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Susan Lontine, a Democratic state representative in Colorado, knows well how some use the 

term “illegal alien” to disparage migrants. Her district in Denver contains many immigrant 

communities, and she recoils when she hears President Trump use the term in speeches or 

catches conservative colleagues uttering it in Statehouse hallways. 

What Ms. Lontine did not know, however, was that for more than 13 years, the words have also 

resided in an arcane section of the Colorado state code about who can work on public projects. A 

friend recently came across the language while training for her job with the City of Denver. 

“She goes: ‘Why are you using that? That’s an awful term,” Ms. Lontine said in a recent 

interview. 

Ms. Lontine looked up the law herself and was surprised to see the words there. 

Then, she thought, what if they weren’t? 

Ms. Lontine plans to introduce a bill this month that would remove the term “illegal aliens” from 

the law and replace it with the more neutral “undocumented immigrants,” saying that changing 

the words could bend social sentiment in migrants’ favor. And with Democrats now in control of 

the Legislature and the governor’s office, the bill may face relatively few hurdles. 

But it comes as the conservative news media has increasingly broadcast messages that demonize 

immigrants, in part echoing Mr. Trump’s scathing rhetoric on immigration — he used the term 

“illegal alien” at least five times during the State of the Union this month. 

Some conservatives argue that terms like “illegal aliens” are fair and universally understood, 

having been used for decades by lawmakers, judges and newspapers. But for others, there is a 

growing awareness that the terms denigrate immigrants by branding humans — as opposed to 

actions — as illegal. 

The debate is playing out at an increasingly granular level, with politicians wrestling over the 

words etched into laws and official government discourse. California in 2015 removed the word 

“alien” from its labor code. The New York City Council is considering a new bill that would 

replace “alien” with “noncitizen,” and bar the city from using “alien,” “illegal alien” or “illegal 

immigrant” in city laws or documents. 

https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefings-statements/remarks-president-trump-illegal-immigration-crisis-border-security/
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2019/08/11/business/media/el-paso-killer-conservative-media.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/02/05/us/politics/state-of-union-transcript.html
https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/billTextClient.xhtml?bill_id=201520160SB432
https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/billTextClient.xhtml?bill_id=201520160SB432
https://legistar.council.nyc.gov/LegislationDetail.aspx?ID=4285027&GUID=556CC296-0A25-4168-A7C0-96B8EAC6E6BF&Options=ID%7CText%7C&Search=1836
https://legistar.council.nyc.gov/LegislationDetail.aspx?ID=4285027&GUID=556CC296-0A25-4168-A7C0-96B8EAC6E6BF&Options=ID%7CText%7C&Search=1836


At the national level, United States Representative Joaquin Castro, Democrat of 

Texas, introduced a bill in July that would replace “alien” and “illegal alien” with “foreign 

national” and “undocumented foreign national” in one of the country’s main immigration laws. 

By contrast, the Justice Department sent a memo to federal prosecutors reminding them to use 

“illegal aliens” instead of “undocumented” in news releases, CNN reported in 2018.  

“The word ‘undocumented’ is not based in U.S. code and should not be used to describe 

someone’s illegal presence in the country,” the memo said. 

Jose Antonio Vargas, who founded Define American, a nonprofit based in Louisville, Ky., that 

advocates for migrants, said that “the language we use determines the nature of the 

conversation.” 

Mr. Vargas, who immigrated to the San Francisco Bay Area illegally in 1993, remembers the 

words “resident alien” being stamped on a fraudulent green card his grandfather bought him. 

Several years later, he read the words “illegal aliens” in a front-page newspaper article and heard 

it on the radio while heading to school. 

“Terms like ‘alien’ and ‘illegal,’ which I grew up hearing on the radio and TV and reading in 

newspapers and magazines, had an isolating, disorienting, dehumanizing effect,” Mr. Vargas 

said. 

 “The language we use determines the nature of the conversation,” said Jose Antonio Vargas, 

who immigrated to the San Francisco Bay Area in 1993.Credit...Jacquelyn Martin/Associated 

Press 

While the terms have not always been so polarizing, they have traditionally been used to strip 

people of personhood and subject them to legal punishments, said Kevin R. Johnson, dean of the 

law school at the University of California, Davis, who has researched the history of the terms. 

He said the word “alien” had been used since the country’s founding to describe any noncitizen 

— the British, for example. The notorious Alien and Sedition Acts, passed in 1798, tightened 

restrictions on Americans born outside the country and limited speech critical of the government. 

In 1924, the country adopted a quota system for immigrants based on national origin, giving rise 

to the idea that there were unwanted, “illegal” immigrants, said Mae Ngai, a history professor at 

Columbia University. But still, she said, the term “illegal alien” was mostly associated with 

prohibition and smuggling. 

In the mid-20th century, policies targeting migrants from Mexico furthered the idea of “illegal 

aliens,” Professor Ngai said. 

Usage of the term and others like it spiked in the 1970s and 1980s as immigrants grew to 

become a larger slice of the United States population. Civil rights groups, particularly Mexican-

American activists, increasingly fought those labels, Professor Ngai said. 

“These terms also become fraught because they associate so called illegality or criminal status to 

a person as opposed to an act,” she said. 

In recent years, there has been more focus on the effect of the words. A 2009 opinion written by 

Supreme Court Justice Sonia Sotomayor was the first to use the term “undocumented 

https://castro.house.gov/media-center/press-releases/castro-introduces-the-change-act-legislation-correcting-alienating-names-in-government
https://www.congress.gov/bill/116th-congress/house-bill/3776/committees?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22change+act%22%5D%7D&r=1&s=4
https://edition.cnn.com/2018/07/24/politics/justice-department-illegal-aliens-undocumented/index.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2011/06/26/magazine/my-life-as-an-undocumented-immigrant.html
https://guides.loc.gov/alien-and-sedition-acts
https://history.house.gov/Historical-Highlights/1901-1950/The-Immigration-Act-of-1924/
https://www.migrationpolicy.org/programs/data-hub/charts/immigrant-population-over-time?width=900&height=850&iframe=true
https://www.nytimes.com/2009/12/09/us/09sotomayor.html


immigrant,” which the justice has said she used to recognize that immigrants who break the law 

are not necessarily bad people. 

The Associated Press, which publishes a stylebook that guides hundreds of news outlets, decided 

in 2013 to stop using “illegal” to describe a person, arguing that only actions are illegal. 

The New York Times does not use “alien,” but will use “illegal” to refer to immigrants without 

legal status, as well as “undocumented” and “unauthorized.” The Times’s stylebook also 

suggests using language that directly describes the specific circumstances of a person, as a way 

to avoid using those terms altogether. 

There has been backlash against attempts to change the language. Some conservative politicians, 

seeking to push aggressive policies targeting immigrants, frequently use terms like “illegals,” 

“illegal immigrants” and “illegal aliens.” 

In 2016, after activism from a group of Dartmouth students, the Library of Congress said it 

would remove “alien” and “illegal alien” from subject headings and replace the terms with 

“noncitizens” and “unauthorized immigration.” But the library reversed course under pressure 

from House Republicans. 

Alex Nowrasteh, director of immigration studies at the Cato Institute, said he favored policies 

allowing most people who immigrated illegally to stay in the country. But he said advocacy 

around terms like “illegal alien” distracted from actual policy debates. 

“There’s a segment of people who want to call people illegal immigrants, undocumented 

immigrants, as part of either not offending people or as a marketing technique,” Mr. Nowrasteh 

said. “I think it’s a total waste of time.” 

Mr. Nowrasteh said he did not think changing the words would change anyone’s mind, noting 

that a number of terms, including “illegal alien,” have been used dozens of times in federal 

immigration law. 

“What matters is how people actually feel and whether it actually causes confusion,” he said. 

“The point of language is to communicate. If we’re all using different terms to mean the same 

thing, we can’t communicate as well.” 

Mr. Vargas, however, said that language could and should evolve. Other pejorative terms have 

been removed from government documents as people better understood the hurtful connotations. 

Instead of “illegal alien,” Mr. Vargas prefers any term that precisely describes an act as illegal 

and not a person, such as “unauthorized” immigrants or “people who are here illegally.” 

“I am for any kind of language that actually describes what is happening and treats people like 

human beings,” he said. 

 

https://www.nytimes.com/2014/09/05/nyregion/for-immigration-lawyers-a-surprise-speaker-justice-sonia-sotomayor-of-the-supreme-court.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2015/08/23/magazine/the-unwelcome-return-of-illegals.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2019/01/14/trump-seeks-resurrect-long-dormant-phrase-illegal-alien/
https://www.nytimes.com/2016/07/23/us/another-word-for-illegal-alien-at-the-library-of-congress-contentious.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2016/07/23/us/another-word-for-illegal-alien-at-the-library-of-congress-contentious.html
https://cityroom.blogs.nytimes.com/2009/09/09/law-bans-use-of-oriental-in-state-documents/

