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Did you know that more than one in five legal immigrants settle in California, and 
that the 355,600 immigrants who landed there and in New York in 1996 represented 39 
percent of the U.S. immigration? In her book, “Nickel and Dimed,” Barbara Ehrenreich 
sheds her real life as a middle-class writer and social commentator to spend three 
months attempting to feed, shelter and clothe herself on a near-minimum wage salary. 
She speculates in the book regarding the disempowerment to which the "working poor" 
must deal with everyday and the drug testing they must fulfill in order to acquire a full-
time job in America. Ehrenreich states that, “There are no secret economies that nourish 
the poor; on the contrary, there are a host of special costs. If you can’t put up the two 
months’ rent you need to secure an apartment, you end up paying through the nose for a 
room by the week. If you have only a room, with a hot plate at best, you can’t save by 
cooking up huge lentil stews that can be frozen for the week ahead…..(27)”. The author 
exerts these different themes to create an illustration into the pain and suffering of a 
large number of U.S. immigrants who work for small amounts of money to obtain few 
benefits. Ehrenreich purpose on the use of immigration is primarily depicted to give us a 
clear understanding on the problems that is unprecedented in human history today. She 
presents her ideology in a phase where we are undergoing a huge insurgence of 
immigrants into the U.S. economy today. Though the problems of immigration have 
significantly increased these past few years, Ehrenreich use on immigration is primary 
constructed to conflict how all immigrants portrayed in her book are criminals to society; 
her view on immigration raises three separate questions to President Bush current 
debate on immigration reform – what does it mean to have a economic needs, the 
economical cost to secure the border by catching those who enter illegally, and the 
debate upon whether economics should decide upon human wants and human needs 
today.


So the question arises: should we, as Americans allow immigrants to settle in our 
country today? In today’s hard working civilization, we, Americans apprehend that most 
immigrants do not take American jobs very seriously because of there inability to speak 
English in our working economy today. Though most Americans view immigrants as 
‘worthless’ citizens to America, many of us need to realize that the effect of all 
immigration on low-skilled workers is very likely more positive than negative. Many of 
these immigrants who had entered our country illegally bring skills, capital, and 
entrepreneurship to our economical society today. An example is in the book, “Nickel 
and Dimed.” When Ehrenreich worked as a waitress in Key West, Florida, she realizes 
that one low wage job is insufficient to cover the daily expenses, such as, housing, food, 
and transportation, that most people will need to have in our country today. When 
Ehrenreich tries to hold two low-paid jobs in one day, she realizes that she is unable to 
meet the demands of two jobs, thus walking away from both her jobs full of exhaustion 
and emotional stability. This example is a great illustration of what U.S. immigrants are 
currently facing in our economy today. It’s not American citizens who work and suffer for 
these low-wage jobs daily, but rather immigrants residing in our country in hopes that 
one day they, too, could live affluent and exotic lifestyles like other Americans are living 
out today. That is why allowing illegal immigrants to enter our country may be beneficial 
not because of the time they put into low-wage jobs, but because of their willingness to 
work in these low-wage jobs, like Wal-Mart, supermarkets, and/or other fast-food joints, 
that most Americans would not want to work in our inflated society today. Though 
majority of the immigrants will easily find a job in our country, many of them will still end 
up having far below minimum wage salary from what other immigrants are currently 
earning today. Ehrenreich states that, “In the larger society, too, the cost of repression 
becomes another factor weighing against the expansion or restoration of needed 
services. It is a tragic cycle, condemning us to ever deeper inequality, and in the long 
run, almost no one benefits but the agents of repression themselves (213).” She 
presents her theory as a cycle where majority of the immigrants will never get out of 
poverty-level wages, and that most immigrants, in America are just earning money and 
later spending it on goods that are unnecessary for them to live out their lives as a true 
American citizens today. The author outright states that, “Humans are, of course, vastly 
more complicated; even in situations of extreme subordination, we can pump up our self-
esteem with thoughts of our families, our religion, and our hopes for the future. But as 
much as any other social animal, and more so than many, we depend for our self-image 
on the humans immediately around us- - to point of altering our perceptions of the world 
so as to fit in with theirs (211).” Ehrenreich implies that immigrants are not robots, but 
rather economical actors who act out their lives everyday just too see another day the 
next. The author knows that someone has to do the dirty work in America, and that 
immigrants are the only one, who we know of, is willing to work in these popular low-
wage jobs today. Though most of us believe that immigrants come into America for 
freedom and opportunity, we, Americans still need to realize that immigrants have 
played a significant role in our 21st century today – from working in low-wage jobs to 
boosting our US economy, they are the ones that make us, as a country stronger and 
powerful today.

Aside from what immigrants can offer for our country, President Bush recent 
debate that immigration strains the resources needed for law enforcement and 
emergency services may be in fact true; however, he need to realize that the “poorest” 
Americans should not be addressed by penalizing even poorer immigrants who live in 
our country today. Instead of punishing the immigrants who reside in our country, 
President Bush should rather promote policies, such as improving our own educational 
system that enables Americans to be more productive with high-wage skills. Rather than 
offer a genuinely workable solution to the nation's immigration problems, President Bush 
sought to pacify a wide range of restive political constituencies that is likely to end up 
satisfying no one but him. During his Arizona speech on May 15, 2006, President Bush 
believes that increasing the amount of guards that patrols our boarder is the most 
effective way to prevent criminals, drug dealers, and terrorist from entering our country 
today. He states that, “This is a basic responsibility of a sovereign nation, and that it is 
also an urgent requirement of our national security.” Though increasing the number of 
agents is important, President Bush need to realize that it alone still won’t solve the 
problems with the way how immigrants are crossing our boarder today. In the last 
decade, it is known that the US has tripled the number of Border Patrol; however, 
researchers believe that the immigration has still doubled in size, the death rate has still 
tripled and the per-apprehension cost has still increased by nearly 500% (Boyd). With 
the increase of immigrants entering our country today, President Bush needs to be 
aware that our country is in need of comprehensive reform, not enforcement-only. 
President Bush claims that the federal government is improving worksite enforcement is 
also simply not true. In 2003, it is known that 443 illegal immigrants were arrested at 
their worksites out of a working population of more than 6 million (Boyd). Apprehending 
all illegal workers to our country would cost well over $100 billion. The Presidents 
promise to construct “physical barriers to entry” to keep illegal immigrants out is also an 
impractical plan for us to trust in. While the recently-constructed 14-mile fence near San 
Diego has contributed to a drop in illegal immigration there, illegal immigration in the 
perilous deserts of nearby Arizona has actually tripled at the same time, suggesting that 
such fences merely shift immigration to more dangerous areas rather than slow it down 
(Boyd). His claim to return every illegal entrant caught crossing the border is also 
ineffective and inferior. The interior repatriation program, whereby migrants are flown to 
locations within Mexico rather than released near border towns, did not reduce re-entry 
rates significantly. It rather was so expensive that government officials acknowledged 
the need to cut costs by at least 60% before continuing it. President Bush states that 
“We, Americans consider Mexico as a good friend, and that what is being considered is 
not militarization of the border but support of Border Patrol capabilities on a temporary 
basis by National Guard personnel.” Though President Bush may see Mexico as a good 
friend, I believe that he was rather trying to make a political move that will only further 
strain units already stretched by duty in Iraq without solving the underlying problem of 
illegal immigration. He states that, “We have apprehended and sent home about 6 
million people entering America illegally.” However, he didn't say how many of those 6 
million were repeats. Maybe a truthful figure would be 1 million people deported six 
times. After all, the number of illegal immigrants in the United States increased by 5 
million since Bush became president. President Bush states that, "To secure the border 
effectively we must reduce the numbers of people trying to sneak across." However, 
that's nearly impossible. The Pew Hispanic Center reports that 46 percent of the 
population of Mexico would like to live in the United States, and 20 percent would come 
illegally if they could (Schlafly). Bush proposal to give U.S. jobs to foreigners so they can 
rise "from a life of low-paying jobs to a diploma, a career, and a home of their own" is 
also unrealistic. If you really think that he is true on that, then why does he not show any 
compassion for the millions of American high school dropouts who need entry-level jobs 
so they can start building a life of their own too. President Bush states that, "Businesses 
often cannot verify the legal status of their employees." On the contrary, the technology 
we have in America is already in place for employers to verify legality of Social Security 
numbers, but only a tiny percentage of employers voluntarily do this, and Bush didn't say 
anything about making this practice mandatory (Schlafly). Although these may be great 
practical ways to prevent immigrants from crossing our boarder, President Bush speech 
given in Tucson, Arizona fell far short to outline a comprehensive immigration reform 
plan that will actually solve the crisis on our southern border and fix a broken 
immigration system our country is currently dealing with today. 
During a presentation speech given on June 1, 2006, UC Irvine social science 
professor David Neumark, who earned his Ph. D from Harvard, believes that the 
increase in minimum wage on immigrants will actually give more money to low-income 
families and decreases poverty. He outlines that such increase to minimum wage reduce 
the demand for low-skilled workers, thus decreasing the jobs available to them and 
ultimately hurting those whom the government seeks to help. He states that, “If you think 
about firms that have some choice about how to produce things [by using low-skilled or 
high-skilled labor], when you make whatever you’re talking about more expensive, they 
are going to use less of it. If you raise the price of low-skilled labor, they are going to 
substitute away from the low-skilled input toward other inputs.” Neumark implies that 
when something becomes more expensive, like gasoline and cigarettes, people use less 
of it. He said that many fast-food restaurants have already started to cut down on hiring 
low-skilled immigrant workers by doing things like having customers get their own drinks. 
Neumark believes that minimum wage seems to most benefit low-wage workers who are 
teenagers from high-income families than adult heads of low-income households. The 
professor means that when the minimum wage is raised and employers cut back on 
labor, adults are the ones who are most likely to lose their jobs. Keith Finaly, who is a 
student of Neumark, states that “We need to consider alternative approaches because it 
seems to be that minimum wage is maybe not the most effective way for illegal 
immigrants to settle into our country.” Though the professor believes that minimum wage 
brings negative effect to our country, his presentation given at UCI clearly outlines that 
economics is something that should not decide upon whether immigration should be 
allowed or not be allowed in our country today.
In closing, I would like to reiterate the fact that immigration does in fact benefit 
our country more than hurting it. President Bush beliefs to not allow immigrants into our 
country is a form of discrimination - since we all know that US immigration policy does 
not discriminate based on race, religion, creed and color. His belief that immigration may 
bring more criminals into our country is in fact true; however, the rewards and 
advantages outlined throughout my research clearly outweigh all the negative aspects to 
immigration reform. Ehrenreich argument that immigrants will benefit our economy is 
really unquestionable to what makes our country more powerful today. If America didn’t 
have illegal immigrants in our country, then who will do the dirty work for us? It’s only a 
matter of time that President Bush will decide upon what our future holds today.
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