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Personal Narrative of a Teacher and Former Undocumented Immigrant

by Firuza Uddin
During the 1980s, the black market in Bangladesh was selling visas to enter the United States. People used their life savings to purchase them and travel to the U.S. where they hoped to provide a better life for their families. My father first illegally immigrated to the states in 1986, crossing the border from Mexico with a few other Bengali men who managed to drive all the way up to New York City. 

In New York my father lived in a small apartment in Astoria with Bengali roommates and worked as a “window cleaner” in a restaurant in Manhattan. In 1989, he returned to Bangladesh to get married. Many Bengali parents were desperate to arrange marriages for their daughters to suitors living in America. For South Asian families it was considered a “lucky ticket” away from the poverty. 

My mother and I came to this country in 1991 when I was almost two years old. We arrived with another family using different names. My mother risked her family and life to join a man she hardly knew in a foreign land where she was forced to learn a new language and culture. At first the three of us lived in the Astoria apartment with my father’s Bengali roommates. There was a growing Bengali population in the community. Many families lived on the same streets and visited each other for lunch, dinners, and holidays. Many of these families were illegal like us and hoped that one day their application for legal status would be approved. The lucky few arrived legally through a lottery system or because they had relatives who were already American citizens. 

Becoming American

Since I came at a very young age, I quickly assimilated American culture and language. I rarely watched Bengali TV shows and did not learn to read and write in Bangla. My younger siblings, who were born in the United States, had very poor knowledge of the Bengali culture and language. Our lack of interest in our roots did not offend our parents. I think they wanted us to become “Americanized” and maybe use that as a justification to stay here. All the Bengali children attended the same public school. In this close knit community I was never considered “different” from the other kids. We shared the dream of going to college, having a career, and living a happy American life. Not once did it cross my mind that my stay here was threatened because of my illegal status. 

I do remember how every year some of our Bengali friends would visit other countries (mostly Bangladesh and England), but we were not able to. I remember envying friends who came back with gifts from their grandparents and relatives. My parents told me we could not go because we did not have a “green card,” but said there was hope that we would have one soon. As a seven year old, I did not understand what that meant except that one day we would be given the magical “green card” and everything would be okay.

Suburban Life and American Normalcy

In 2000 my family moved from Astoria to the suburbs of Long Island. During the next ten years I began to learn more about my legal status. I remember how after 9/11 my parents considered moving to Canada because it was very threatening to be an illegal immigrant, especially a Muslim, at that time. No matter how terrified my parents were they never really wanted to leave. Their love and attachment for America was far greater than their fear of getting deported. By this time my parents were legally authorized to work and had received social security numbers.

During my junior year of high school I wanted to work like my friends and learned that I needed a social security number. When I asked my mother what my SSN was she never gave me a straight answer. I figured she was using that as an excuse because she did not want me to work. However, when I had to apply for colleges and asked for my SSN again my parents revealed what my status really was. I was an illegal immigrant who had no status whatsoever. I remember not being able go to on a class trip to the White House because I needed a U.S. passport.  My teacher and friends felt sorry for me and I dreaded their pity. That incident officially convinced me that I was not like the rest of my classmates and friends. 

All those years of working hard to earn good grades in school with the hope that I would get into a good college, drive, and dorm suddenly seemed unreal. People like me had to learn how to “settle” for the few opportunities we had. Maybe I could attend a community college or a CUNY school because of their affordable tuition rates and willingness to accept undocumented students. I wondered what was the point of going to college, spending all that money, and not being able to get a real job? So far, my only option was working “off the books” as a supermarket cashier at less than minimum wage. I only hoped that politicians would set politics aside and grant amnesty or even pass the DREAM Act for people like me. 

Trying to Acquire Legal Status

Throughout the years, my parents consulted countless immigration lawyers hoping to regularize our status. In my opinion it was useless. I think the only thing even they cared about was their consultation fee. When I was fifteen, my aunt, who was a U.S. citizen, offered to adopt me so I could attain legal status, how-ever, the plan failed because I was one year too old to get adopted. It seemed that all the doors closed for me and there was no way of getting out of my hopeless situation. One of my dad’s friend recommended that I get married to an American citizen. I remember the heartache that it caused my parents and the guilt they felt for “ruining” my life and having to consider settling for a paper marriage for their daughter. 

In fall 2007, during my first semester at Queens College, we met a lawyer who made our path to legal status seem possible. The lawyer recommended that we apply for a “Cancellation of Removal” that would also make me eligible to apply for a SSN and legally work. This route required us to appear in front of a judge and make a case for why we should stay in the U.S. instead of being deported to Bangladesh. This was a huge risk for my family and me since one wrong move would cause us to get deported, but we were willing to take it. 

We began listing reasons why we should be allow-ed to stay in the country. Because of my siblings, my parents’ case was easier than mine. My siblings were “anchor babies” who made it more likely my parents would be allowed to legally reside in the states.  It would be unjust for parents to be forced to leave young children who were American citizens behind if they were deported. At the same time the children would not be able to physically, socially, and mentally tolerate conditions in Bangladesh. My case was more challenging, since I was already 21 years old and did not have anyone depending on me. 

Our Day in Court

In August 2010 our court date arrived. About three months before my grandmother passed away in Bangladesh. Due to our legal circumstances, we were not able to see her for the last time or attend her funeral. I had not seen my grandmother since I was two. It was painful not being able to have memories of her. My siblings never met her and my father had to forever live with guilt because he was not able to see his mother for a last time. Everybody kept telling us that our deceased grandmother would bless us and help us get through this ordeal. It was one consoling thought we all kept holding on to. As we entered the courtroom, I dreaded what was about to happen but was also extremely anxious to get it over with. The judge called us in one by one. I did not get to hear my parents hearing but I later learned that even my poor father shed several tears, which was something I never expected. Finally, the judge called me into the room. 

Honestly, the whole event was such a huge blur I do not know how I endured it. I was interrogated with questions about my age, date of birth, education, and knowledge of and desire to return to Bangladesh to live with relatives whom I barely knew. My heart shuddered when the judge asked what I would do if I had to return to Bangladesh forever. To me, it was a foreign land; America was the only country that I knew. The thought of leaving my house, college, job, and friends to live anywhere else was just out of the question. After a few minutes of deliberation, the judge finally delivered her decision. She acknowledged the many injustices that a deportation would cause to our family and granted my parents and me permanent residency in the United States with the possibility of applying for citizenship in four or five years.

The judge’s decision was an emotional one for my family and we heard it with a mixture of unbelievable joy and tears. We were no longer vulnerable and living in fear. Our eighteen-year struggle ended in victory and we are forever grateful. 

Is Amnesty for Undocumented Immigrants a Good Solution?
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Background: With over 11 million undocumented immigrants in the United States, the issue of undocumented immigration continues to divide Americans. People who support a path to citizenship generally refer to “undocumented immigrants.” ¨In 1986 President Ronald Reagan signed a sweeping immigration reform bill into law that was sold as a “crackdown” implementing tighter security at the Mexican border with stiff penalties for hiring undocumented workers. The bill made any undocumented immigrant who entered the United States prior to 1982 eligible for amnesty that would allow them to apply for legal residency and eventually for citizenship. 

The Development, Relief and Education of Alien Minors Act, also known as the Dream Act, is a bi-partition bill first introduced into Congress in 2001 and reintroduced in 2009. It would help young people brought to the United States by undocumented parents while they were children continue their education and find a path to citizenship. To qualify for the DREAM Act an applicant must adhere to several guidelines that include:

· The applicant must have entered the United States prior to their 16th birthday.

· The applicant must have been in the United States for at least 5 consecutive years prior to the bill passing.

· The applicant must have graduated from High School, obtained a GED or currently be enrolled in College. 

· The applicant must currently be 30 and under at the time they are applying.

· The applicant must have good moral standing (no previous or current convictions).

Today people who oppose revising immigration rules generally refer to “illegal aliens.”

	PRO: Undocumented immigrants benefit the U.S. economy through additional tax revenue, expansion of the low-cost labor pool, and increased money in circulation. Undocumented immigrants bring good values, have motivations consistent with the American dream, and perform jobs that Americans generally find undesirable. Opposition to immigration stems from racism.
	CON: Illegal aliens break the law by crossing the U.S. border without proper documentation or by overstaying their visas. They should be deported and not rewarded with a path to citizenship and access to social services. Illegal aliens are criminals who take American jobs, lower wages, and are social and economic burdens to law-abiding, tax-paying Americans. 

	The Case For Amnesty

“Whether you fine illegal aliens or stick them in English classes, at the end of the day, illegals would be allowed to stay and become citizens under this bill. That's amnesty. And that's a good thing for America. Amnesty won't depress wages - globalization has already done that. Amnesty will not undermine the rule of law . . . It sounds counterintuitive, but with immigration, forgiving a crime may be the best way to restore law and order. Amnesty won't necessarily add to the social-services burden . . . Amnesty would offer millions . . . a fighting chance at self-sufficiency and social mobility." - Nathan Thornburgh, Senior Editor of TIME magazine


	The Case Against Amnesty

 “Do not grant amnesty to illegal aliens. Regardless of the penalties imposed, any program that grants individuals who are unlawfully present the legal permission to remain here rewards illegal behavior and is unfair to those who obey the law and go through the regula​tory and administrative requirements to enter the country legally. Those who enter the United States illegally should not be rewarded with permanent legal status or other such benefits, and they should be penalized in any road to citizenship. Those who enter and remain in the country illegally are violating the law, and condoning or encouraging such violations increases the likelihood of further illegal conduct.” - The Heritage Foundation


Task: Write a letter to your representatives in the House of Representatives or the Senate either supporting or opposing amnesty for undocumented immigrants and/or the DREAM Act.

