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Impacts of Terrorist Attacks on U.S. Immigrants

“With her dark eyes and hair and olive skin, software sales manager Nita Sanil feels as if all eyes have been on her since the Sept. 11 terrorist attacks” (Kong 1).  She is one among many immigrants in the United States currently being viewed by mainstream American society as more than an unwelcome problem.  The calamitous attacks against the United States on September 11 have left immigrants with not only a less accepting mainstream American society, but also with dramatic changes to the economic and political aspects of their lives, perhaps for years to come, due to the government’s stringent changes to immigration policies.

Immigrants and refugees from every continent come to the United States for many different reasons, but with the same objective of seeking freedom.  Immigrants arrive with hopes of a higher standard of living.  Some are educated professionals coming from overcrowded nations; others come from poor developing countries.  On the other hand, refugees come to escape persecution because of their religious or political beliefs.  Although, according to Leonard Dinnerstein, “In all of American history, less than 10 percent of immigrants have come for political or religious reasons” (II).  Many leave their war-torn or politically oppressive countries with hopes of one day reuniting with their loved ones.  Some of these people, whether refugees or immigrants, become U.S. citizens while others stay only temporarily.

After immigrants and refugees arrive in the Unites States, they have to deal with the reality of adjusting to a new culture, which is never without trials and tribulations.  “Acculturation is a broad term that refers to cultural change that occurs as a result of continuous, firsthand contact between two distinct cultural groups” (“Improving” 18).  When the immigrant’s culture is different to the one already established in the community, the immigrant is often criticized.  Yet, because of economic reasons, Americans have always been compelled to employ immigrants in low paying and unskilled positions in the workforce (25).  “Some immigrants, however, may find themselves facing hostile or less-than-accepting attitudes from some U.S. citizens” (26).  Being accepted by mainstream American society can be a negative experience for immigrants finding themselves easy targets for frustrated and angry disenfranchised Americans.  “They [immigrants] are often treated with disdain until they assimilate—that is, adopt the mainstream American culture established by earlier immigrants” (Dinnerstein II).

In all likelihood, the terrorist attacks on September 11 will result in an overhauling of the Immigration and Naturalization Service.  “We have known for a long time that we have an immigration problem here that is being taken advantage of by terrorists,” said Sen. Jon Kyl (R-Ariz.).  “The reality is, we have never paid as much attention to that as we should” (qtd. in Hook, Kraul, and Brownstein).  Some people consider extreme the fact that Mexicans cross the border without documents looking for work in order to provide for their families.  But as Ricardo Pimentel points out, “The problem with national crisis, however, is that the extreme can often become the norm if we’re not careful.  In our haste to wage war, let’s make certain we know just who the enemy is” (“Fear” 20).  Hopefully, tighter immigration laws will only affect those people that come to this country looking to destroy the democracy and the principles that the United States stands for.

The United States government is operating under the assumption that the terrorist attacks were committed by Muslim extremists.  Consequently, immigrants from the Middle East, primarily, are feeling a hostile response from some Americans.  “In the weeks since [the attacks], mosques have been defaced, businesses have been vandalized and many South Asians, Muslim or not, have been attacked” (“NPR”).  Numerous children of Middle Eastern descent have also been harassed and bullied at school by their peers.  The President of the United States has made great efforts to remind Americans to be tolerant of those from different backgrounds.  As Rick Swartz, a political consultant, points out, “The Bush folks have been masterful at guarding against a backlash against immigrants in general and Arabs in particular” (qtd. in Lester 2).  But even so, some innocent immigrants are still feeling insecure in a country known for its freedom.


Unfortunately, the recent terrorist attacks have also contributed to the economic downturn and declining demand for foreign labor.  “Soledad Garcia, who until a few weeks ago had cleaned rooms at a beach hotel, said that she lives with eight other immigrants, all of whom also have just been dismissed” (Sanchez A04).  “Robust immigration is crucial for sectors of the economy like the service industries and agriculture” (Lester 2).  But because the nation’s service and tourism industries are feeling the economic fallout, there has been a tremendous layoff leaving many immigrant workers unemployed (Sanchez A04).  The Hotel and Restaurant International Employees Union “[ . . . ] estimates that nearly 100,000 of its members -- most of whom are low-wage immigrant workers –- have either lost their jobs or had their hours cut in recent weeks.  And they say no change in that trend is in sight” (A04).

Furthermore, the suspects in the September 11 terrorist attacks, who most likely had visas to enter the United States, have also altered the politics of immigration.  According to Will Lester, “Last month’s [September 11, 2001] terrorist attacks abruptly halted the political debate over proposals to legalize millions of undocumented immigrants and brought calls in Congress for tougher immigration rules” (1).  Immigration reform is at a standstill; the focus now is on how to identify, detain, and deport those who are thought to be a threat to the United States.  But as Ricardo Pimentel says, “I’d only ask that a hunt for terrorists not become a witch hunt for all immigrants” (“Border” 02). 

U.S. officials are introducing new immigration measures to secure the nation and its people, although some proposals have a distinctive discriminatory approach.  Arizona’s Republican Senator Jon Kyl and California’s Democratic Senator Dianne Feinstein have proposed that immigrants carry a biometric smart visa card that would contain fingerprints and other personal information (Robb 2).  Others, like “Larry Ellison, chief executive for software company Oracle Corporation, proposed creating national identity cards that would be required for immigrants [sic] but voluntary for U.S. citizens” (Kong 2).  As one immigrant says, “They are encompassing the whole immigrant community as if we are all bad” (2). “Effective enforcement of our immigration laws requires a national identity card.  Otherwise, the effort bogs down in practical questions about who has to have and produce what ID under what circumstances, with the stench of discrimination hovering over the decision” (Robb 2).    

Another proposal, developed by White House spokesman Ari Fleischer and Secretary of State Colin Powell, is to grant amnesty to illegal immigrants (McQuillan 6A).  Before the terrorist attacks, “Bush’s goal was to fill job shortages in low-paying segments of the workforce by granting permanent legal status to illegal immigrants living in the United States who hold jobs, pay taxes, and have no criminal record” (6A).  But after the horrific September 11 attacks, the focus is on the war on terrorism, although according to George Gedda, an Associated Press writer, “During a visit to Mexico on Saturday [November 17, 2001], they [Senate Majority Leader Tom Daschle and House Minority Leader Dick Gephardt] said they plan to push ahead with immigration reform” (“U.S.”).  But President “Bush did not embrace the timetable [ . . . ]” (“Terror”). 

By all indications, the United States government is concerned about future terrorist attacks as officials are working towards tighter immigration controls.  “The Justice Department moved Wednesday [October 31, 2001] to crack down on foreigners with suspected terrorist ties, broadening the federal government’s power to deny visas or deport immigrants who ‘endorse’ terrorism” (Lichtblau 1).  Civil liberties activists are already raising concerns.  As Lucas Guttentag, director of the Immigrants Rights project at the American Civil Liberties Union, declares, "‘Our concern is over whether purely lawful activity could become the basis for deportation and thereby chill legitimate discussion and debate’ ” (qtd. in Lichtblau 1).  

The United States is a multicultural, multiracial society that has been extremely disrupted socially, economically, and politically by the terrorist attacks of September 11.  “In the aftermath of the bombings [sic] people have become fearful and suspicious of people who ‘look different’ ” (Zakaria 87).  Consequently, immigrants have been increasingly targeted by angry Americans and, in some awful cases, they have been victims of physical violence, social prejudice, and economic discrimination.  The Justice Department is instituting tighter immigration policies.  Immigrants hope that the new policies do not result in a backlash of discrimination because it would only aggravate the already hard task of acculturation.  People choose to live in the United States because of the freedom and the principles for which it stands.  But since the terrorist attacks, immigrants have been searching for ways to survive in this country of freedom.  “The most difficult part for America is not rooting out a terrorist network.  It is fighting this fight without losing faith in our own ideals” (87).  In his article, a lawyer, with the Center for Constitutional Rights, states "As Justice Louis Brandeis wrote nearly 75 years ago, the framers of our Constitution knew ‘that fear breeds repression; that repression breeds hate; and that hate menaces stable government.’  [ . . . ]  Maintaining our freedom is itself critical to maintaining our security (qtd. in Cole 30).  
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