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Abstract

Sociological analysis was used while observing undocumented workers on Law and Order. The realistic portrayals of undocumented workers on television were supported. Using a couple of episodes of Law and Order that focused directly on undocumented workers and academic research, undocumented workers were shown to come to American for jobs at any price level for the chance at wealth for better living conditions for their families. A small population of undocumented workers is realistically portrayed in the criminal acts they were shown to perform. 
Sociological Analysis of Undocumented Workers and Their 

Realistic Portrayals in the Media


“About 5 million undocumented immigrants were residing in the United States in October 1996 and the population was estimated to be growing by about 275,000 each year” (Brownstone, 2001). Research today tells us that most undocumented workers today face many societal pressures because of the stereotypes placed on them by most Americans. According to the Constitution of the United States, “undocumented workers, as “persons”, may turn to the Constitution to secure public education for their children, to protect themselves from improper deportation or exclusion, and to protect themselves from improper detention” (Friedman, 1986). The treatment of illegal immigrants is no better today because of the images most people have been shown by a small portion of undocumented workers. “With many of the 19 hijackers involved in the terrorist bombings of September 11, 2001, being illegal workers, the debate over illegal immigration was renewed” and “in the first decade of the 21st century, illegal immigration was one of the top U.S. concerns” (Powell, 2005). The purpose of this paper is to show how undocumented workers realistically act in American society and whether they are portrayed in the same fashion on television. This paper is organized such that we begin by introducing the television show I analyzed. Secondly, the way undocumented workers really live in America will be discussed. Next, there will be an in-depth look at the television episodes that depict undocumented workers. Finally, the television episodes will be compared and contrasted with the lives of undocumented workers. 

To look into the life of undocumented workers on television, I decided to look into certain episodes of a detective series that focused on cases involving undocumented workers. The first episode I watched was Law & Order, season three: Wedded Bliss (Wolf, 1992). The second episode I watched was Law & Order, season 14: Ill-Conceived (Wolf, 2003). Each episode has different plots that will be explained later, but each episode involves a crime and a court case that involved undocumented workers in some form. The background for each episode is New York City. Each show starts out with someone committing a crime and detectives figuring out who to arrest. Next, the attorneys take over and prosecute the case and the show ends with a verdict for the defendant. 


Before the two television episodes can properly be analyzed, a realistic portrayal needs to be built for undocumented workers. Even though many people think that undocumented workers just decided they wanted to be in America, it was actually America that came up with the idea of bringing undocumented workers into the country. The United States and Mexico came to an agreement to hire Mexican workers to fill job positions that were needed in America (Brownstone, 2001). As undocumented workers came into the United States, they were mainly used as farm hands and meatpackers (Haines, 1999). America has the biggest undocumented worker population in the world. Undocumented workers come here to “escape persecution, generalized violence, or the harsh environments brought on by many years of civil war in their countries” (Haines, 1999). The reason that they decide to come to America is because of the American political, military, economic, and social influence in South and Central America (Haines, 1999). 


“Between two and three million undocumented workers currently hold full-time jobs in the United States. These persons have sought employment in the U.S. economy due to hardship in their countries of origin and prospects of better economic opportunity in America” (Friedman, 1986). With this large of a number of undocumented workers and also the large amount that crosses the boarder every year, the lives of undocumented workers are not getting any better in America. The first problem is over saturation of the job market for undocumented workers. “When more undocumented workers enter the country, some of the new migrants enter the already migrant-dominated secondary submarkets. This lowers migrant wages” (Carter, 2005). This decrease of wages for undocumented workers hurts them when they try and find homes.  The increase population could cause “increased competition for low-cost housing which is likely to result in crowding, sporadic homelessness, increased movement among different forms of temporary housing, and short-term and perverse housing strategies” (Haines, 1999). On the other hand, as undocumented workers spend more time in the American job market, statistics show that they gain more skill in the jobs they perform (Tienda & Singer, 1995). 


As a majority, most undocumented workers are just looking for a way to make a living. Unfortunately, only a very miniscule amount of undocumented workers create the stereotypical criminal. As more undocumented workers came from Mexico, the Justice Department of the United States was able to link an increase in drug trafficking to the rise in illegal immigration (Miller & Miller, 1996). These problems caused the government to start tightening up the boarders and create more legislation against undocumented workers. “With respect to “restriction,” it was proposed that the hiring of undocumented workers be considered illegal and that employers be sanctioned with fines of $1,000 per undocumented worker” (Sullivan, 1981). Even though strict regulations have been placed on undocumented workers over the years, many people still want them to be welcomed in America. “Undocumented workers do the jobs that citizens often eschew. They do difficult and disagreeable work at low wages” (Dwyer, 2004). Because undocumented workers are willing to do the jobs most people do not want to do, advocates for loose boarders believe that we should provide public health care to all undocumented workers (Dwyer, 2004). 

In the episode Law & Order: Wedded Bliss (Wolf, 1992), a young undocumented female is found in the river with her hands handcuffed behind her back and her feet covered in cement. This leads the show into an investigation of illegal sweatshops and an undocumented serial killer. During the length of the investigation, the detectives have to talk to many Hispanic people to try to identify the dead girl. The problem that arises with these interviews is that the detectives did not treat the people with respect. The Hispanic community did not cooperate because of these tactics. Everyone in the community would not talk to the detectives and would protect their own family members. Of course, a lot of illegal activity was involved with this episode because every person in the community was undocumented. Except for the murderer, every other undocumented worker talks about having to live in the slums of New York City in order to save enough money to either give their families a good life back in their native country or to bring their families to New York City. This shows us that a lot of the undocumented workers were willing to work extremely hard in order to build up their dreams. On the other side of the sweatshops are the white owners. The owners say they think of the workers as their own family members, but the workers can and sometimes are replaced daily. The owners in this episode push the undocumented workers extremely hard to make a big profit on their business. The pushing would include enforcing each worker to fulfill a certain quota daily in order to be paid the minuscule amount that they receive. If a worker does not cooperate, the owners see them as disposable and will replace anyone who is insubordinate. The murderer in this episode is also an undocumented worker. He sets the stereotype for the undocumented worker because he is involved with killing a lot of people and also selling drugs to prosper and achieve his wealth. In the end of this episode, the jury convicts the murderer.


The second episode analyzed was Law & Order: Ill-Conceived (Wolf, 2003). In this episode, the undocumented workers are treated better than in the pervious episode, but they are still worked relatively hard as in the other undocumented workers in the pervious episode. The crime committed in this episode is the murder of the white boss of the undocumented workers. This episode spends a good amount of time with the actual workers and listening to their opinions. At the beginning of the show, the workers say they feel like they have to be American if they are not to be caught by immigration police. Once the murder of the boss is discovered, the police find out that another undocumented worker from a delivery company was caught on video entering the factory. The investigation leads to the discovery of a surrogate mother agreement where the mother, an undocumented worker, decided not to give up the baby to her boss. When the mother and the murderer, are investigated, we discover that they wish to live a life of prosperity as a family but are unable to. Because they are undocumented workers, the couple is unable to be married legally and receive a marriage license. Also, the murderer shows high moral value in his family when the police threaten to arrest his “wife” and send the child to foster care but the murderer confesses to save them. In the end of this episode, the murderer is convicted to 15 years and will get deported after he gets out. They never tell us what happens to the female undocumented worker or the baby. 


When comparing the academic research verse the analysis of the two Law & Order episodes, you can see that the research supports the portrayals of undocumented workers in television. Undocumented workers come to America to create better lives for themselves and this is shown in the television episodes. Unfortunately, every type of ethnicity has its bad characters and undocumented workers from any country are no exception. This leads to the stereotypes that cause people not to like undocumented workers and those people expect to see those workers as drug dealers and criminals. If undocumented workers took the time to apply for citizenship, these stereotypes would not be as big a problem as they currently are. Unfortunately, “recent changes in immigration laws have increased application fees, making it more difficult for undocumented workers to become legalized” (Haines, 1999). Another way to break away from the stereotype is to obtain higher-end jobs. “Legalized immigrants are apt to move out of meatpacking into more stable and less dangerous and debilitating work” (Haines, 1999). Since undocumented workers are represented pretty accurately in television, the developers appear to have done appropriate research for their television series. The only negative aspect of their research is that every undocumented worker in each show watched was Hispanic. Other countries also have undocumented workers who migrate to the United States. Undocumented workers come from Poland, Ireland, India, China, and Korea (Haines, 1999). 

After researching and analyzing undocumented workers both in academic resources and in television shows, I have seen that undocumented workers are stereotyped negatively because of the few people that insist on committing crimes. In Law & Order, the producers and developers at least took the time to realistically portray undocumented workers. They realized that undocumented workers are just like everyone else. These illegal immigrants want to be prosperous, safe, and healthy just like any American would fight for. Hopefully, as more people become educated on the topic of undocumented workers they will be more sentimental to the idea of welcoming migrating people into our country to give them the chance to lead a good life in America. While writing my paper I realize that there are a few limitations on my study. The first problem is that I only picked 12 different episodes to watch. Out of those 12, only two episodes dealt with undocumented workers. If every Law & Order episode was watched and taken into account for treatment of undocumented workers, there would be no doubt about the realistic portrayals of undocumented workers. In the future, research on undocumented workers could be extended to include many other areas of debate. In-depth research on inclusion of non-Hispanic undocumented workers in illegal immigration would give television shows a more realistic aspect to show Americans. Another area for television producers to be interested in is the social and economical impacts that undocumented workers have on societies in the United States of America. 
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