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Undocumented individuals make up one in four of the United States’ immigrant 

population, yet their stories are frequently left untold due to their fears of facing legal retribution 

if they publicly disclose their immigration status. However, their silence permits others to control 

their narrative and characterize them as dishonest and violent. In 2018, then US President Donald 

Trump labeled undocumented immigrants as “animals” and “sadistic criminals.”1 This type of 

language both dehumanizes and criminalizes a population which has few opportunities to defend 

itself. Due to her protected DACA status journalist Karla Cornejo Villavicencio was able to 

publish The Undocumented Americans in 2020, contributing a narrative about her own and 

others’ experiences living in the United States without legal documentation to the limited body 

of work written by undocumented authors. Her memoir combats the harmful rhetoric which 

characterizes undocumented immigrants as a criminal monolith by divulging stories which 

present them as ordinary people with families, jobs, and struggles. She uses descriptions of 

undocumented immigrants’ bodies to humanize them and inspire empathy within the reader. Her 

work is especially critical as it begins to fill the void left by the suppression of undocumented 

voices and thus act as a mode of activism against the immigration system which dehumanizes, 

criminalizes, and silences them.  

In “Felons Not Families: US Immigration Policies and the Construction of an American 

Underclass” Kathryn Stevenson argues that United States society labels undocumented 

immigrants as either “felons” or “families.”2 She argues that members of pro-immigration 

movements depict undocumented immigrants as responsible parents seeking to provide safety 

 
1 Gregory Korte and Alan Gomez, “Trump Ramps up Rhetoric on Undocumented Immigrants: ‘These Aren’t 
People. These Are Animals.,’” USA TODAY, accessed April 29, 2021, 
https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/politics/2018/05/16/trump-immigrants-animals-mexico-democrats-sanctuary-
cities/617252002/. 
2 Stevenson, “‘Felons, Not Families’: U.S. Immigration Policies and the Construction of an American Underclass,” 
Pacific Coast Philology 53, no. 2 (2018): 155, https://doi.org/10.5325/pacicoasphil.53.2.0155. 
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and wellbeing for their children whereas members of anti-immigration movements depict 

undocumented immigrants as threatening gang-members intent on destroying the lives of citizen-

families. Stevenson argues, however, that since the very existence of undocumented peoples is 

criminalized, the narrative that all undocumented immigrants fall into one of these two categories 

vilifies almost all undocumented people. Additionally, this narrative both creates and perpetuates 

an “American underclass that is, moreover, a racial caste system” by removing access and 

opportunities from the children of undocumented people due to their parents’ immigration 

status.3 She explains that reality is much more nuanced than these simple stereotypes, and 

oftentimes undocumented individuals must perform actions which are technically illegal, such as 

driving without a license or lying about one’s social security number, in order to provide for their 

children. In conclusion, she argues that the “felons not families” narrative dehumanizes the 

undocumented population by insinuating that they are all criminals by their very presence in the 

country.  

Similarly, Inés Valdez points to the US immigration enforcement system as an oppressive 

institution which criminalizes undocumented individuals in “Punishment, Race, and the 

Organization of U.S. Immigration Exclusion.”4 She expresses that since the United States does 

not have a widely available path to citizenship for undocumented individuals and legislation 

surrounding illegal immigration mostly focuses on detention and deportation, undocumented 

immigrants are forced to live in a state of constant fear of punitive action. Furthermore, she 

argues that most government intervention related to undocumented individuals derives from the 

discourse which casts undocumented individuals as “threatening racialized Latina/o/ Criminal 

 
3 Stevenson. 
4 Inés Valdez, “Punishment, Race, and the Organization of U.S. Immigration Exclusion,” Political Research 
Quarterly 69, no. 4 (2016): 640–54. 
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Alien[s].”5 She also comments that many undocumented people work for American corporations 

or serve in the military, yet they must still live in fear of detention or deportation. Additionally, 

the immigration enforcement system allows for the exploitation of undocumented workers. Since 

they are continually at risk of deportation if their status is discovered, they cannot contest 

dangerous working conditions or subminimum wage pay. Additionally, the US attracts 

undocumented individuals to the military by promising citizenship to them or their family 

members if they enlist. Valdez argues that the United States ultimately benefits from 

criminalizing undocumented immigrants as it allows US corporations and the military to exploit 

their labor. 

In “Counterdocuments Undocumented Youth Activists, Documentary Media, and the 

Politics of Visibility” Rebecca Schreiber coins the term “counterdocumentation” to refer to 

media created by undocumented individuals to assert their belonging and challenge the US’s 

practice of establishing documentation as the sole right to national inclusion.6 Schreiber 

primarily uses this term to refer to a movement of undocumented teen activists who confronted 

the US government’s exclusionary immigration enforcement tactics by creating online videos in 

the early 2010s. However, her overarching argument in favor of counterdocuments highlights the 

significance of Cornejo Villavicencio’s memoir as a voice for the undocumented within a 

national context where simply sharing one’s existence as an undocumented person is a rebellious 

act.  Schreiber conveys that undocumented individuals merely drawing attention to their 

existence publicly is an act of defiance and activism.  

 
5 Valdez. 
6 REBECCA M. SCHREIBER, “Counterdocuments: Undocumented Youth Activists, Documentary Media, and the 
Politics of Visibility,” in Remaking Reality, ed. Sara Blair, Joseph B. Entin, and Franny Nudelman, U.S. 
Documentary Culture after 1945 (University of North Carolina Press, 2018), 172–91, 
https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.5149/9781469638713_blair.12. 
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 Laura Corrunker also emphasized the importance of visibility as an activism tool for 

undocumented immigrants in “Coming Out of the Shadows.” She describes how a group of 

undocumented activists in Michigan decided to “come out of the shadows” by publicly declaring 

their undocumented status in order to protest the unique challenges faced by undocumented 

individuals.7 They risked potentially being deported in order to increase their visibility, take 

control of their own political agency, and be a voice against anti-immigration legislation. She 

stresses that “the transition from forced invisibility to an overt declaration of their undocumented 

status serves to replace fear, shame, and isolation with power, pride, and public support.”8 

Likewise The Undocumented Americans serves as an activism tool as Cornejo Villavicencio 

made the risk of publicly disclosing her own immigration status in order to shed light on the 

experiences of the undocumented population in the United States. While Cornejo Villavicencio 

is currently protected by DACA, that legislation holds a somewhat uncertain political future. 

Corrunker’s article expresses why pieces which draw attention to the experiences of 

undocumented individuals such as Cornejo Villavicencio’s memoir could be influential as a tool 

to protest the government’s treatment of undocumented individuals.  

In order to resist the negative stereotypes surrounding the lives of the undocumented, 

Marta Caminero-Santangelo stresses the importance of “testimonio” in “Documenting the 

Undocumented: Life Narratives of Unauthorized Immigrants.” The practice of testimonio is of 

Latin American origin and consists of the sharing of personal accounts to bring attention to 

“situation[s] of grave humanitarian crisis.”9 Testimonio uses empathy to cause the reader to feel 

 
7 Laura Corrunker, “‘Coming Out of the Shadows’: DREAM Act Activism in the Context of Global Anti-
Deportation Activism,” Indiana Journal of Global Legal Studies 19, no. 1 (2012): 143–68, 
https://doi.org/10.2979/indjglolegstu.19.1.143. 
8 Corrunker. 
9 Marta Caminero-Santangelo, “Documenting the Undocumented: Life Narratives of Unauthorized Immigrants,” 
Biography 35, no. 3 (2012): 449–71, https://doi.org/10.1353/bio.2012.0040. 



 Bailey 5 

a sense of moral accountability for the struggles of the narrator. However, Caminero-Santangelo 

explains that since undocumented immigrants are seen as criminals, eliciting empathy via 

testimonio can be more difficult. She discusses an “ethics of recognition” often employed in 

literature discussing oppressed groups which “asks readers or listeners to recognize the humanity 

of the speaker (or narrator) as a first step in asserting rights claims [and] is fundamentally a call 

to empathy.”10 She argues that when the “ethics of recognition” cannot occur because 

undocumented individuals cannot share the stories which humanize them, their population is 

excluded from the national imagination of who constitutes the country’s population. They are at 

risk of not being thought of as possessing the right to human rights which are often subliminally 

associated with national belonging.  

Caminero-Santangelo then claims that by recounting stories which emphasize their 

bodies, undocumented immigrants can emphasize their “common humanity and … American 

belonging” and consequently assert their personhood.11 Further, Caminero-Santangelo argues 

that the readers’ recognition of the pain imposed upon the body of the narrator requires them to 

then recognize the narrator as a person deserving of protection from pain. Descriptions of human 

bodies remind the reader that the narrator is human and thus entitled to human rights. 

 In The Undocumented Americans Cornejo Villavicencio describes how an undocumented 

woman named Paloma who worked at the cleanup of Ground Zero in the wake of 9/11 now 

suffers from breast cancer and other illnesses in order to both humanize her and portray her as an 

American who was just as impacted by 9/11 as documented, white New Yorkers. Cornejo 

Villavicencio writes about the impacts of 9/11 on undocumented immigrants in order to 

emphasize the sacrifices that undocumented individuals have made for the US: “if you were 

 
10 Caminero-Santangelo. 
11 Caminero-Santangelo. 
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white, 9/11 happened to you personally, with blunt and scalding force [but] because the 

antithesis of an American is an immigrant… we could not be victims in the public eye.”12 Yet 

she debunks this notion that undocumented people did not suffer and grieve as a consequence of 

the terrorist attacks by describing the immense toll working at Ground Zero took on Paloma’s 

life. For example, she describes how “Paloma gets short of breath and struggles to talk on 

account of her ruined lungs.”13  Despite the conception that Paloma is not a true American due to 

her undocumented status Cornejo Villavicencio highlights the bodily impacts of sacrifices on 

behalf of the country, painting her as even a patriotic figure. This narrative echoes the practice of 

testimonio which Caminero-Santangelo described as Cornejo Villavicencio’s words call the 

reader to empathize with the pain Paloma has suffered and thus engage in an “ethics of 

recognition” in which the reader realizes Paloma’s humanity.  

 Many undocumented individuals work in the housekeeping industry, and Cornejo 

Villavicencio describes the experiences of undocumented women in Miami who work in 

housekeeping to articulate how the US benefits from the labor of undocumented people while 

still forcing them to live with the constant and traumatic fear of deportation. She describes how 

many housekeepers must endure sexual harassment, subminimum wages, and abuse, and yet are 

still silenced by the threat of their employers calling immigration enforcement to deport them. 

She also describes the physical toll housekeeping takes on undocumented women to once again 

demonstrate the physical toll undocumented life exerts on individuals: “Housekeepers are 

exposed to so many temperature fluctuations between rooms, between jobs, between industrial 

freezers and industrial ovens, that some of them have facial paralysis… Housekeepers suffer 

 
12 Karla Cornejo Villavicencio, The Undocumented Americans (One World, 2020). 
13 Cornejo Villavicencio. 
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from migraines, from rashes.”14 Their work impacts their health and yet many must still face 

abusive working conditions and few have insurance. Worst of all, their employers benefit from 

their undocumented status as the undocumented individuals cannot then advocate for themselves.  

 Cornejo Villavicencio also discusses the physical toll the trauma of being taken from 

one’s parents wreaks on undocumented youth to further emphasize the victimhood and humanity 

of undocumented children. She writes that “researchers have shown that the flooding of stress 

hormones resulting from a traumatic separation from your parents at a young age kills off so 

many dendrites and neurons in the brain that it results in permanent… changes.”15 This 

description of the impacts of separation of migrant children from their parents emphasizes how 

undocumented children are victims of the US immigration enforcement system. This narrative 

further calls the reader to sympathize with the plight of undocumented children.  

She continues by describing her own negatively impacted mental health during her 

childhood due to the trauma of living under the constant threat of deportation: “I felt like a 

hologram. Nothing felt safe. I didn’t allow myself to feel joy because I was scared to attach 

myself to anything I’d have to let go of. Being deportable means, you have to be ready to go at 

any moment, ready to go with nothing but the clothes on your body.”16 Her use of the word 

“hologram” to describe herself speaks to the fact that her lack of documentation influenced her to 

not feel real. Specifically, a hologram is a projected image which does not take up physical space 

which implies that Cornejo Villavicencio’s trauma resulted in her feeling as though she was just 

an image without a physical body. Further, she describes how she lived in a state of uncertainty 

as a child which led her to be unable to connect with her surroundings because of her fear of 

 
14 Cornejo Villavicencio. 
15 Cornejo Villavicencio. 
16 Cornejo Villavicencio. 
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having to leave her life behind. The recounting of these feeling of fear and doubt operate as a 

form of activism as they allow the reader to see an undocumented immigrant not as a 

threatening, faceless criminal but as a frightened child. Cornejo Villavicencio takes control of the 

narrative surrounding undocumented immigrants by offering her own voice and calling the 

reader to empathy.  

Ultimately, Cornejo Villavicencio’s memoir is a critical piece of activist work which 

protests the US immigration enforcement system by forcing her readers to confront the issues 

which impact undocumented individuals. She utilizes descriptions of the physical tolls on the 

bodies of undocumented individuals to portray them as victims of an exploitative system which 

relies on the labor of undocumented people while forcing them to suffer terrible working 

conditions and the ever present fear of deportation.  
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