Like Oil in Water:

Exploring the Narratives of an Undocumented Worker

Every year millions of immigrants come to the United States with a dream of making

their livesbetter. Many of them face ever changing immigration laws and institutional

discrimination.

society but isnot mixed into the community.

Like oil in water, the undocumented wor ker lives within the confines of
This narrative examinesthe life of one such

individual, highlighting challenges many undocumented wor ker s encounter. Sheisa young
woman with hopes of improving herself and her quality of life, while finding her self
categorized and restricted within the status of undocumented wor ker, without opportunity,

freedom, or member ship in the community.
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he gener al public's atti-
I tudes towardsimmigration
aretreated asthe Greek
Chor us speaking to the undocu-
mented workersastheir real life
tragedy unfolds. Changing im-
migration laws (Padilla, 1997)
have increased the challenges
faced by documented and un-
documented immigrants. This
article exploresthe immigration
experience as narrated by a
young, undocumented immigrant
woman. Within the interview, dif-
ferent layers of an undocumented
worker'slife unfold, exposing the
oppression and limitations that
are part of her daily existence.

Thejourney

Bienvenido a los Estados
Unidosde America [Welcometo
the United States of America] is
the title of the (1996) pamphlet
given to non-citizens entering the
U.S. Theinviting words givethe
i mpression of open arms, awarm
smile, and a friendly atmosphere.
"Wewelcome you to the United
States and we wish that your en-
tranceinto the country is easy and
without inconveniences." These

Her narrative informs and challenges

welcoming wor ds printed by the
Immigration and Naturalization
Service, the U.S. Department of
Agriculture, and the U.S. Cus-
toms Office often contradict re-
ality seen within individual lives.
Despite the economic op-
portunitiesthe U.S. provides,
many immigrants struggle to suc
ceed or adequately survive. Dis-
crimination, racism, economic
factors, and other obstacles taint
the opportunities given to immi-
grants. While these difficulties
exist, many individuals continue
immigrating, surviving, and at
times prospering. Hopes and
dreamsfor a better futureremain
as part of immigrants' storiesde-
spite the hostile environment
many of them face in this coun-

try.

Listening to one story

This article presents per -
sonal meanings behind the cur -
rent depersonalized immigration
experience. Thisjourney into the
life of an undocumented immi-
grant worker elicitsinformation,
insights, and meaning from a
usually silenced voice.



Asastudent and thein-
structor of a graduate social work
diversity cour se, the authorsar
rived at the conclusion that the
narratives of undocumented
wor kerswere missing from the
cour se readings. Classwas held
very closeto the Mexico-U.S. bor-
der, but the voices of immigrants
wer e distant. Those who make
daily attemptsto crossthe bor-
der, succeeding or failing, were
not represented in the class ma-
terial. The informant was chosen
since she was a casual acquain-
tance with one of the authors,
thusa comfort level was previ-
ously established. She was en-
thusiastic and inclined to share
her insider's per spective of the
immigration ordeal. When asked,
her response was of surprisein
that her story wasrecognizable
and important enough to be
documented and substantiated.
Her willingnessand interest in-
spired the dialogue to occur .

Specifically, the goal of
theinterview wasto uncover per-
sonal meanings behind the expert
informant'simmigration experi-
ence. Theinformant wasa 30-
year-old South American female.
Sheemigrated from her country
of originto Mexicoin 1987. Her
journey intothe U.S. began in
1992. She haslived in a large city
in Texasin the home of her em-
ployer since her immigration.
She has not been able to obtain
documentation to authorize resi-
dency in the U.S. Despite these
obstacles, she remains optimis-
tictotheoutside eye. Inside, frus-
tration colors her reality. For pur-
poses of this article shewill be
referred toasMaria Lopez, a
pseudonym she chose.

Maria's Narrative

It wasa Saturday
evening. Driving to meet Maria,
one could see magnificent man
sion-like homes, majestic yards,
and beautiful carsparked in co-
lossal driveways. The homein
which Mariaworked and lived
was no exception. Shimmering
windows from castle-like homes
lighted the dark night and led the
interviewer toMaria. Her em-
ployerswer e out for the evening,
leaving the lar ge home available
for intimate discussions and pri-
vate dialogues. - The only other
individuals present in the home
wer e sleeping children in their
upstairsbedrooms. Theinterview
took place whilethe participants
drank teain the spaciouskitchen.
The enormous house wasfilled
with the chilly air of awinter
night. Mariawaswearing a ca-
sual outfit of jeansand a sweater .
Shewas an attractive, petite
woman with modest jewelry
adorning her ears, hands, and
neck. Her demeanor wascalm
and welcoming that evening as
she spoke softly, yet purposefully.
The house remained quiet while

we discussed sensitive details of
Maria’s life.

Why did Maria, like mil-
lions of other immigrants, resettle
intheU.S.? Mariashared her
perspective: "l think it isthe same
reason everybody comes (to the
U.SJ. To make money and go
back to your country. But | don't
think that ever happens because
you are here and start making
money and get used to making
Ir_lfqone'y and living that kind of
Ife."

Maria waslessthan two
year s from finishing dentistry
school in Mexico, a profession
practiced by both her father and
brother in her country of origin.
Her parentswere helping sup-
port her while she attended a uni-
versity in Mexico until financial
troubles struck the family. Her
parents were no longer ableto
offer monetary support. "I
thought that since | am close to
America, 1 said that | will go and
make some money, then go back
to Mexico to finish my school.
That never happened!" Maria
recounts her reason for coming
tothe U.S. with humor, but dis-
appointment tinges her voice. .

Maria entered the coun-
try with atourist visa. It entitled
her toresidein theU.S. for alim
ited time until, she thought, it
would be possible to obtain a
work visa. "l thought | would
stay here maybe ayear." Five
yearslater, Maria sitsat the
kitchen table of her employer's
house reporting that | the visa)
expired and | becameillegal."

Hersisjust one of many
scenariosthat describe how
peopleimmigrateintothe U.S,,
only to be caught in the legal
battlefor citizenship rights. After
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the time limits of her restrictive
visa expired, theimmigration laws
werein effect. People establish
livesin the U.S. but without docu-

mentation permitting them tore-
main in the country, leaving them
with the option of remaining part
of the undocumented " illegal”

community. They face over-
whelming barriersand frustrating
limitations. People become
trapped, unableto free them-
selves of monumental obstacles
encountered in the.U.S.

LaPared [TheWallg]

The INS presents bur eau-
cratic wallsdifficult to climb.
Barrierssuch aslanguage skills,
lack of work experience, lack of
proper documentation, lack of re-
sour ces, and absent family sup-
port systems also create prob-
lems. They help structure glass
wallsthat keep immigrants from
prospering.

Lack of employment isa
pressing issue for many immi-
grants. Asnoted earlier, many in
dividuals enter the country with
visasthat do not permit legal
employment or extended resi-
dency. Thus, one might question
how immigrants obtain employ-
ment without proper documenta-
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tion. Mariareports. "Thereare
many ways. You can buy fake
paperson the street, you can pick
a social security number, or some

people [employers] don't care
because they don't haveto report
you on income taxes so they
would rather hire someone
cheap."

Agencies, like the employ-
ment agency Maria used, appar -
ently areless concerned with le
gal status of an employee and
mor e focused on ear ning com-
missions. Finding placementsfor
workersmay grant agencies ap-
proximately $600 to $800 for
each person employed through
them. Marianeeded employ-
ment. "l did not have experience
with any type of job. So, the easy
job tolook for was as a nanny."
Not speaking English, without
work experience, and without
proper documentation for em-
ployment, Maria's optionswere
limited. "..Beingsingleand be-
ing by myself, it ismore easy to
have this kind of job because |
don't haveto pay rent. You can
save some money!" Thisscenario
describesmany in thiscountry.

How do immigrant indi-
vidualsobtain " status' for em-
ployment and residency in the

NARRATIVES

United States? Employment
choices are limited. People do
what is necessary for survival.
Mariatells how she might gain
legal statusin thiscountry: " Get-
ting married to an American citi-
zen. You pay money. You marry
someone who will allow a fake
mar riage with you and live with
you if necessary. You pay $3,000
or $4,000 dollars." Thisoption
isareality for many undocu-
mented immigrants wanting au-
thorized documentation. " That is
the only way now. Thereisno
other way."

Feelings of powerlessness
tainted her thoughts. Her words
hinted at an optimistic viewpoint,
but her reality was painted with
pessimism and despair, replacing
her once optimistic dream. While
Mariafloatsalong therim of so-
ciety, sheisleft without a strong
sense of community or belong-
ing. Her words expressed a di-
chotomous per ception of herself:
asawoman and as an undocu-
mented immigrant. The adjective
"undocumented" obscuresthe
hopes and the dreams of the
woman.

Soy una personatambien [I'm
a person too]

Experiences have shaped
Maria’s view of the U.S. She has
experienced an ambivalent accep
tancewithin U.S. culture. The
precarious status of the undocu-
mented worker leaves her and
many other immigrantswith the
bitter taste of racism. Glances,
cruel labels, questions, and com-
ments create a community filled
with pain for many immigrant in-
dividuals.

IntheU.S. it isnot un-
common to hear theterm " illegal



LIKE OIL IN WATER

alien." Thislabel is used to de-
scribe an individual who does not
possess the required documenta-
tion to reside in this country. "Il-
legal alien” is areference that
reaches beyond legal terminol-
ogy, implying that immigrants are
foreignersin a profound sense.
Maria explained her perspective of
the term. "l feel like | am from
another planet!" Her eyebrows
areraised. A look of amazement
crosses her face. Mariafully un-
derstands the implicati ons behind
the label "illegal alien." "Undocu-
mented" is the term Maria uses
to describe herself and othersin
similar situations, asit isaterm
that refersto legal status and not
to issues of worth.

Discrimination places
li mitations on fulfilling one's po-
tential. Barriers are created which
limit success. Mariaillustrates
this relationship based on her own
experience at school:

"1 remember the first time
| went to school, | felt sad because
the first thing they asked me was
if Lwaslegal. | saidthat | don't
have my papers but |.would love
to go to school. | am going to
pay! They did not want me in the
school. They said the only op-
tion was to get continuing edu-
cation, which doesn't count if you
want to have a career. That was
akind of discrimination because
of being undocumented and not
having the social security card.”

Maria knows discrimina-
tion. "White people don't trust us
[Latinos]. If youarelLatinitis
hard for them to trust you. | can
seethat, | know." Maria describes
the ignorance seen in the atti-
tudes of many people: "they be-
lieve Latinos [in the U.S.] are un-
educated, ignorant, and all

[Latinos] do iswork their whole
lives." Mariatells of amovie, A
Walk In The Clouds, the epic story
of aLatino family. She explains
her own thoughts by reenacting
hex favorite part: "...'Because |
speak with an accent does not
mean | think with an accent, too."'
| feel that way. Because 1 don't
speak your language, doesn't
mean that | am stupid. | love that
line!" Hurt restsin her eyes.

She proved her academic
achievement in Mexico, but no
one recognizes her past achieve
ments or grants her the opportu-
nity to create her future. In the
eyes of the host society, Maria's
most important attribute is her
label as an “illegal alien.” Her
individuality isignored. Maria pays
taxes, money she will never see
since her social security card isa
counterfeit. Mariaisunfairly iso-
lated from true membership into
the community.

Me siento sola [I feel alon€]

Maria accompanies these
painful obstacles with fear. Fear
leads many undocumented immi-
grant workers into isolation.
These individuals may find them-
selves floating along the edge of
society, not fully able to partici-
pate in the community. Mariare-
counts her first monthsin this
country when she began English
classes. She recalls: "I was afraid
that Immigration would come to
theschool while 1 wasin class. |
was scared that they would put
me in avan and take metojail."
She is more aware of the laws now
that she has mastered English,
something Maria reports many
immigrants have trouble accom-
plishing.

Maria'sfears are persis-

tent. She tells of her uneasiness
in public places, particularly the
airport. When asked what she
might do if an INS official ap-
proached her, Maria shrugs her
shoulders and says: "I think they

know if you are nervous. Some-
times the way you act or look has
alot to do with it. The way you
dress, | don't know." Theimage
of oil floating in water comes to
mind. Mariamakes her lifein a
community where sheis not per-
mitted to mix.

She does not feel at home
in the U.S.; she feels alone out-
side her native country, people,
language, and culture. "| fed like
| aminajail, anicejail, butitisa
jail! ... because | cannot do some
things, go anywhere out of the
country, | can't! You havetolive
with limitations. | try to berealis-
ticand | know | don't have many
choices. | cannot go back to my
country and start alife over there.

She offers avoice that re-
lays sentiments not usually heard.
"Sometimes | am very, very lonely,
especially during Christmas and
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11 those festivities" One might
uestion Why she simply does not
eturn t0 her native country. Maria
peaksof thisissue: "My expec-
ations are different now that | am
iving in another country. The
roblem isthat | think different
rom them [those of her native
ountry]. 1 don't fit inthereand |
ton't fitin here. | don't know
Merel am going to fit!”

Uneasy laughter hides her
»ain. Her isolation isapparent.
theiswithout her family, her
ountry, her language, and her
ulture. Shedriftsthroughout the
ommunity Without experiencing
he comforts and opportunities of
thers.

VIi sueiio [My dream]

The American dream (el
uefio Americano) has a special
lace iIn American and universal
nythology. Lifeisthought to be
etter in the U.S. Thiscountry
as been idealized asthe pinnacle
f placesin which to live and
vork, asit issupposed to bethe
and of opportunity. Yet, prosper-
ty is capped for many undocu-
nented immigrants.

Mariareportsthat her sce-
ariois not uncommon. Shetells
If immigrants comingto this
ountry from their homelands
vith hope. It beginswith an opti-
aistic dream, but at timesthe
lream remainsin their native
ountry asarelic of hope. This
eality leavesindividualswith an
solated existencein the host
ountry.Maria elaborates on this
oint: "l think when young people
ome tothiscountry, they come
ecause they want to make their
fe different with a dream and
ymetimes that ispossible ... but,
>u haveto deal with (the fact]
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that you'reillegal. And that is not
theworst part. Theworst part is
that you don't speak the language
and of cour se some people learn
that language and want to keep
going and get better jobs. Some
of them have education, others
don't. You want to bedifferent.
Y ou want to help thiscountry. You
want to be part of thiscountry,
but it isalmost impossible now.
The dream isgone.”

The oppressivereality is
dried-up dreams about educa-
tion, work, and opportunities. For
many undocumented workers,
the dream they brought into the
U.S. hasfaded or has been
washed away. New immigration
laws have made entrance into the
U.S. highly selective. Establish-
ment of residency isa nearly im-
possible task. Like many people
without legal documentation,
Maria waitsto see what will hap-
pen with changing immigration
laws. Maria, like many, must re-
main stagnant until changesin
her immigration status occur.
Hopes and aspirationssurvivein
theimagination.

What isMaria'sfuture? "I
am going to stay here and many
people are going to take the same
position. | don't think they're go-
ing back to their countries. What
arethey goingtodoin their coun-
tries? They havealifehere."

Mensajede Maria [Maria's mes-
sage]

Mariawas asked to explain
what isimportant to her and what
shewould like the public toun
derstand. Her imageisthat of a
spokesperson, a dignified and in-
sightful commentator. Maria
pauses. Silence fillswith her
thoughts. Maria's message
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speaksto all who might listen.

"1 will ask them to give us
the opportunity to demonstrate
that we can make this country
better. We can contributeto
makeit better. Because, like me,
there arealot of people who want
to get an education. And if | get
an education | am going to work
and | am goingtowork in this
country. Therearealot of people
who didn't cometo this country
looking for someone to support
them or someoneto resolvetheir
problems. Just give usthe op-
portunity. Therearealot of
people who want to do theright
things here. Sometimes| think it
was a mistake [to come her €] but
1 can't go back and start all over
again. | have faith that something
is going to happen to change my
situation and everyone's situation.
And | hopeit issoon."

ThisisMaria'sstory. She
recounts her situation, her life,
her "alien" label, and her future.
"Itisreal. It ishow my lifeis."
Maria endsthe conversation with
wor ds spoken in her native lan-
guage:

"Yocreoqueapesar de
todas las cosas tan dificiles que
hetenido que pasar en éste pals,
hay cosas que me ham hecho
conocer, cosastan diferentes. 'Y
que bueno que estoy aquf, a pesar
delascircunstancias! [I think in
spite of all the very difficult things
that have happened to mein this
country, there arethingsthat |
have been ableto learn, different
things. And how great that | am
here, in spite of all of the circum-
stances!]"

Strength and optimism fill
her voice and empower her
words. Mariaexudesan inner
depth from which insight, hope,



and motivation flow. Her words
arethosethat the larger society
does not want to hear. Theindi-
vidual person isoften forgotten in
the text of laws, words of the
media, and attitudes of the gen-
eral public.

Aswe concludethisar-
ticle, Marfa'ssituation remains
unchanged. She has not been
ableto enroll in college or pur-
sue any of her other dreams. She
remainsananny in a glass castle.
Her daysare spent in a beautiful
home that keeps her safe from
the outside world while keeping
her from fulfilling her dreams.

Conclusion

Immigration into the U.S.
isan inter national issue that
needsto berevisited. Unautho
rized immigration isadaily phe-
nomenon with mass number s of
individuals sear ching to improve
their lives. The stereotype of im-
migrantslooking to abusere-
sour cesin thiscountry in hopes
of solving their problemsisa far
cry from Marfa'sexperience. Such
prejudiced attitudes have helped
creatediscriminatory laws. Asa
result, masses of undocumented
workersfloat like oil in water with-
out a chance of participating fully
in society.

Many individualsarein
direstraits, trapped in the " land
of opportunity,” powerless, with
their handstied behind their back.
Understanding the current laws
and regulations concer ning immi-
gration is of utmost importance
for social workers serving theim-
migrant community. Marfa's situ-
ation raised ethical dilemmasin
the minds of the authors. What
isour role? Should we be active
advocates or silent witnesses?

Marfa's case helped usto remem-
ber the unique individual hidden
underneath the alien label. Keep-
ing voices like Marfa's silenced
only contributesto an already
macr o-level problem.

Thisnarrative offersan
insider's per spective of the expe-
riences of an undocumented
worker. Employment islimited
dueto lack of proper documen-
tation. Immigrants experience
discrimination, frustration, fear,
and isolation. Such challenges
and limitations often leave the
American Dream unfulfilled. Gov-
ernmental restrictions, institu-
tional discrimination, and sub-
stantial challenges dampen the
once promising fulfillment of a
dream. Asseen in Marfa, many
immigrants have capabilitiesto
make great contributionsto this
country, if only the opportunities
werein reach.

Likethe great majority of
the inhabitants of thisnation, we
the authors, arethe product of the
immigration experience of our
ancestorsor of our own immigra-
tion experience. Maria'sstory
made us question our personal
and professional stand toward im-
migration. Personally, we agreed
on theartificiality of national bor-
ders. The saying " we have not
been crossing the border, the bor-
der hasbeen crossing usfor the
last two centuries' often used by
member s of Chicano familiesin
the Southwest, captures the com-
plexity of the immigration experi-
encein the borderlands. Profes-
sionally, Maria's story made us
rethink about our ethical respon-
shilitiestoward the client in front
of us. The person without labels
or adjectivesthat may justify re-
jection or passivity in our minds.

At the same time we know that
we need to work within the frame-
worksthat the law of theland pre-
sents. Contradictions may
emer ge between our professional
ethical duty and certain radical
anti-immigration laws. Aswith
many other dilemmaswe facein
our daily professional practice, we
have no smplerecipesto resolve
the problem at hand, just the abil-
ity to examine and assess case by
case and decide on theright
cour se of action. Marfa and many
other immigrantslike Marfa may
depend on that resolution to en-
hance their quality of life.
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