffected may have to be offset 

against potential job losses” (4). In fact, Neumark, 

Schweitzer, and Wascher found that “the over-

all net effect of minimum wage increases is to 

push some families that are initially low-income 

but above the near-poverty line into poverty or 

near-poverty” (22). But empirical studies of previ-

ous minimum wage increases as well as projections 

for future increases both support the argument 

that higher wages lower poverty rates. Citing 

the economist Arindrajit Dube, Heather Boushey 

writes regarding a $10.10 minimum wage: “On 

the relationship between the minimum wage and 

poverty…the vast majority of the literature finds 

a negative relationship. On average, these studies 

find a ten percent increase in the minimum wage 

reduces the poverty rate by 1.5 percent…. Under 

Dube’s preferred elasticity, the increase in the min-

imum wage would decrease poverty by 4.6 million 

non-elderly Americans in the short-term and 6.8 

million in the longer term” (para. 17). This massive 

poverty reduction would benefit immigrant work-

ers by breaking the cycle of generational poverty, 

alleviating some of the social ills associated with it 

and ultimately narrowing the economic gap that 

characterizes Fiss’s concept of a caste-like society. 

Though liberals and conservatives disagree on 

how much the government should directly assist 

the impoverished (for example, with food stamps, 

welfare programs, and centralized healthcare), 

most people—Democrat, Republican, or indepen-

dent—can agree that lower poverty rates are better. 

Thus, reducing poverty is a compelling incentive 

that transcends polarized political boundaries.

Adams and Neumark’s argument also relies on 

the assumption that businesses would be unable to 

accommodate a higher minimum wage and would 

therefore have to cut jobs. But a higher minimum 

wage would actually benefit businesses. For one 

thing, higher wages are empirically correlated with 

better employee performance: “More than 80% of 

employers involved in the London Living Wage 

Program (LLW) believe the LLW has enhanced job 

performance and the quality of staff…. After the 
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San Francisco airport study implemented a living 

wage policy…44% reported fewer disciplinary 

issues and 45% reported that customer service had 

improved” (Living Wage for Families Campaign 

2). According to Chapman and Thompson, higher 

wages decrease rates of turnover and absenteeism: 

“A study of the Los Angeles ordinance found that 

absenteeism declined, and the decrease in turn-

over offset 16% of the total cost of the living wage 

ordinance. A study of the San Francisco airport 

found that annual turnover among security screen-

ers fell from 95% to 19%, as their hourly wage rose 

from $6.45 to $10 an hour” (3). Monetarily, a higher 

minimum wage would boost economic activity 

by putting more money in the pockets of low-in-

come workers, whose increased expenditures 

would stimulate economic growth, thus creating 

more jobs. Cooper and Hall explain: “We find that 

increasing the national minimum wage from $7.25 

to $10.10 per hour…would result in a net increase 

in economic activity of approximately $32.6 billion 

over the phase-in period, and over that period 

would generate approximately 140,000 new jobs” 

(11). This job growth would benefit unauthorized 

workers in two ways: first, they would have more 

job opportunities, and second, with more jobs 

to go around, native workers might harbor less 

resentment toward undocumented workers for 

allegedly taking all of the jobs. The latter effect may 

help quell the conservative backlash that would 

inevitably accompany the progressive immigration 

reforms that I am proposing. Thus, conservative 

concerns about the economic impacts of higher 

wages are tenuous because empirical and projec-

tive evidence points to higher wages benefitting 

businesses, the economy, and the job market.

A related benefit is that higher wages are 

correlated with improved worker autonomy and 

self-respect. A survey of Baltimore workers follow-

ing a minimum-wage increase found that over half 

of the workers “expressed a feeling of pride in their 

jobs after earning increased wages. One worker 

shared, ‘I feel like I’m working for something 

now’… [and] others mentioned gratification with 

statements like, ‘I take pride in what I do’ or ‘It 

gives me a feeling of wanting to be there; it gives a 

sense of responsibility’” (Lipp 488-489). Immigrant 

workers have little autonomy in the current system 

because, as previously discussed, they are often 

viewed as dispensable objects.

Higher wages may boost immigrant workers’ 

morale and validate their work, thus increasing 

their sense of autonomy, while the legal residency 

they would gain under my proposal would grant 

them the right to report violations. Increased au-

tonomy may prompt them to use those reporting 

rights to combat their subjugation by employers. 

Undocumented immigrants face countless adversi-

ties upon entering the United States. Crossing the 

border is dangerous and expensive; the only jobs 

available to immigrants are often exploitative; and 

the threat of deportation lurks in the shadows—

now everywhere. Meanwhile President Trump’s 

hateful rhetoric and harsh policies serve only to 

cement undocumented immigrants’ status as pari-

ahs. But as Fiss argues, we ought to eradicate the 

caste-like system that the subjugation of unautho-

rized immigrants has constructed because such a 

system damages human rights and social mobility. 

I propose an ambitious but not unrealistic plan for 

de- subjugating immigrants: first, legislators must 

scrap Trump’s mass deportation plan, de- milita-
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rize the border, and provide undocumented immi-

grants with a path to legal residency, and second, 

they must implement a higher minimum wage, 

which will economically enfranchise undocument-

ed workers and bring the United States back to the 

real roots of its founding—not as an Anglo-Saxon 

enclave, but as a pluralistic community that de-

fends the rights of everyone under its protection.   
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