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Abstract 

 This paper explores the impacts of detention on migrants through the eyes of an 

interpreter who functions as a bridge between lawyers and asylum-seekers. It first outlines the 

history and law behind asylum and detention in the United States and then discusses the mental 

and emotional struggles asylum-seekers face when they are detained. Specifically, the paper 

shows how new traumas lived within the confinement of the detention center walls can cause 

migrants to become retraumatized. It does this by interspersing an interpreter’s experiences with 

detained asylum-seekers throughout the paper.  

 This paper also illustrates how an interpreter, as a shadow of the client, lives vicariously 

through the client’s thoughts, actions, memories, and emotions. This creates long-lasting mental 

and emotional impacts for interpreters as well. The paper concludes with a discussion on 

possible alternatives to the use of detention facilities. Through the use of statistics and facts, this 

paper will demonstrate how these alternative programs, rather than detention facilities, are better 

solutions to our country’s immigration crisis.  
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I. Introduction  

In Fall 2019, I began interning with the University of Arizona’s Immigrant Justice Clinic as a 

student interpreter. My work consisted of interpreting interviews and conversations between the 

attorneys, students, and their respective clients. Every few weeks, I traveled to the Eloy Detention 

Facility in Eloy, Arizona, to interview asylum-seekers the Florence Immigrant and Refugee Rights 

Project could potentially place with pro bono lawyers. The Florence Project is an organization in 

Arizona “that provides free legal and social services to detained men, women, and children under 

threat of deportation” (Florence Immigrant & Refugee Rights Project).  

Every time I went to the Eloy Detention Facility, I found there were many people whose 

voices were never heard. People who learned that being courageous was the only way to combat 

any feeling of insecurity, worthlessness, or fear of persecution. People who learned that hope 

was sometimes more necessary than courage when being kept in detention. These experiences 

forever changed how I think about immigration and have led me to want to learn more about the 

history, law, and policies behind the mass detention of asylum-seekers in our country.   

Through my experiences as an interpreter working with lawyers and asylum-seekers detained 

in a rural detention facility, I have had first-hand experience of the detrimental effects detention 

produces. In the past years, the increased use of detention for migrants and asylum-seekers has 

not only been detrimental to their mental and emotional health, and their legal claims, but also to 

the United States economy. Detention represents the silent bogeyman that makes many 

Americans turn a blind eye to the real repercussions such programs have—not only for 

migrants—but the entire country. Because detention has been such a negative experience for 

most migrants, I will discuss the implications of why having migrants in detention for prolonged 

periods-of-time can increase their traumas.  
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In this paper, I will focus on the impacts detention has on migrants—more specifically 

asylum-seekers. Therefore, I will begin the paper by outlining the history of asylum and the laws 

that permit migrants to seek asylum in the United States. In order to understand the events that 

take place in a detention facility, it will be important to learn how detention centers were 

developed and why they have become so popular in the United States. In this paper, I will focus 

on the history behind detention and the statutes that permit the United States to keep migrants 

within these facilities. The laws and policies for both asylum and detention will come directly 

from United States statutes.  

This paper will not only emphasize the legal ramifications; but also the mental and emotional 

struggles most migrants face when detained. This will be shown through real-life stories 

migrants have shared with me in different meetings. For safety and confidentiality reasons, the 

real name of the migrants will not be disclosed. I will also focus on the importance of migrants 

having access to interpreters during their meetings to make them feel more comfortable. With 

this paper, I will illustrate how the interpreter is able to build a bridge between the lawyer and 

the migrant. Many interpreters serve as a shadow of the client, meaning they are vicariously 

living through the thoughts, actions, memories, and emotions of the client. This shadow effect 

causes interpreters to have mental and emotional tolls, that in the long run, affect their own 

personal well-being. This paper will portray how asylum-seekers retraumatize themselves during 

detention and how this new trauma affects the bridge between the client, the interpreter, and the 

attorney.  

Finally, this paper will focus on the issues caused by detention. Not only to the mental and 

emotional well-being of detainees but also the health of all those involved (interpreters, 

attorneys, etc.), and the United States economy. This paper will end with a section discussing 
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potential solutions or suggestions for detention centers and the migrants who live in them. The 

last section intends to offer a culmination of the ideas presented and the possible solutions that 

can be used to combat the dangers of detention. The change must start now, and this paper offers 

many reasons why the changes need to occur as soon as possible. 

II. History of Asylum  

Asylum has had a long history in the United States. At the forefront of immigration policies, 

when people would flee violence and persecution from their home countries, they “were treated 

the same as other immigrants” (The Week Staff). They were simply known as refugees who were 

escaping from horrendous conditions. There were no “federal restrictions until the Page Act of 

1875, and the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882, [which] banned [all] imported Chinese workers 

and convicted criminals” (The Week Staff). As time passed, more and more restrictions arose. In 

the “1920s [Congress] passed strict quotas aimed at Catholic and Jewish immigrants claiming 

they ‘arrive sick and starving and therefore [are] less capable of contributing to the American 

economy, and unable to adapt to American culture” (The Week Staff). For the United States, 

assimilation to their culture and values has always been integral. 

 Following World War II, with “at least 7 million people displaced in Europe,” the first 

refugee and asylum policies were created. In 1948 the United States created the Displaced 

Persons Act.1 It was in 1951 that the United Nations “defined a refugee as anyone who cannot 

return to his or her home country ‘owing to well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of 

race, religion, nationality, membership in a particular social group or political opinion’” (The 

Week Staff). It was not until then that the United States decided to sign the United Nation’s 

 
1 The Week Staff 
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“refugee protocol in 1967, finally granting asylum with the Refugee Act of 1980” (The Week 

Staff).  

Asylum first began to be granted to refugees escaping war. However, the United States has 

always held discretion and exclusivity when deciding who is admitted into the country. From its 

beginning, during a war, “the United States used national security concerns to justify its refusal 

to offer refuge to German Jews—” very similar to what is happening with the current 

administration. (Southern Poverty Law Center). The Trump administration has identified certain 

groups that are a threat to the United States and has created a travel ban to help defuse the 

situation. The travel ban list amounts to a total of thirteen countries, [all with] substantial Muslim 

populations” (Kanno-Youngs). The Trump administration, like the targeting of German Jews, 

argues the travel ban for “Muslim-majority countries is necessary to ensure that countries satisfy 

security requirements for travel into the United States” (Kanno-Youngs). The same threat is seen 

in countries in Central America and Mexico. Their populations are generalized as gangsters, 

mafia members, criminals, and a threat to the economy and labor environment of the United 

States.  

The United States government has always implemented strong immigration policies that are 

used as a safeguard for the well-being of the country. However, there are special occasions when 

Congress decides—due to humanitarian efforts—to allow exemptions to deportable migrants 

who are in danger in their own home countries.2 Asylum, for the United States, was a way to 

give a safe place to those who were being persecuted in their home countries. In 1980, through 

the U.S Refugee Act, two persecution-based forms of relief were granted. The first was under 

INA § 208, which “requires a ‘well-founded fear of persecution’ [and] the nonrefoulment 

 
2 Immigration and Citizenship Process and Policy Eight Edition T. Alexander Aleinikoff, et. al. 
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provision under INA § 241(b)(3), [which] requires that the individual’s ‘life or freedom would 

be threatened’” if returned to their home country (Aleinikoff, et. al.).  

After the United States enacted the 1980 U.S Refugee Act, many people fleeing their 

countries for political reasons were granted asylum. Though in the beginning, most of the asylees 

were from Cuba, Vietnam, and the former Soviet Union, now most are from Mexico, Honduras, 

Guatemala, and El Salvador. 3 Once an asylum-seeker receives asylee status, she or he may 

petition for permanent residency after a year of being granted asylum.  

To apply for asylum, an asylum-seeker must first go through an interview process to verify 

that they indeed have a ‘credible fear’ of returning to their home country. If they are granted that 

approval, and they are placed in removal proceedings, their case proceeds to immigration court 

where they must convince an immigration judge that they are eligible for asylum. Even though 

the standard for receiving asylum has always been high and difficult for most people to attain, 

especially those without lawyers, the Trump administration, has created even more barriers to 

achieving asylum. In “2018, 89 percent of asylees passed their credible fear interview; 

[however], only 17 percent of the cases [were granted] asylum” (The Week Staff). Currently, 

with all the gang violence in Central America and Mafia influences in Mexico, thousands of 

migrants look to petition for asylum. That has caused the Trump administration to make the 

process harder, alleging that some migrants are violent criminals that would harm the safety of 

the United States.  

 

Glimpses of a Detention Facility  

 
3 The Week Staff 
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The night before my first trip, I had been asking myself, what should I wear? I knew 

attorneys dressed professionally, but I somehow did not know how one was supposed to dress to 

attend a detention facility. Supporters of detention facilities claim that they are not jails. So, what 

would the detainees be wearing, I wondered? Would they feel inferior to me if I dressed 

professionally? Would I make them feel uncomfortable? Would they not take me seriously if I 

did not dress professionally? These were all questions I asked myself as I stood in front of my 

closet. It was dark outside, and everyone in my house was already asleep. I grabbed an outfit and 

held it against me as I stared at myself in the mirror.  

That was the moment I noticed that I was not looking at the outfit in front of me. I was 

staring straight into my eyes. It was then that I understood that it was not my outfit that worried 

me. It was the image of someone else’s eyes staring at me. The eyes of all those detainees 

waiting to speak to someone—to share their story. How would they react to seeing me? How 

would they all look at me?  

The next day, at approximately 10:00 a.m., my journey to the Eloy Detention Facility 

began. During the drive, the attorney, students, and I reviewed the case one more time to make 

sure we understood the client’s history, and that we know what questions needed to be asked to 

clarify information for the Florence Project—an organization dedicated to helping immigrants. 

As the students and attorney began speaking, my mind blocked them out, and the only thing I 

could focus on was how far we had driven away from civilization. 

Past the barren desert, and many fields of cotton was a large gray building. Nothing 

surrounded it except for a big gray fence with barbed wire. As I looked out into the lonely fields, 

I saw that their only companions were stray dogs. Is that how they felt? Lost, alone, abandoned, 

mistreated? When I walked out of the car, the hot breeze hit me suddenly. I could feel the heat 



11 | P a g e  
 

radiating from the red dirt. In my mind, I wanted to get out of the heat, but how wrong was I to 

think that I would feel better inside the facility. Its colorless exterior, its tall fences with barbed 

wires, the broken-down sections, and most importantly, the people at a distance that were 

wearing jumpsuits. Some were orange, others green, and some were a grayish-blue. All colors 

that were associated with one thing. A jail. And the more I looked at the facility, the more I felt 

that it was where I was.  

I will never forget the first time I laid eyes on the Detention Facility. Wow, I had 

whispered. Is this your first time coming to a detention facility, the attorney I was accompanying 

asked me. I simply answered, yes. She looked at me, smiled, and said I forgot to tell you to bring 

a sweater. I did not understand, but as we left the car and walked to the main entrance, I was 

about to. I walked towards the entrance, and the only thing I could hear was the clicking of one 

of the student’s heels as she walked beside me. The heels echoed in the ground like the many 

voices that were waiting to be heard inside the building.  

The doors were huge, and a pale blue color. I pulled the door, and it did not open. I did so 

again, intentionally adding more pressure. We have to buzz in, the attorney I accompanied told 

me. She moved to the front and pressed a round button attached to the door. The person on the 

other side dryly and unemotionally said, identify yourself. I had never been asked to identify 

myself in such a way. It did not seem normal. What was I supposed to say? How exactly did I 

have to identify myself? My name? My age? Where I come from? What institution I am with, 

perhaps? Whatever the way, it was obvious detention centers make sure unwelcomed guests do 

not enter the facility.  

We are from the University of Arizona. We are working with the Florence Project, the 

attorney said. Suddenly the door began to buzz. The attorney held the door open for me. I 
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thanked her and then noticed yet another blue door. I am already inside, I thought. So, I tried 

opening the door once again. To my surprise, a new button was there. Wait, this door needs to be 

shut first, the attorney said. Once again, the button was pressed, and the familiar sound of 

buzzing began again. The buzzing sound echoed in my mind as I thought of the many people 

waiting on the other side of these doors. Without stopping, I walked in front of the others, and as 

I walked through a corridor, I noticed yet again another door. This time I stayed put and waited 

for instructions.  

III. Asylum Law  

Asylum law is complex, which makes it difficult for many migrants to be granted asylum. 

Filling out the lengthy and complicated application is only one part of the struggle. Going to 

court and having a judge accept their petition is very difficult. Migrants have the right to apply 

for asylum under the 8 U.S Code § 1158. Under this law, “any [migrant] who is physically 

present in the United States or who arrives in the United States, irrespective of status, may apply 

for asylum” (Legal Information Institute).4 However, there are certain exceptions to this rule. 

Migrants that are in the United States and want to apply for asylum cannot do so if   

(A) The Attorney General determines that the [migrant] may be removed, pursuant to a 

bilateral or multilateral agreement to a country in which the [migrant’s] life or freedom 

would not be threatened on account of race, religion, nationality, membership of a 

particular social group, or political opinion. (B) [The migrant cannot demonstrate] by 

clear and convincing evidence that the application has been filed within one year after the 

date of arrival in the United States. (C) [The migrant applies] for asylum and has such 

 
4 8 U.S Code § 1158 
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application denied. (D) [Migrant cannot] demonstrate to the satisfaction of the Attorney 

General either the existence of changed circumstances which affect [migrant’s] eligibility 

for asylum. (E) [The migrant is] an unaccompanied child (Legal Information Institute).4  

Besides the exceptions to 8 U.S Code § 1158, there are many conditions that are used to make 

sure asylum is being granted only to those who are eligible.  

Many of these conditions include the eligibility of a migrant. Under eligibility (A), the 

“Attorney General may grant asylum to a [migrant] who has applied for asylum following the 

requirements and procedures established [and] determines that such [migrant] is a refugee. (B) 

Has a burden of proof (i) in general on the applicant  

to establish [they are] a refugee [by establishing] that race, religion, nationality, 

membership in a particular social group, or political opinion was or will be at least 

one central reason for [persecution]. By (ii) [a] sustaining burden [of having] 

testimony sufficient to sustain the applicant’s burden without corroboration, but only 

if the testimony is credible, persuasive, and refers to specific facts sufficient to prove 

the applicant is a refugee. [And by] (iii) credibility determination. All relevant factors 

[are consistent with] the applicant’s or witnesses’ written and oral statements. (Legal 

Information Institute).4 

There are only a few exceptions to these conditions.  

The Attorney General may determine an applicant cannot receive asylum if said migrant has 

“(i) ordered, incited, assisted, or otherwise participated in the persecution of any person on 

account of race, religion, nationality, membership in a particular social group, or political 

opinion” which also includes if the migrant has been “(ii) been convicted by a final judgment of 

a particularly serious crime, or constitutes a danger to the community of the United States” 
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((Legal Information Institute).4 Other exceptions also include any “(iii) serious reasons for 

believing that the [migrant] has committed a nonpolitical crime outside the United States prior to 

the arrival of the [migrant]” as well as any “(iv) reasonable grounds for regarding the [migrant] 

as a danger to the security of the United States” (Legal Information Institute).4  

Lastly, asylum can be denied if “the [migrant] was firmly resettled in another country prior to 

arriving in the United States” (Legal Information Institute).4 The migrant must make sure they 

are applying for asylum in the United States because no other country has granted them asylum. 

For migrants that live close to the United States, this could be something easier, but migrants that 

come from Cuba, for example, are exposed to the transit ban law, which bars migrants that have 

traveled through other countries to apply for asylum in the United States. All migrants who travel 

through more than one country, under the transit ban law, can request asylum in the United 

States only if they petitioned for asylum in one of the traveled countries, and their request for 

asylum was rejected.  

 

Glimpses of a Detention Facility  

I will never forget the goosebumps I felt as we initially opened the last door that led us 

into the detention center. I quickly realized the goosebumps were not only from the experience 

but the terrible cold breeze that unexpectedly invaded my body. My body was in shock. Half of 

me was still outside in the burning heat of the desert, while the other half experienced the 

scalding burn of the sudden coldness.  

Who are you? That was the first question I received from an employee at the facility. 

Once again, we repeated the same thing we had said outside. Identification cards? All personal 

items and shoes in the bin. No electronics, correct? No, we all chorused. Go through security the 
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checkpoint when ready. It amazed me how cold and indifferent the employees acted. As if they 

only wanted people to think they were only there for one thing, to do their job. After the security 

checkpoint, we were given our belongings, stamped on our right hand, and given a tag we always 

had to wear during our visit. Giving it back at the end of the visit was the only way to get back 

our identification cards. 

Come on, one of the students said. As I turned and walked towards the door, I quickly 

found the familiar round button attached to the door. Again? We pressed the button and waited. 

It seemed the door was not receiving any signal. As I began to grow impatient, I turned around to 

look at the guards at the entrance. Suddenly the door began to buzz, and we crossed to the next 

room only to see another door. How many doors are in this institution, I thought? I began to 

think that detention centers were like mazes, always with an entrance but rarely with any exits. 

After the door was securely shut, the next one began to buzz. I will never forget that sound. The 

only sound that separates you from the outside. It is a sound that I will now remember and 

associate with seclusion and inhumane acts. As I opened the last and final door, there, sitting 

alone in a gray chair, was the first asylum-seeker I spoke to. Waiting.  

IV. History of Detention  

Detention has existed in the United States for a very long time. In 1892, “the first dedicated 

immigration facility in the world” was opened (Freedom for Immigrants).5 This facility was 

known as the “Ellis Island Immigration Station in New Jersey” (Freedom for Immigrants).5  

Ellis Island was open for sixty years until it was closed in 1954 (History.com Editors). The 

Ellis Island facility was “located at the mouth of the Hudson River between New York and New 

 
5 A Short History of Immigration Detention  
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Jersey” (History.com Editors). It was the first time the United States decided to have a facility 

where migrants would be kept if they were in the country without permission. According to 

editors for History, “Ellis Island saw millions of newly arrived immigrants. In fact, it is estimated 

that close to 40 percent of all current U.S. citizens can trace at least one of their ancestors to Ellis 

Island” (History.com Editors). The Ellis Island Station had many people that came from the 

southern and eastern parts of Europe. It was mostly new generations of Jews “escaping from 

political and economic oppression in Russia and eastern Europe… and Italians escaping poverty 

in their country” (History.com Editors).  

Nevertheless, most of the migrants left their homes to escape “war, drought, famine, and 

religious persecution” (History.com Editors). Very similar to the reasons many migrants now a 

day decide to flee their countries looking for better opportunities in the United States. It was not 

until the 1929 Immigration Act that the United States began to target Mexicans making 

“unlawful entry a misdemeanor punishable by a $1,000 fine and/or up to one year in prison, and 

unlawful re-entry would be a felony punishable by $1,000 fine and/or up to two years in prison” 

(Freedom for Immigrants).5 This was the first time migrants were now being held to the 

expectation of being incarcerated for unlawful entry.  

After the implementation of the 1952 Immigration & Nationality Act, which  

established the grounds for which noncitizens can be blocked from entering the 

United States or deported…[and] also allowed for authorities to use discretion to 

grant noncitizens release from detention on bond, based on community ties and 

pending a final determination of removability. This combined with the end of the 

era of Chinese Exclusion, led to a decline in the systematic use of immigration 

detention (Freedom for Immigrants).5   
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Consequently, in 1954 the Ellis Island Immigration Station was closed given that there was “only 

about 30 people in immigration detention on any given day between 1952 and 1983” (Freedom 

for Immigrants).5 There was a brief period “in the 1950s [when] the government deemed 

detention unnecessary and inhumane” (Kassie).6  Though the United States began detaining 

migrants late in the 19th century in the 50’s “detaining migrants no longer seemed necessary” 

(Minian). Due to the “Immigration Act of 1924 and the Great Depression, in 1954, officials from 

the Immigration and Naturalization Service concluded that a vast majority of migrants could be 

released on conditional ‘parole,’ while their cases were being reviewed” (Minian).  

 Yet, the idea that detention was unnecessary and inhumane was a short-lived opinion. For 

the United States began detaining people again in the 1980s with “the migration of Cubans and 

Haitians” (Minian). In 1983, “the world’s first private prison company Corrections Corporation 

of America (CCA)/CoreCivic, was formed” (Freedom for Immigrants).5 The first CCA facility 

began in Texas. It is believed that “immigrants were first detained in a hotel owned by CCA 

while the Houston Contract Detention Facility was being built” (Freedom for Immigrants).5 The 

first detention facility was liked so much that they began growing across the country rapidly. By 

1966, the new Illegal Immigration Reform and Immigrant Responsibility Act (IIRIRA) gave the 

government the discretion to make all migrants “be subjected to mandatory detention and 

deportation” (Freedom for Immigrants).5  

 This long and painful history of detainment aided “the United States [in creating] the 

largest immigrant detention system in the world” (Kassie).7 Throughout the years, the United 

States has practiced detention to deter future immigrants looking for a safer and successful 

 
6 The Marshall Project (Found in video #1)  
7 The Marshall Project  
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country to live in. With the current administration, detention seems like the fastest political 

solution to a problem, that for many years, no one has been able to control. Any flaw in the 

system that would deter migrants from coming to the United States is something the government 

prioritizes. Yet, what most government officials do not understand, is that most of the deterrence 

factors set in place are inhumane, costly, and do not deter as many people as they would like.  

So, how did dentition become such a big industry in the United States? From the start, many 

Americans viewed all immigrants as “threats to the national identity,” and even though during 

some periods-of-time selective migrants were allowed to enter the United States, those “periods 

[also had] restrictions” (Karaim). Whether for security reasons, political reasons, national 

identity reasons, etc. any person who looked different was immediately classified as undesirable, 

and thus, a threat to the United States.  

The government reasoned that as more and more people began to migrate into the United 

States, more detention practices had to be established and enforced. During 1996 Congress 

completely transformed immigration law by “[passing] both the Antiterrorism and Effective 

Death Penalty Acts and the Illegal Immigration Reform and Immigration Responsibility Act 

(IIRAIRA)” (Schriro). The new amendments added to immigration policy that affected migrants 

were the “expedited removal process and the significant expansion of categories of persons 

subject to mandatory detention” (Schriro). Detention was justified as necessary to safeguard the 

nation’s security. 

The idea of keeping people detained has always been a strategy the United States has used to 

control immigration. After the 1996 acts passed by Congress, the use of detention was necessary 

to prevent any harm that might affect the country. Though efforts were made with different 

presidential administrations to come to an agreement on immigration matters, since the passing 
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of the 1996 acts, many situations occurred that did not allow Congress to make changes. One of 

those situations was the 9/11 attack that took the United States by storm. It was through the 9/11 

“war on terror” that detention centers for migrants increased in appeal. 

Many “immigrant communities have been intimately acquainted for generations” and have 

lived the experience with their own tears, sweat, and blood (Hernández). Ultimately though, it 

was the impactful “post-9/11 ‘war on terror’ [that] contributed [to] the ongoing history of racial 

discrimination against noncitizens, initiating a variety of legal and administrative changes 

directly affecting US immigration policy” (Hernández).  

It became extremely difficult for many migrants of Muslim descent to petition and be 

granted asylum. Similarly, it became difficult for Mexican nationals to petition for residency 

when they are all generalized to be dangerous, violent, drug addicts, and criminals. Just like any 

other group of migrants who try to prove they are not directly associated with gang activity. 

Essentially, all immigrant communities have had the obstacle of proving themselves to be at the 

same level as American citizens. In the United States, “there are approximately 44.7 million 

immigrants” (The Immigrant Learning Center).  

Contrary to what many people believe, a great majority of immigrants are documented 

(73%).8 Most immigrants, “almost half (52.3%) have become United States Citizens” (The 

Immigrant Learning Center). And even so, there is still a necessity to prove themselves worthy 

of receiving jobs nobody else in the United States is willing to do, still at the expense of being 

called out for “stealing” people’s jobs. All this they must endure while being called criminals, 

being seen as less than worthy, and being incarcerated as if they had not suffered enough in their 

home countries. However, migrants “have higher self-employment rates [and] 25% of new U.S 

 
8 The Immigrant Learning Center  
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businesses are founded by immigrants” (The Immigrant Learning Center). Even while striving to 

be great citizens, most immigrants in the United States are still stereotyped and generalized to fit 

a social norm that categorizes them as a “bad” member of society.  

 

Glimpses of a Detention Facility  

As I opened the last and final door, there she was, waiting. This was my first time in a 

detention center. I had no expectations for one simple reason. I did not know what to expect. 

When I walked through the door, I thought I was standing in a waiting room. Soon I came to 

understand that the room was the only space attorneys had to talk to their clients. Out in the open 

where anyone could hear her. Where anyone could hear her most intimate secrets and fears. I 

looked around and immediately noticed the four rooms in front of me. They were small, but at 

least they gave privacy to those who needed it. As we approached the guard, he quickly said, 

who are you here to see? The attorney gave her name. Of course, you had heard their 

conversation and looked up. However, it was not until the guard turned halfway and motioned 

you to approach us that you did. 

 With a shy smile on her face, she approached us, and hesitantly she extended her hand. 

She shook my hand with a smile on her face and said her name was CJ. She looked me in the 

eyes, and as I stared into hers, I saw apprehension. She did not know why we were there. As the 

guard told us one of the rooms was open, we made our way there. I was happy to see that she 

was going to receive a safe space that was more confidential and would make her feel more 

comfortable when sharing her story. A story that was full of hurt and mistreatment. Even though 

I had previously read her file before meeting her, I was not prepared to hear her say the words. 

To hear myself repeat them over and over again.  
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 The small room we were given was crowded. As she sat down in a chair across from the 

attorney and students, I examined the room. I was sitting exactly in the middle. As I looked at the 

table where her hands were folded, I noticed a red line going through the middle. A line that was 

there for only one reason. A line that could not be crossed. The colors in the room were white 

and gray, mirroring the table and chairs that were provided. As the attorney and students 

prepared themselves, she was looking at me.  

Her asylum application centered around the fear of persecution due to her membership in a 

particular social group. She was a man who identified as a transgender woman. Do you identify 

yourself as a male or a woman, the students asked?  Well, I’m a man, but I would feel more 

comfortable being identified as a woman. After this, she said her name. I remember taking in her 

appearance. Her curly black long hair, her well-groomed face, her long and healthy nails, but 

most importantly, her smile as she answered every question. That smile I came to learn would 

fade away as soon as she began sharing her story.  

V. Detention Law  

As explained above, the history and law of detention are very complex. From the Chinese 

Exclusion Acts to the 1966 laws, all laws and statutes created the current statutes that allow the 

government to detain migrants before sentencing them to deportation. The detention statutes are 

used in many cases by “law enforcement authorities to ensure that noncitizens appear for 

removal hearings, and that they will actually leave the United States if ordered removed” 

(Aleinikoff, et. al.). 

Though many laws aided in the development of detention in the United States, after the first 

private prison was created in 1983, the Illegal Immigration Reform and Immigration 

Responsibility Act (IIRIRA) enacted in 1996, was the Act that began and keeps allowing 



22 | P a g e  
 

mandatory detention of all migrants found to be in the United States illegally. However, before 

the IIRIRA Act, the 1929 Immigration Act was the first time the United States targeted people 

“unlawfully entering the United States… [not people] residing in the United States” (Freedom 

for Immigrants).5 For the first time, the United States made illegal entry a felony punishable by 

fines and/or prison time.  

However, the “Immigration and Nationality Act (INA), enacted in 1952,9 was the first 

law to authorize the Department of Homeland Security (DHS) to detain non-U.S. citizens 

arrested for immigration violations that render them removable from the United States” (Smith). 

Under INA, some statutes make it possible for the United States to practice detention. Under 8 

U.S. Code § 1226 (Apprehension and Detention of aliens), “on a warrant issued by the Attorney 

General, an alien may be arrested and detained pending a decision on whether the alien is to be 

removed from the United States” (Legal Information Institute).10 Within this statute the Attorney 

General may decide to “(1) continue to detain alien, or (2) release the alien on (A) bond of at 

least $1,500 or (B) conditional parole” however, the Attorney General “may not provide the alien 

with work authorization” (U.S Citizenship and Immigration Services).11   

If a detainee is released under bond or parole, the Attorney General has the discretion to 

revoke said bond or parole and “rearrest the alien under the original warrant and detain the alien” 

(U.S Citizenship and Immigration Services).11 Not many people who are detained in facilities 

such as Eloy have the opportunity to be released from detention through bond or parole. Under 8 

U.S. Code § 1226, the Attorney General must take into custody any migrant who  

 
9 U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services: Immigration and Nationality Act  
10 8 U.S. Code § 1226 
11 U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services: 8 USC 1226: Apprehension and Detention of 

Aliens 
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is inadmissible by having committed any offense covered in section 1182(a)(2), is 

deportable by reason of having committed any offense covered in section 

1227(a)(2)(A)(ii), (A)(iii), (B), (C), or (D), is deportable under section 1227 (a)(2)(A)(i) 

on the basis of an offense which the alien has been sentenced to a term of imprisonment 

of at least 1 year, or is inadmissible under section 1182 (a)(3)(B) or deportable under 

section 1227(a)(4)(B) (U.S Citizenship and Immigration Services).11   

As previously stated, the Attorney General can release a detainee if he/she decides 

“pursuant to section 3521 of title 18 that the release of an alien from custody is necessary to 

provide protection to a witness, potential witness or person cooperating with an investigation” 

(U.S Citizenship and Immigration Services).11 Detainees can also be released if the Attorney 

General decides that the detainee “will not pose a danger to the safety of other persons or 

property and is likely to appear for any scheduled proceeding” (U.S Citizenship and Immigration 

Services).11 A noncitizen can be given parole under §212(d)(5) if there are “(1) serious medical 

conditions; (2) pregnant women; (3) certain juveniles; (4) witnesses in government proceedings 

in the United States; and (5) aliens ‘whose continued detention is not in the public interest’” 

(Aleinikoff, et. al.). Under the historical occurrences, more so currently, it is very rare to see a 

migrant being released because they do not pose a danger to society. Throughout history, 

repeatedly, we have seen how all migrants have been cataloged as threats to the United States. 

The government does not only catalog migrants as a threat due to safety reasons, but also 

political, ideological, and identity reasons as well.   

 

Glimpses of a Detention Facility  
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As I looked at CJ, I knew she was hesitant to talk to us. She was sitting patiently in the small 

room, waiting for us to begin speaking. She was holding her hands together while she let them 

rest on the table. A table which I noticed was too small. Her hands were away from the red line 

separating her from the attorney, as well as her legs, crossed against the wooden plank created to 

block her from making any sort of contact. The room was cold, white, gray, and lifeless.  

How are you? That was the first question one of the students asked. How is she, I thought? 

Why not ask, how have you been doing? Of course, the client was not going to answer she was 

doing okay. She would not answer that she felt welcomed. That it gets easier day by day. She 

had a smile on her face, but I knew better. I felt her pain when she spoke. I could notice her voice 

change volume as she expressed herself about her time in the detention center.  

When I first introduced myself, I found the need to tell her that my Spanish was mostly 

centered in Mexico. That I did not know a lot of vocabulary from other regions that spoke 

Spanish and would stop her if I had any questions about what she was saying. That was a 

mistake, I thought. A mistake that made me feel guilty as I learned about the horrific events she 

endured in Mexico. Did she know I was Mexican due to my introduction? Would she feel 

comfortable talking to me about what happened to her? Was she somehow scared or angry to talk 

to me?  

I soon noticed CJ did feel comfortable. That she had waited a long time to have someone ask 

her about her situation. To help her. That is all she wanted. For someone to listen to her and 

reassure her that everything would be okay. However, that did not stop me from feeling guilty. 

Guilty about not knowing the injustices that occur in my country of birth. I felt guilty that I had 

told her I was Mexican. Mexican like those men who mentally and physically abused her.   
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Just like many migrants, CJ told me she was not thinking of coming to the United States. The 

United States was not my first option. It is a good option now, but I did not think that I would 

come to this country. I only came because it was not safe for me anywhere else. She looked me in 

the eye and with a sad smile, she told me, I really thought I would be able to stay in Mexico. 

However, I soon found that it was not a safe country for me. All the violence, the hate, that is 

precisely what I was trying to escape. Yes, I thought as I looked at her. I knew how violent 

Mexico was, but after hearing CJ’s story, I reasoned that I only knew the violence that existed 

between the mafia that sometimes hurts innocent people. Not the violence that many migrants 

experience when trying to find a safe place.  

I was raped. Her hands stiffened, and her eyes become glossy. I knew at that moment she 

was replaying the scene. I knew because I myself was replaying the scene as she told me what 

happened to her. But that was not enough for the attorney and students. They asked, and how did 

this happen? When did this happen? She looked down at the table, held her hands together, and 

explained she was verbally abused first. Policemen were calling her derogatory terms. Then they 

raped her. You fagot, you think you are a woman. You want this, you like this. Why would you 

suffer? Don’t you like to be with men? Those were all questions she was asked as those men 

abused her. She mentioned she had other difficulties on her journey, but none as horrendous as 

the events she endured in Mexico. In a country, I thought I knew. I felt shocked. I could feel her 

sadness, her rage, her fear, but also my disappointment, and my own sadness and rage. The 

moment I looked into her eyes before I left, I felt a stranger to my country. A stranger to my own 

emotions.   

VI. For-Profit Detention Facilities  
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The first detention facility was founded in Texas in the year of 1983. As stated in the History 

of Detention, the first For-Profit company to build a detention facility in the United States was 

the Corrections Corporation of America or as it is known today CoreCivic. From its creation, 

more and more detention facilities have been built and used around the United States. For-Profit 

institutions have allowed the United States to build “the world’s largest immigrant detention 

system” (Kassie).7  

Today, detention facilities have become normalized in the United States. For many, it is 

normal to envision “people fleeing gang violence, domestic abuse, and poverty [being] confined 

in jails, prisons, tents, and other forms of detention” (Kassie).12 It is easy to envision “children 

sleeping on floors and families torn apart at the border” (Kassie).  

For-Profit Detention Facilities have been receiving more attention for their easy access to 

monetary increases and their popularity within the government. In fact, “more people are held in 

the federal government’s 250 detention centers than in federal prisons” (Karaim). Most of the 

population incarcerated are people who have not committed any crime. Importantly, immigration 

violations are civil, not criminal, in nature. Detention facilities are used to keep “most of the 

detainees [that are] awaiting deportation or a ruling on their eligibility to remain in the United 

States, including thousands of Central American mothers and children seeking asylum from gang 

violence at home” (Karaim). Many people come to the United States trying to escape from a 

traumatic situation, only to be traumatized more by their unnecessary confinement.    

Detention centers across the United States are not only costing the government billions of 

dollars a year to maintain but also the American taxpayer. Since the “population of people in 

detention has grown, so has the government budget to fund the beds to hold them” (Kassie). And 

 
12 The Guardian  
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those budgets can only get bigger if the government takes taxpayer money to aid them. It was 

published through Adopted Budgets, U.S. Congress that in the “fiscal year 2018, private prison 

companies like CoreCivic and GEO Group derived 25% and 20% of their profits respectively 

from ICE (their biggest client)” (Kassie).12 During 2018, “ICE spent over $250 million on 

contracts with GEO Group and another $60 million with CoreCivic” (Kassie).12  

Although the government pays for some of this service, it is eventually taxpayers who end up 

paying the rest. In the year 2018, ICE appropriated 3.1 billion dollars to detention facilities.13 

Though most people do not know, “according to ICE’s fiscal year 2018 budget, on average, it 

costs $200 a day to maintain one adult in detention centers where they are given food, water, 

fresh clothes and a place to sleep—all paid for by taxpayers” (Hernandez). That sometimes does 

not include the salaries agents are paid to work.14 

For many of the detainees, the wait for asylum can take months or even years. Their time in 

the detention center depends on how fast their cases can be processed through the courts. Some 

detainees know they have been placed in removal proceedings. However, they still hold on to the 

hope that the bad conditions they had to endure in the detention facility might be worth it if they 

do not have to return to their home countries. Most of the money that is used towards the 

detention centers are used for other purposes that do not involve having a good environment for 

the detainees that are placed in them. For example, detainees that I spoke to talked about how 

they were not given the bare necessities they needed or good medical care. Sometimes the budget 

is not used for what it is meant for.  

 
13  Kassie, Emily. “Detained: How the US Built the World’s Largest Immigrant Detention 

System.”  

14 Hernandez, Sydney. “How Much is it Costing Taxpayers to House Immigrants in Detention 

Centers?” 
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The Eloy Detention Center, a private prison, is run by a For-Profit entity called CoreCivic, 

previously known as, Corrections Corporation of America. It operates through a contract with 

U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE). These contracts are not something out of the 

ordinary for ICE. From the “nation’s 203 immigrant detention centers, only 5 are owned and 

operated by ICE. The remainder are operated by private prison companies, or by cities that 

provide space for immigrant detainees in local jails” (Steinle). Immigrants who are detained 

because they are in the process of applying for asylum, are placed in detention centers that make 

them feel as if they are criminals. These corporations make their money utilizing the demise of 

their detainees. But how many people in the United States have knowledge that their money is 

funding these for-profit facilities? It is not a secret that the money used to fund these private 

prisons comes from United States taxpayers. 

These for-profit institutions, though they are prisons, make most of their money from 

innocent people trying to search for a better place to live. It is known that “nearly 80% of 

[Corporation of America’s (CCA’s), which is the corporation that owns the Eloy Detention 

Center], immigrant inmates come from ICE, a division of the Department of Homeland Security” 

(Feltz).  Taxpayers are currently funding the stay of many immigrants that would rather be 

waiting for a decision outside of prison. So why is the for-profit system getting so much attention 

from the government? 

The for-profit prisons have become a monopolized institution. No longer is ICE utilizing its 

own detention centers where migrants can be deported back as soon as transport is available. 

For-profit prisons have created a market by selling the idea that detaining migrants in their 

prisons have better deterrence outcomes. Instead of worrying about having their own facilities to 

run, ICE chooses to make contracts with prisons that are willing to house undocumented 
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migrants.  If the institutions imprison several immigrants in an effort to discourage other 

migrants to come to the United States, the government will pay large sums of money. However, 

it is not the government paying for those services. The market for for-profit prisons has been 

increasing so much that now “despite international criticism, even children are included in plans 

to expand detention” (Feltz). Now instead of trying to end a cycle that is only benefiting for-

profit prisons, we are creating a bigger market and a more sustained capitalist notion of 

immigration.  

Most for-profit facilities dehumanize many of the migrants when they only see them as a 

dollar sign. Essentially that is what they are to them. These for-profit institutions create an 

illusion of a criminal from innocent people to make a profit out of their suffering.  All the money 

that is being used towards these detention facilities could be put to much greater use with 

something all citizens agree with. Citizen’s money should be used for things that they would like 

to see in their states, not necessarily what the government thinks would “benefit” the country.  

VII. Mental Illnesses Caused by Detention  

Many detainees in detention centers feel incarcerated. Detainees go through the cold and dark 

feeling of the detention centers, solitude, and physical, emotional, and psychological issues. It 

has been proven that “detention of asylum-seekers [has been] deleterious to their mental health” 

(Piwowarczyk). Many detainees already have previous traumas from their experiences they 

endured in their home countries, as well as the situations experienced on their journey to the 

United States. However, the poor conditions the detainees live in while in detention facilities 

affects them more than it helps. According to the “Physicians for Human Rights and the 

Bellevue/NYU Program for Survivors of Torture (2003), the mental health of asylum-seekers 

was poor and worsened the longer they were in detention” (Piwowarczyk). 
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Consequently, since migrants already experienced traumatic situations, being alone in 

detention centers does not help them deal with the pain. Also, it has never been clear how well 

their medical staff is equipped to deal with these situations, or whether detainees are even often 

allowed to see the doctors. During the same study,  

fifty-eight percent [detainees] said they had poor psychological health when they fled 

their own country, whereas 70% said their mental health worsened substantially in 

detention. Approximately 26% had suicidal thoughts while detained, but none told the 

detention officers (Piwowarczyk).  

There have been instances where accidents have occurred to detainees, and no one is aware of 

them because they do not make the news. Even worse, some detains have died inside the 

facilities. In the country as a whole, “12 immigrants died in detention in the 2017 fiscal year, 

according to Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE), the most since fiscal year 2009” 

(Kuang). Sometimes they come out to give reasons for the deaths, and other times they are not 

made to be a big deal. This has to do a lot with the health, not only physical but also emotional of 

all detainees.  

When comparing “detained asylum-seekers with asylum-seekers living in the community, 

[there has been] significantly higher levels of depression, PTSD, anxiety, panic, and physical 

symptoms” (Piwowarczyk). It is safe to assume that the longevity of their detainment also plays 

an important role in their mental health. Coming from a background of abuse, torture, and 

mistreatment, placing migrants into detention centers could affect their well-being. It not only 

has to do with being incarcerated, but it also has to do with the people that are put close to them, 

and the conditions they live in (e.g. the center is very cold) that cause them to have pain in their 

bones, and anywhere else that might have been affected when they were abused or tortured. 
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Being alone also aids in having the detainees replay what they went through daily, and not 

having the necessary equipment and staff to correctly treat them can truly harm them.  

In a study done by Freedom for Immigrants, they emphasize that the “top complaint [they] 

receive from people in immigration detention is medical neglect/abuse” (Freedom for 

Immigrants).15 Next to medical issues are nutritional issues and prolonged detention.15 It is 

estimated that only 12 percent of the detainee population is in detention from 6 months to 1 year. 

And only 7 percent serve less than 6 months. Twenty-eight percent serves 1 to 2 years, 48 

percent serves 2 to 4 years, and an alarming 5 percent serves more than 4 years.15   

 

Glimpses of a Detention Facility  

In one of my last visits, I meet another asylum-seeker named JP. Before I even meet him, I 

knew he was married.  I knew that some of the trauma he had gone through might have also 

affected his wife. However, I was not sure, by the information on the file, how traumatic his 

experiences had been. Nothing prepared me for what he shared with me. I remember the sorrow 

in his eyes and the glint that let me know he wanted to cry. But he didn’t. One or two tears might 

have escaped. But that was all. I soon came to realize that it was not because JP was not hurting. 

He tried to stay composed because right outside the room where we were speaking, his wife 

waited patiently to talk to him. She did not know about his experience. JP had not shared it with 

her. And I soon came to realize she had not shared hers with him either. We both decided it to be 

that way until we can get help from someone, he had said.  

As a straight man, his story had been very different than most of the previous detainees I had 

spoken to. JP was not escaping his country due to being a member of a particular social group. 

 
15 Detention by the Numbers  
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He and his wife were being persecuted for their political opinion. I will never forget how his face 

transformed into a grimace, and his eyes sparkled with unshed tears as he told me his story. JP 

had left Cuba and found a coyote to help him in Nicaragua. The coyote ended up kidnapping 

him, covering his eyes, and separating him from his wife. In Mexico, he was exchanged and 

placed in a basement. There were only men there. No, wait, there was also a woman and her 

young son. This he told me as he remembered his days in the basement. After a couple of days, 

they came and took me out. They made me shower and gave me clothes they wanted me to wear. 

JP stopped talking. His voice growing thick. I simply looked at him, as a silent way to encourage 

him, as he found his voice once more.  

I was taken to a room. A room where a woman was waiting for me. I sighed. I knew where 

his story was going. The student asked, did you have an intimate relationship with this woman? 

After he stayed quiet and only stared at his hands, the student reworded her question. Were you 

forced to have sex with this woman? JP only looked up, his voice thicker, and said one simple 

word. Yes. I could barely hear the conversation between the attorney and the students. They were 

trying to determine if this would be something that helped his case. I, on the other hand, was 

only staring at him.  

He was sniffing as he squeezed a stress ball the attorney had given him. I watched his 

knuckles turn white as he squeezed it harder each time. I wondered at that moment if he was 

reliving his traumatic experience. I knew in many ways I was. The students looked at him as they 

asked if he had any idea if this had been an act of prostitution or if that woman was also a victim. 

JP looked concentrated as he tried to understand the question. I do not understand. Can you 

repeat that please? The students once again asked if both he and the woman had been victims in 

the situation. No. That had been his simple response. 
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The moment he began to cry, we all knew this topic was something he did not want to speak 

about. JP had been answering everything straightforwardly until this question. He listened 

intently as the students explained that it would not help him as much if both had been victims. 

There had to be a monetary reward for his kidnappers to classify him as a victim of trafficking. 

Learning this new information, he began to talk. The woman was definitely not a victim. She 

mistreated me. Yelled at me to take my clothes off. To please her and do whatever she wanted me 

to do. I suddenly began feeling your pain. As I told the attorney and students the story, I invested 

myself in it directly. I felt as if I had been going through the pain with you. Were you the only 

person taken to this room, asked the student? Slowly you answered, I did not see anyone else, 

but I did know they were being prostituted. As I was taken into the room I was to be placed in, I 

could see multiple doors in the hallway and hear moans coming from them. I would also see 

other people taken out of the basement, and they would come back, looking ashamed. I did not 

know what that meant then—until it happened to me.  

As the students took a break, I looked at him and asked if he was doing okay. He looked up, 

looked me in the eyes, and smiled. This has been the first time I have talked to anyone about 

what happened. That is when he shared with me that he and his wife had chosen not to share 

their experiences with each other. JP did not want her to know what he had been through, and 

both had decided getting psychological help first would help them handle the situation better 

once they did share what happened with each other. Before this meeting, I would have preferred 

never speaking of that experience ever again, even if I was deported to Mexico.  

That was the moment I realized JP was going through a very emotional and mental trauma. 

He shared that he always has trouble sleeping, but the detention center will not give him pills to 

help him sleep. He shared with me that the psychologists the detention center provides are not 
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helpful, and he did not trust them or feel comfortable. My wife and I are hoping to get out of here 

to seek professional help. That is the only way I will be able to get over this. Those were his last 

words before the questions began again. He was not receiving the help he needed, and his mental 

state was only getting worse. He had not forgotten his traumatic experience, and he had no one to 

talk to. As we left, he walked towards his wife. As I walked toward the exit sign, I looked back at 

him and his wife. I smiled and waved goodbye. With a small smile and a noticeable nod, he 

waved back.  

VIII. Interpreting Introduction  

Many people have asked me how I would describe my work as an interpreter. Do you like it? 

I always answer the same way. I enjoy helping people, and I would not change the experience I 

have had for anything else. However, serving as an interpreter is both taxing and stressful. 

Imagine having the pressure to communicate between two people. The pressure of being able to 

be the shadow of the client, and a bridge to the attorney, all at the same time. Imagine the burden 

of having the difficult job to communicate everything the client is saying to the attorney. The 

responsibility I hold to deliver every exact word that is said. To not affect the client’s case 

because I missed key information or added words to the story that were not said.  

The simple answer is yes. I enjoy helping clients understand something important. Yet, that 

satisfaction is only present while I am helping the client, or the client wins their case. The story 

is very different once I am alone. Once I begin to replay all the stories, the memories, the 

sadness, hurt, and anger. Most importantly, when I begin to feel guilty. Guilty that my life has 

somehow been easier. That even though I am an immigrant myself, I did not have to go through 

situations like theirs. I should not feel guilty because it is not my fault. But that is the funny thing 
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about guilt. It shows up and affects you even though you do no ask for it. Very similar to all the 

situations most migrants I have talked to go through. 

Building the bridge between the client and an attorney takes an emotional toll on a person. 

As an interpreter, I am obligated to speak in first-person when narrating between the client and 

attorney. In many ways, this forces me, as an interpreter, to become the client. Yes, they are not 

really my own experiences or memories. But, in order to fully explain and concisely share with 

the attorney all the information the client is saying, I have to feel, think, speak, and remember 

what the client is feeling and speaking.  

In the same way, I feel happy and useful when I am the one relaying the advice and 

information the attorney is sharing— I feel the trauma most clients share. The attorney may have 

a similar feeling; however, in my experience, the relationship between a client and the interpreter 

is much more intimate that they begin to live vicariously through them. Through their 

experiences, as if they were your own. That is what is typically known as Vicarious Trauma.  

IX. Vicarious Trauma for Interpreters  

What exactly is Vicarious Trauma (VT)? VT is the “negative transformation in the trauma’s 

worker inner experience resulting from empathetic engagement with clients’ trauma material” 

(Lai, et.al.). More easily understood as “the absorbing of another person’s trauma, [and] the 

transformation of the helper’s inner sense of identity and experience” (Muller). Listening to 

someone’s traumatic experience for prolonged periods of time can affect one’s own reality and 

make them feel as though they are living in the lives of those they are helping.  

For every professional, the experience is different. Yet, it has been proven that “interpreters 

seem to experience vicarious trauma differently than other professionals providing aid [because] 

they do more than witness the trauma; they channel it” (Muller). An interpreter does not only 
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have to channel the story of the client, but they also need to make sure they are not exceeding the 

amount of work they can do at a time. When interpreters interpret for prolonged periods of 

time—and for multiple people—it can really harm their voice, mind, and thoughts. It is 

important to take note that an interpreter must live in the life of a person for some time, but also 

make sure they are keeping track of their own and taking care of themselves. 

As Rebekah Knodel suggests, “interpreting is often viewed as a technical profession related 

solely to linguistics” (Knodel). Many people have often expressed, if you know the language, it 

must be so easy to interpret. Yes, knowing the language makes it easier to interpret. However, 

the content we are interpreting is what makes it hard to interpret. Especially if their work centers 

around clients with heavy trauma. Interpreters do not only use their language when working. An 

interpreter’s “work can have a significant impact on them, both emotionally and 

psychologically” (Knodel). This impact is only “intensified when [the interpreter] is working 

with those that are considered ‘vulnerable client groups’” (Knodel).  

Migrants within detention facilities are part of these vulnerable client groups. In their 

journeys to the United States, they suffer through rape, beatings, kidnappings, sexual and mental 

abuse, and discrimination. All topics that at first glance seem normal, because they have been 

normalized within the dangers of society. Interpreters typically have a sense of the case they will 

be working with. They may have some basic facts of the client, and they may even know they 

will be dealing with one of the issues mentioned above. Nevertheless, once an interpreter begins 

listening to the client and immerse themselves in their story, the expectation never meets reality. 

I fought. I told them to leave me alone. But they said that I was a faggot. That I should like 

what they are doing. That I like it rough. That was the description CJ gave when sharing her 

story. It is one thing to visualize the even when you are listening to it, but very different when 
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you are repeating it. Once interpreters absorb the client’s trauma and begin to channel it—their 

minds do not think they are repeating someone else’s words—interpreters feel and imagine what 

the client must have felt. I receive the experience in a language—then I have to process what that 

situation is—and then share that story in another language. The process of identifying with the 

story, even though it has not happened to me, as an interpreter, begins.  

 

Glimpses of a Detention Facility  

 I will never forget the day I meet GG, another asylum-seeker detained in the Eloy 

Detention Facility. I was not aware of the reason then, but as I looked into his eyes the first time 

he sat across from me in that small table, I knew his story would have an impact on me. GG was 

very young, barely a teenager. He feared what would happen to him during and after detention. 

Would he be sent back to his country, or would he be sent back to Mexico, a country that had 

scarred him for life? 

We all knew we could not get help there; he had said.  I did not want to come to the 

United States, but I had to. I saw his face as his eyes began to get glossy with tears. I knew he 

wanted to say something that was very uncomfortable to him. It was not until I spoke to JP that I 

understood something. In my visit with JP, he had told me he would have wanted to be deported 

to Mexico before talking to someone about his experience. Of course, JP’s opinion changed as 

we finished the meeting. The moment GG looked at me and held his hands together, I knew his 

opinion had changed as well. I knew he trusted me enough to see his pain through his own 

memories. 

After I escaped the violence in my home country, and I was in Mexico, many bad things 

happened to me, he said as his face changed expressions. I was kidnapped in a patrol car and 
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was discriminated by officers calling me “Cheto,” which means gay. They asked me a lot of 

questions that I did not answer. The attorney was just listening to his story. However, I began to 

feel uneasy because I could hear in his tone of voice the fear, sadness, and trauma. I know this 

because I began to have the same feelings as I repeated his words. 

With his head down, he tells me, as I was trying to board a train, some men, most likely 

from the mafia, called me “Cheto” (gay) and said you like dick sweety. They told me they would 

let me get on the train and give me a password that I would have to tell other men so I would be 

allowed to stay aboard. But we will give you a good fuck before. He started moving his hands 

together. Each of the men made me give sex involuntarily. They sexually abused me and said I 

would enjoy it because I liked dick. You cannot imagine what that was like. They beat me 

physically in my stomach and face. Each word he told me; I would repeat. The attorney wrote 

down his story on a piece of paper. I engraved it in my mind. 

That day I went home feeling gloomy. What is wrong? My mother asked me that as soon 

as she saw me. I asked myself what was wrong. I was not tired even though I had made the trip 

to Eloy. I noticed that my sad state and mental tiredness was due to the fact that I was still trying 

to process what had happened to GG. What he went through. What all the detainees have gone 

through. For weeks I thought about all of them. Of every migrant, I spoke to at the detention 

facility. Sometimes I dreamt of their situation. I noticed that it was because I felt that their voice 

was my voice. The moment I interpreted for all of them, I felt that their story was my story. That 

their emotions were my emotions. For those couple of hours, I was them. I was a migrant trying 

to keep hope. A traumatized migrant living through more trauma as I was incarcerated at a 

detention facility. I was every one of them, and due to those couple of hours, I will never forget 

their stories. 
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X. Suggestions  

Due to the information presented in this paper, detention should not be the first resource the 

government turns to when trying to combat migration. Recently, news outlets have had much to 

talk about when new images of “women, men, and children packed into overcrowded concrete 

cells and chain-link cages” surfaced the news (Campbell). Most of these stories centered around 

detention facilities along the U.S-Mexican border. However, the case is not very different from 

detention facilities such as the Eloy Detention Facility. Some conditions may be different, but the 

mental conditions are the same. Keeping traumatized migrants in a secluded facility with no way 

to cope with their traumatic situations increases that trauma and adds new insecurities.  

Many critics of detention facilities have stated that detention centers are not needed to make 

migrants cooperate with immigration services. Since “requesting asylum is not against the law, 

there is no legal requirement to jail [migrants as if they were] criminals” (Campbell). Some 

alternative options—some of which ICE has been trying to implement since 2017—include 

supervision of social workers and electronic monitoring. In 2015 the  

Department of Homeland Security launched the Family Case Management Program. 

[This program allowed families to be] released and monitored by social workers, who 

helped them find lawyers, housing, transportation, and made sure they attended court 

hearings (Campbell).  

This program was created mostly thinking about children and mothers who were escaping gang 

violence in their home countries.16 Instead of separating children from their mothers, families 

 
16 Campbell, Alexia Fernández. “Reminder: Trump Doesn’t Need to Keep Migrants in Detention  
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could be placed in this program. According to ICE, the program worked well “during the two 

years it existed” (Campbell). According to statistics, “99 percent of participants ‘successfully 

attended their court appearances and ICE check-ins” (Campbell). However, after Trump took 

office in 2016, he ended the program.  

Keeping migrants detained is very bad for their mental and emotional health. However, 

keeping them detained for indefinite periods-of-time can also harm the U.S. economically. Most 

of the money utilized to fund said detention centers come from taxpayers that are sometimes 

oblivious to what their money is being used for. Paying billions of dollars to keep someone who 

did not commit a crime detained is economically draining. With the number of migrants that are 

being detained annually, half of that budget can be used to keep them outside of detention 

facilities. 

The government can find alternative options that are healthier and humane for migrants as well 

as fair and cost-friendly to the economy. The government could find ways to monitor migrants 

without making them feel as if they had committed a horrible crime. Most migrants come to the 

United States because they are fleeing persecution. They do not need to come to another country 

that will make them feel less safe, because they are also mistreated with the only difference 

being that it is scary to not understand where you are and what will happen with you.  

New programs that can be implemented at the border could also help. The government 

thinks that detention facilities help deter migration, but they are wrong. Information deters more 

than action. If people are placed in detention centers and are released months later, that does not 

deter them from trying to come back. On the contrary, even though it was a traumatic experience 

for them, they have lived the experience and know what they will have to endure if they are 

 

Camps.” 
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detained once more. Yet, knowledge is key. If migrants are taught how the immigration system 

works, the consequences that need to be endured if detained, and the situations they will have to 

endure, the process could be different. It may be possible that some migrants will try to go 

through the process while finding a safe place to stay along the border. 

Having some kind of program that allows migrants to have a safe place to stay close to 

the border while processing their cases could make a difference. Having communities in the U.S 

where they could be easily integrated as they await their asylum case decision could also help. 

Migrants could be given a set of responsibilities to follow while they are in the U.S., even if 

there is no guarantee that their asylum will be granted. There are many ways to keep migrants 

monitored and held accountable that do not involve having their dignity and mental health 

compromised. Educating ourselves and those seeking refugee can be the key to solving some of 

the issues that are trying to be solved through detention. Detention facilities have once again, as 

in the 1950s, come to be inhumane and unnecessary. Many alternatives can be implemented and 

tested to see if they will work. 

In fact, the International Detention Coalition enacted a study to find “positive alternatives 

to immigration detention that respect fundamental rights, are less expensive and are equally or 

more effective than traditional border controls” (Sampson et. al.). When detention is used as a 

border control, the government is not effectively applying something that could help deter 

migrants. They are only creating horrendous environments that have negative effects for all 

parties involved. The study found that many counties such as “Canada, Australia, the United 

Kingdom, Hong Kong, Indonesia, [and] Thailand” all have tried alternatives to detention 

(International Detention Facility). In all countries, the results were the same. If people were not 

detained, there would be higher percentages of migrants that showed up to every scheduled court 
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date, and the cost of having them in their countries was significantly lower. For example, in 

2015, in Australia, the cost for detention was approximately $655 per migrant compared to a 

spectrum from $8.80 to $38 that the country would spend on migrants with alternative options.17 

In the United States itself, the budget for detention in 2015 was 2 billion dollars, and it was 

proven that if alternative options were implemented, “the United States could save over $1.44 

billion” of that budget (Sampson et. al.). 

 Throughout the study conducted, it was proven that all the countries previously 

mentioned had better results using the alternative options when referring to costs and basic 

human rights. Migrants were more accepting of the law and were willing to follow all the 

recommendations given. In my opinion, it is more efficient to deter migrants by letting them see 

that even with freedom and liberty, it is not easy being in the United States then taking them 

through the process of detention. That only makes them feel like they may have an opportunity 

to beat the system if they continue to try to migrate here. Whatever the case, humane alternatives 

are a better option for border security. Not only economically, but also mentally, physically, and 

emotionally for all parties involved.  

 

XI. Conclusions  

From its origins, the United States has always been a country made up of immigrants. Both 

detention and asylum are topics that have been buried under the insecurities of the nation. The 

importance of the nation’s immigration system and its never-ending fluctuations have never been 

 
17 Smith, Hillel R. “Immigration Detention: A Legal Overview.” 
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acknowledged by most Americans. As if the system itself can conform to what is wanted at the 

moment, not what is needed. 

The United States holds great honor in the Statue of Liberty and the message she transmits to 

every individual that touches the United States’ shores.  The Statue of Liberty communicates to 

people, “give me your tired, your poor, your huddled masses yearning to breathe free, the 

wretched refuse of your teeming shore. Send these, the homeless, tempest-tossed to me, I lift my 

lamp beside the golden door” (Karaim). This sentiment is pure and idealistic. However, “a less 

welcoming side to the history [and current] American immigration policy… has overshadowed 

the national symbol of the Statue of Liberty.”18 

For the thousands of innocent migrants that are apprehended each year and placed in 

detention centers, this situation is very much a reality. Many people come to the United States 

with the hope of living in a country that truly offers everyone freedom, liberty, and justice. 

Nevertheless, a majority of those who have crossed the border have received a rude awakening. 

For them, the United States still holds the vision and ideal of the American Dream, but no longer 

does this goal seem reachable. Instead, migrants fear for their wellbeing in the only place they 

believed they would be safe. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
18 Immigration and Citizenship Process and Policy Eight Edition T. Alexander Aleinikoff, et. al. 
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