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Social theories and illegal immigration
[bookmark: _GoBack]	Immigration has been a major topic since the beginning of the United States of America. This phenomenon is what helped the establishment of this country; and even today it continues to have an impact in in most aspects of the lives of North American’s. The subject has also brought much criticism and created divided opinions about its immediate and long term impact. Migration itself it’s not a problem, but the modern dilemma of who is allowed to migrate and reside permanently in a country “legally.”  It is interesting to explore this subject under three basic theories that Sociology deals with: symbolic interactionism, conflict theory and social functionalism. Each theory brings us closer to understand some of the reasons why “illegal immigration” is controversial today. The purpose of this paper is not to persuade but to explore and expose some ideas on a recurrent social issue.
	The first theory to be discussed is symbolic interactionism, which can be related to the term “illegal immigration” and some of the other words that derive from this. The main idea covered and supported by this theory, is the fact that communication is based on the exchange of symbols. In a sense language, words etc. are symbols, and the terminology given to the current social problem contributes to the creation of perceptions that people have. For instance, when an average American thinks of the word “illegal immigrant” the first thing that comes to mind is a brown/Hispanic immigrant, most likely a farmer from Mexico, who crossed the border aided by a coyote, and who solely came here to send money back to his/her large family in his native land so they can survive. One would usually not pay attention to the fact that there are many immigrants who have come to the country via airplane, with a tourist or student visa, who are college educated and who eventually decide to stay in the country for personal reasons (anything from a new job, to liking the country, the fact that there are new opportunities, or even fleeing from political or social upheaval in their native land) and who looked like an average US citizen. A more correct way to refer to this kind of immigrants would include the term “undocumented immigrant” since in reality is that this individual is not properly documented, and often times never is registered as present in the country. Just by changing one word, the idea of what kind of person comes to this country vastly changes. All the sudden anyone could be an “illegal” immigrant. Part of the current confusion or stereotyping of what an undocumented immigrant looks like, or even how it’s defined, derives from the trend of Hispanic population migrating in greater numbers currently. By simply looking at the previous four or five decades, at least one racial group usually stood out or was labeled illegal compared to the others. Some examples include the Italians, the polish, and the Japanese; all of these at some point suffered major criticism and opposition; as one group of immigrants was replaced by another, the idea of whom the illegal immigrant is changes. From Europeans it shifted to Asians and from Asians to Hispanics. At the end, each group becomes the new symbol of immigration and it’s then followed by a host of nicknames which often times are very crude and turn into an extension of the symbol in the current society.
	The second theory to be explored is social conflict. This concept deals with ideas developed by a socio/economical system known as Marxism. This system is based on competition, supply and demand, and the struggle between the working class providing cheap labor while the capitalist enjoy the fruits of that labor. Currently, one of the issues most debated is the notion that higher migration equals fewer jobs for the citizens of the country. This debate seems not to recognize that most of the jobs taken by immigrants wouldn’t be performed by local citizens, unless the payment and benefits associated with it were better. It is easy to see how capitalism and the eagerness to produce larger gains is creating an outlet for lower wages offered to individuals willing to work way below an acceptable standard only because of their desperation and desire to work to survive. Unlike citizens, undocumented immigrants often lack right or are unaware of provisions that protect them, whereas citizens demand rights and have more of a political leverage. This creates a vast disparity between classes and only adds to the idea of zero sum, where one side must prevail over the other, and in this case, “illegal” immigrants are often in the “losing side.” One instance of the previous scenario currently takes place in Georgia; there is a   debate where farm owners depend on the labor of immigrants who are willing to work tedious hours at low cost, which ironically is what helps with the state’s income as a legislation tries to completely remove undocumented workers from the fields. Some of the farmers recognize that if this sector of workers were not present, there wouldn’t be any citizens willing to or capable to withstand the same work load required of them for such low pay.
	The third theory to be covered is social functionalism, a theory described as “study[ing] the function of a social activity, to analyze the contribution that the activity makes to the continuation of the society as a whole” (essentials of sociology, page 18). This study then explains that there are two types of outcomes know as manifest functions and latent functions; which means, some outcomes are known and expected but others just come as a result of the interaction between groups. For instance the previous example of immigrants as a driving force in the economy could be applied to latent function. The immigrants intend to work and thus contribute to the economy, but didn’t expect to become a vital part of the economic system, neither to be underprivileged. Also for example in European countries due to the reduced number of new workers added to the workforce compare to the increasing number of retired people (due to the ratio of births to deaths being lower), the manifest function would be the decline of the economic growth, but the latent function would be that there are more opportunities for immigrants who through their labor can make up for the lack of native citizens entering the work force. Another example of this theory can be the assimilation of costumes and tradition from the migrating group into a new country. Some of the “side effects” of larger migration patterns could be manifest in forms and documents printed in other languages to accommodate the large influx of immigrants, or the proliferation of restaurants or markets devoted to provide products that are from the immigrant group.
	By applying these basic theories of sociology to “illegal immigration” the issue becomes more complex and goes beyond the technicality of “breaking the law” or defining “delinquent behavior” and rather becomes a product of changes in economic systems, the inevitable interaction between cultures, and largely a matter of perspective based on the conflict between different system of symbols in cultures and the various languages.

