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ISSUE 2 


Is Third World Immigration a Threat 
to America's Way of Life? 


YES: Peter Brimelow, from Alien Nation: Common Sense About 
America's Immigration Disaster (Random House, 1995) 


NO: John Isbister, from The Immigration Debate: Remaking America 
(Kumarian Press, 19%) 


ISSUE SUMMARy 


YES: Peter Brimelow, a writer and senior editor of Forbes and Na
tional Review, asserts that the large influx of immigrants from non
European countries threatens to undermine the cultural foundations 
of American unity. 


NO: John Isbister, a provost at the University of California, Santa 
Cruz, dtes research showing that immigration does not have the 
many negative impacts that people like Brimelow fear. He argues that 
immigration has a negligible effect on earnings and public finances 
and that its cultural impacts "will make it more obvious that the 
United States is a plural and not a unicultural sodety." 


I n his 1996 State of the Union speech, President Bill Clinton promised a 50 
percent increase in border patrols to try to dramatically reduce illegal immigra
tion. Polls show that this stand is a popUlar one. There is also much support for 
cutting back on legal immigration. 


Today the number of legal immigrants to America is close to 1 million 
per year, and illegal ("undocumented") immigrants probably number well over 
that figure. In terms of numbers, immigration is now comparable to the level 
it reached dUring the early years of the twentieth century, when millions of 
immigrants arrived from southern and eastern Europe. A majority of the new 
immigrants, however, do not come from Europe but from what has been called 
the "Third World"-the underdeveloped nations. The largest percentages come 
from Mexico, the Philippines, Korea, and the islands of the Caribbean, while 
European immigration has Shrunk to about 10 percent. Much of the reason for 
this shift has to do with changes made in U.S. immigration laws during the 
1960s. Decades earlier, in the 1920s, America had narrowed its gate to people 
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from certain regions of the world by imposing quotas designed to preserve 
the balance of races in America. But in 1965 a series of amendments to the 
Immigration Act put all the world's people on an equal footing in terms of 
immigration. The result, wrote journalist Theodore H. White, was "a stampede, 
almost an invasion" of Third World immigrants. Indeed, the 1965 amendments 
made it even easier for Third World immigrants to enter the country because 
the new law gave preference to those with a family member already living in the 
United States. Since most of the European immigrants who settled in the early 
part of the century had died off, and since few Europeans had immigrated in 
more recent years, a greater percentage of family-reuniting immigration came 
from the Third World. 


Immigrants move to the United States for various reasons: to flee tyranny 
and terrorism, to escape war, or to join relatives who have already settled. Above 
all, they immigrate because in their eyes America is an island of affluence in a 
global sea of poverty; here they will earn many times what they could only hope 
to earn in their native countries. One hotly debated question is, What will these 
new immigrants do to the United States-or for it? 


Part of the debate has to do with bread-and-butter issues: Will new im
migrants take jobs away from American workers? Or will they fill jobs that 
American workers do not want anyway, which will help stimulate the econ
omy? Behind these economic issues is a more profound cultural question: Will 
these new immigrants.add healthy new strains to America's cultural inheri
tance, broadening and revitalizing it? Or will they cause the country to break 
up into separate cultural units, destroying America's unity? Of all the questions 
relating to immigration, this one seems to be the most sensitive. 


In 1992 conservative columnist Patrick Buchanan set off a firestorm of 
controversy when he raised this question: "If we had to take a million immi
grants next year, say Zulus or Englishmen, and put them in Virginia, which 
group would be easier to assimilate and cause less problems for the people of 
Virginia?" Although Buchanan later explained that his intention was not to 
denigrate Zulus or any other racial group but to simply talk about assimilation 
into Anglo-American culture, his remarks were widely characterized as racist 
and xenophobiC (related to a fear of foreigners)~Whether or not that character
ization is justified, Buchanan's question goes to the heart of the cultural debate 
over immigration, which is the tension between unity and diversity. 


In the selections that follow, Peter Brimelow contends that immigrants 
are harming America both economically and culturally. He argues that the 
sheer number of immigrants from other cultures threatens to overwhelm tradi
tional safeguards against cultural disintegration. This foreign influx is changing 
America from a nation into a collection of separate nationalities. John Isbister 
challenges the economic harm thesis and argues that the cultural impacts of 
immigration "are positive, constructive changes, that most Americans will ben
efit from living in. a more multicultural society and that the tension between 
the different ethni~ groups can be alleviated." 
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(~YESPeter Brimelow 


Alien Nation: Common Sense About
 
America's Immigration Disaster
 


The Immigration fuundation 


In 1991, the year of Alexander's birth, the Immigration and Naturalization Ser
vice reported a total of over 1.8 million legal immigrants. That was easily a 
record. It exceeded by almost a third the previous peak of almost 1.3 mil
lion, reached eighty-four years, earlier at the height of the First Great Wave of 
Immigration, which peaked just after the turn of the century. 


The United States has been engulfed by what seems likely to be the greatest 
wave of immigration it has ever faced. The INS estimates that U to 13 million le
gal and illegal immigrants will enter the United States dUring the decade of the 
1990s. The Washington, D.C.-based Federation for American Immigration Re
fonn (FAIR), among the most prominent of the groups critical of immigration 
policy, thinks the total will range between 10 and 15 million. An indepen
dent expert, Daniel James, author of lllegal Immigration-An Unfolding Crisis, 
has argued that it could be as high as 18 million. 


And the chaotic working of current U.S. immigration law has created a 
peculiar, but little-understood, reality. The extraordinary truth is that, in almost 
all cases, Americans will have little more say over the arrival of these new claimants 
on their national community-and voters on their national future-than over the 
arrival of Alexander. 


This is because it's not just illegal immigration that is out of control. So is 
legal immigration. U.S. law in effect treats immigration as a sort of imitation civil 
right, extended to an indefinite group of foreigners who have been selected arbitrarily 
and with no regard to American interests. 


Whether these foreigners deign to come and make their claim on America 
--ilnd on the American taxpayer-is pretty much up to them. 


From Peter Brimelow, Alien Nation: Common Sense About America's immigration Disaster (Random 
House. 1995). Copyright © 1995 by Peter Brimelow. Reprinted by pennission of Random House. Inc. 
Notes omitted. 


24 


YES / Peter Brimelow 25 


America's One-Way Inunigration Debate 


Everyone knows that there are two sides to every question, except the typical 
American editor ordering up a story about immigration, for whom there is only 
one side: immigration good, concern about immigration bad. 


This results in the anecdotal happy-talk good-news coverage of immigra


tion that we all know and love: 


XYZ was just Harvard's valedictorian-XYZ arrived in the U.S. speaking no 
English three months ago-XYZ PROVFS THE AMERICAN DREAM IS STILL 
AUVE!-despite those nasty nativists who want to keep all the XYZs out. 


Now, the achievement of immigrants to the United States (more accurately,
 
of some immigrants to the United States) is indeed one of the most inspiring,
 
and instructive, tales in human history. Nevertheless, there are still two sides
 
to the question. Thus we might, equally reasonably, expect to see balancing
 


anecdotal coverage like this: 


In January 1993, a Pakistani applicant for political asylum (and, simultane
ously, for arrmesty as an illegal immigrant) opens fire on employees entering 
CIA headquarters, killing two and wounding three! In February 1993, a 
gang of Middle Easterners (most illegally overstaying after entering on non
immigrant visas-one banned as a terrorist but admitted on a tourist visa 
in error) blow up New York's World Trade Center, killing siX and injuring 
more than 1,OOO!! In December 1993, a Jamaican immigrant (admitted as 
a student but stayed, illegal status automatically regularized after marriage 
to a U.S. citizen) opens fire on commuters on New York's Long Island Rail 
Road, killing six and wounding 191!! WHAT'S GOING ON??!!? 


The case of Colin Ferguson, arrested in the Long Island Rail Road shoot


ings, is particularly instructive.... 
Ferguson's own writings showed him to be motivated by hatred of whites. 


And this racial antagonism is a much deeper problem. In any rational mind, it 
must raise the question: Is is really wise to aI/ow the immigration of people who 
find it so difficult and painful to assimilate into the American majority? 


Because the fact cannot be denied: if Ferguson and the others had not 
immigrated, those fourteen Americans would not have been killed. 


Although we might reasonably expect to see such balancing media cov
erage of immigration, don't hold your breath. There are powerful taboos pre
venting it.... The result, however, is that the American immigration debate has 
been a one-way street. Criticism of immigration, and news that might support 


it, just tends not to get through. 
This is no mere journalism-school game of balancing anecdotes. It in


volves the broadest social trends. For example, the United States is in the midst 
of a serious crime e·pidemic. Yet almost no Americans are aware that aliens make 
up one quarter of the prisoners in federal penitentiaries-almost three times their 
proportion in the population at large. 


Indeed, many problems that currently preoccupy Americans have an un


spoken immigration dimension. ... 
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The education crisis. Americans are used to hearing that their schools don't 
seem to be providing the quality of education that foreigners get. Fewer of 
them know that the U.S. education system is also very expensive by interna
tional standards. Virtually none of them know anything about the impact 
of immigration on that education system. 


Yet the impact of immigration is clearly serious. For example, in 1990 
almost one child in every twenty enrolled in American public schools either 
could not speak English or spoke it so poorly as to need language-assistance 
programs. This number is increasing with striking speed: only six years earlier, 
it had been one child in thirty-one. Current law is generally interpreted as 
reqUiring schools to educate such children in their native language. To do so, 
according to one California estimate, requires spending some 65 percent more 
per child than on an English-speaking child.... 


(11he immigration resulting from current public policy 


1. is dramatically larger, less skilled and more divergent from the Ameri
can majority than anything that was anticipated or desired 


2.	 is probably not beneficial economically-and is certainly not necessary 
3.	 is attended by a wide and increasing range of negative consequences, 


from the physical environment to the political 
4.	 is bringing about an ethnic and racial transformation in America with


out precedent in the history of the world,-an astonishing social exper
iment launched with no particular reason to expect success ... 


What About My Grandfather? 
Many Americans have difficulty thinking about immigration restriction be
cause of a lurking fear: This would have kept my grandfather out . .. 


But it must also be stressed: that was then; this is now. There are important 
differences between the last Great Wave of Immigration and today·s. 


1.	 Then, there was an "Open Door" (essentially-and with the major 
exception of the restriction on Asians). Now, the 1965 reform has 
reopened the border in a perversely unequal way. Essentially, it has 
allowed immigrants from some countries to crowd out immigrants 
from others.... 


2. Then, immigrants came overwhelmingly from Europe, no matter 
how different they seemed at the time; now, immigrants are over
whelmingly visible minorities from the Third World. Not with
standing which


3. Then, there	 was an aggressive public and private"Americaniza
tion" campaign ... ; now, there's "multiculturalism"-i..e., irruni
grants are offidally not expected to assimilate. 


4.	 Then, there was no welfare state and irnrnigrants who failed often 
went home; now, there is a welfare state-and fewer immigrants 
leave. 


5.	 Then, immigration was stopped. There was a pause for digestion
the Second Great Lull-that lasted some forty years. Now, there's 
no end in sight. 


YES / Peter Brimelow 


... (A}n implicit accusation of racism is the common reaction of a vocal 
minority of Americans to news of their country's shifting ethnic balance... ' 


I say a vocal minority because I think the vast majority of Americans re
gard as just a matter of common sense that the composition of a country's pop
ulation cannot, in fact, be changed without risking dramatic consequences.... 


(T}here are some extraordinary aspects of the impending ethnic revolu
tion that, by any standard, deserve discussion in a democracy: 


•	 It is unprecedented in history. No sovereign state has ever undergone 
such a radical and rapid transformation. 


•	 It is wholly and entirely the result of government policy. Immigra
tion is causing both the shifting American ethnic balance and also 
the projected massive increase in overall population. Left to them
selves, pre-I965 Americans would be stabilizing both their ethnic 
proportions and their overall numbers . 


... (T]here's a plain fact to be considered: the evidence that multiracial 
societies work is-what shall we say?-not very encouraging. 


There have, of course, been multiracial societies (strictly speaking, usu
ally multiethnic) in the past. Famous examples are the Roman Empire, or the 
Arab Caliphate, which briefly ruled from Spain to Samarkand in the name of 
Muhammad. But these were old-fashioned despotisms, not modern democra
cies. And, even so, ethnic divisions still kept surfacing. The ancestors of the 
modern Iranians repeatedly rebelled against Arab rule, although they tended to 
justify their revolts in terms of a convenient Islamic heresy. 


Heterogeneous empires that lasted, such as the Eastern Roman Empire of 
Byzantium, which survived until 1453, were generally based on a core ethnic 
group-distinctly like our old friend, the "racial hegemony of white Americans." 
In the case of Byzantium, for instance, this core group was Greek. 


In modern times, there has been a lot of seductive murmuring about inter
nationalism, united nations, new world orders, and so on. But, meanwhile, the 
role of ethnicity and race has proved to be elefuental-absolute-fundamental. 
Look at the record, working back from the present: 


•	 Eritrea, a former Italian colony ruled by Ethiopia since 1952, revolt 
begins in 1960s, finally splits off 1993. 


•	 Czechoslovakia, founded 1918, splits into Czech and Slovak ethnic 
components, 1993. 


•	 Soviet Union, founded 1922, splits into multiple underlying eth
nic components, 1991. (Some of the underlying components are 
themselves promptly threatened with further ethniC fragmentation 
-Georgia, Moldova.) 


•	 Yugos{avia, founded 1918, splits into multiple underlying ethniC 
components, 1991. (An earlier breaKUp averted by imposition of 
royal dictatorship, 1929.) 


•	 Lebanon, founded 1920, progreSSive destabilization caused by its 
Muslim component's faster growth results in civil war, effective 
partition under Syrian domination, after 1975. 
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•	 Cyprus, independent 1960, repeated violence between Greeks and 
Turks results in military intervention by Turkey, effective partition 
with substantial ethnic cleansing, 1974. 


•	 Pakistan, independent 1947, ethnically distinct eastern component 
rebels, splits off after Indian military intervention, 19n. 


•	 Malaysia, independent 1963, political conflict between ethnic 
Malays and Chinese, Chinese-dominated Singapore expelled, 1965. 


And these are just the cases where ethnic and racial differences have actu
ally succeeded in breaking a country up. Many other cases are not yet resolved, 
because of often-bloody repression. 


Here's a partial list: India-protracted separatist revolts by Sikhs, Kash
miris, northeastern hill tribes. Sri Lanka-protracted separatist revolt by Tamils. 
Turkey, Iraq, Iran--5eparatist revolts by Kurds. Sudan, Chad-endemiC warfare 
between Arab north, black south. Nigeria-secession of lbo-majority "Biafran 


crushed in 1967-70 civil war. Liberia-English-speaking descendants of freed 
American slaves overthrown by tribal forces 1981, civil war renders more 
than half the population refugees. Ulster-protracted campaign by members of 
province's Catholic Irish minority to force the Ulster Protestant ("Scotch-Irish") 
majority to accept its transfer to the Irish Republic. Some of these conflicts have 
been very violent-over 1 million deaths each in Nigeria and Sudan. 


And there's a whole further category of disputes that are being conducted, 
mostly, through political means. For example: Belgium-Flemish and Walloon; 
Canada-French and English; even Brazil-a movement in the predominantly 
white southern states Rio Grande do Sui, Santa Catarina and Parana to separate 
from the mixed-race north. 


What a record! You would think it would inspire at least some caution 
about the prospects for multiethnic, multiracial, multicultural harmony within 
the same political framework. 


But you would be wrong. The recent record seems to have made very little 
impression on the American political elite.... 


How Much Economic Growth 
Are We Talking About Anyway? 


Oddly, American economists have made very little effort to measure the overall 
economic benefits of immigration. But the answer seems to be clear: immigra
tion doesn't contribute that much to economic growth. ... 


In 1992, the economic surplus generated by immigrants and accruing 
to native-born Americans was very small: about one to three tenths of 
1 percent of total U.S. economic output, or between 56 billion and 518 
billion. 


That's 0.2 or 0.3 percent! In an economy whose long-run average annual 
growth is about 2 percent anyway!! Within the normal margin of error for 
economic projections-so it may be, for practical purposes, infinitesimal!!! ... 
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Another point: 


If immigration is indeed causing a net loss to taxpayers of S 16 bil1ion-as 
George Borjas estimates-that means its economic effects are neutral. It's 


a wash!!! 


America is being transformed for-nothing? 
Yep. That's what it looks like.
 
However, note that this Borjas back-of-the-envelope calculation has a sub


tle but ugly implication: 


The overall economic surplus generated by immigrants and accruing to 
native-born Americans might be very small-but immigration might still 
be causing a significant redistribution of income within the native-born 
American community. 


This happens because the small amount by which immigrants drive down 
the wages for all American workers, nationwide, adds up to a sizeable sum
which goes to American owners of capital. Borjas estimates it could be 2 percent 


of GNP, or as much as $120 billion.... 
However, this is the ugly implication: the American elite's support for 


immigration may not be idealistic at all, but self-interested-as a way to prey on 


their fellow Americans.... 


Is the United States Still Capable 
of Absorbing Immigrants? 
Let's be clear about this: the American experience with immigration has been 
triumphant success. It has so far transcended anything seen in Europe as to 
make the application of European lessons an exercise to be performed with 


care. 
But there are very clear reasons why' the American nation has been able 


to absorb and assimilate immigrants. In cons.idering further immigration, its 
enthusiasts must ask themselves honestly: do these reasons still apply? 


One reason America could assimilate immigrants, as we have seen, is that 
there were regular pauses for digestion. Another reason is that the American 
political elite wanted the immigrants to assimilate. And it did not hesitate to 


ensure that they did. 
Over two hundred years of U.S. history, a number of tried-and-true, but 


undeniably tough, assimilation techniques had been perfected. But today, they 


have been substantially abandoned. 
The economic culture of the United States has changed significantly-


from classical liberalism to government-regulated welfare statism. Earlier im
migrants were basically free to succeed or fail. And many failed: as we have 
seen, as many as 40 percent of the 1880-1920 immigrants went back home. But 
now, public policy interposes itself, with the usual debatable results.... 


And it's not just the American economic culture that has changed. So has 
the political culture. Almost a century ago, the last Great Wave of immigrants 
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were met with the unflinching demand that they "Americanize." Now they are 
told that they should retain and reinforce their diversity.... 


Is the United States still capable of absorbing immigrants? Is it still trying? 
Consider these policies: 


1.	 Massive, heterogeneous immigration. 
2.	 "Bilingualism"-i.e., foreign languageism-and 
3.	 "Multiculturalism"-i.e., non-Americanism-in the education sys


tem. 
4.	 "Affirmative Action"-i.e., government-mandated discrimination 


against white Americans. 
S.	 Systematic attack on the value of citizenship, by making it easier for 


aliens to vote, receive government subsidies, etc. 


Sounds much more like deconstructionism-the deconstruction of the 
American nation as it existed in 1965. 


~ 


John IsbisterNO~ 


The Immigration Debate 


The Debate 
Immigration has become one of the most contentious topics of debate in the 
United States. It is not surprising. 


In 1965, Congress reformed the country's immigration law, removing the 
system of quotas based on national origins that had been in place since the 
1920s. The architects of the 1965 act wanted to expunge what they saw as racial 
discrimination in the country's immigration legislation. They did not expect, 
however, that the new law would lead to much of a shift in either the number 
or the national origins of the country's immigrants. Yet, since 1965, an enor
mous change has occurred in both. The amount of immigration has reached 
levels seen only once before, at the turn of the present century. The United 
States now accepts more immigrants than all other countries combined. The 
principal sources of immigration have changed completely, from Europe with 
its white populations to the third world countries of Latin America and Asia. 
The pressure for immigration from foreign countries has grown faster than the 
legal gates have been opening, so the number of undocumented immigrants 
has increased too. 


As immigration has grown, oppOSition to it has grown as well. The coun
try is flooded with proposals to reduce the flow of immigrants, to change the 
priority categories, to tighten controls at the border and to penalize immi
grants, both legal and illegal. The CommissiQn on Immigration Reform, headed 
by former Representative Barbara Jordan of TeJyls, recommended in 1995 that 
immigration be cut by one-third, and President Clinton endorsed the recom
mendation. The opposition is similar to the resistance that built up against 
the great influx of immigrants at the beginning of the century. Public opin
ion against that wave became so strong that Congress passed a series of acts in 
the 1920s severely restricting the number of new entrants. Today's critics of 
immigration would like to see the same sort of policy response. 


Public opinion polls show strong resistance to immigration, even among 
some ethnic groups that include a large proportion of recent immigrants. A 
Roper poll showed that 55 percent of the population is in favor of a tempo
rary freeze on immigration. A poll that divided its respondents by ethnicity 


>-', 


From John Isbister, The Immigration Debate: Remaking America (Kumarian Press, 1996). Copyright © 
1996 by John Isbister. Reprinted by pennission of Kumarian Press, West Hartford, CT. Notes omitted. 
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showed that 70 to 80 percent of riot only Anglos but also Mexican Americans, 
Puerto Ricans and Cuban Americans agreed with the statement, "There are too 
many immigrants coming to the U.S." A Newsweek. poll found that 60 percent 
of Americans think that immigration is a "bad thing" for the country, and 62 
percent think that immigrants take the jobs of American workers. In 1994, Cal
ifornians voted by a 59-41 margin for Proposition 187, to cut undocumented 
immigrants and their children off from all public expenditures except emer
gency medical care. A Field poll showed that almost half of Californians favored 
a constitutional amendment to deny citizenship to the American-born children 
of undocumented immigrants. Any number of other polls show the same thing: 
the majority of Americans are at least skeptical about the value of immigration 
and, for the most part, are hostile to it. 


Little about the debate is new; most of the arguments, both pro and con, 
have surfaced many times in the past. In the thirteen colonies of the eighteenth 
century, for example, the predominant opinion was that immigration was es
sential to prosperity and that any attempt to restrict it was illegitimate. Among 
the grievances listed in the Declaration of Independence was that the king had: 


endeavoured to prevent the population of these States; for that purpose ob· 
structing the Laws for Naturalization of Foreigners; refusing to pass others 
to encourage their migration hither. 


It had to be a certain type of immigrant, however; non-English newcomers 
were suspect. In the Federalist Papers, John Jay wrote, 


Providence has been pleased to give this one connected country to one 
united people-a people descended from the same ancestors, speaking the 
same language, professing the same religion, attached to the same prindples 
of government, very similar in their manners and customs. 


Benjamin Franklin, writing in 1775, was more explicitly racist: 


Why should the Palatine BOOTS be suffered to swarm into our settlements, 
and by herding together establish their language and manners to the exclu
sion of ours? Why should Pennsylvania, founded by the English, become a 
colony of Aliens, who will shortly be so numerous as to Germanize us in
stead of our Anglifying them, and will never adopt our language or customs, 
any more than they can acqUire our complexion.... 


The Economic Debate 


Much of the debate has focused on the economic consequences of immigra
tion, both short and long term. Some proponents of immigration argue that 
the newcomers contribute to the vitality of the American economy, helping to 
improve the standard of living of everyone, whether immigrant or native. Oth
ers do not go so far but argue that immigrants at least cause no economic harm 
to Americans. Those on the other side of the economic debate claim that immi
grants impose significant material burdens on Americans and that they reduce 
the country's prospects for long-term prosperity.... 


NO I John Isbister 


What the Empirical Studies Show 


What do the cross-sectional studies tell us? Briefly, they show that immigration 
has little if any economic impact on the wages and employment opportunities 
of residents, even residents who are unskilled, low paid or racial minorities. 


As an example, Robert Lalonde and Robert Topel used the 1970 and 1980 
censuses to study the effects of immigration in 119 standard metropolitan sta
tistical areas. They found that immigration had only a slight effect on earnings. 
According to their calculations, a 100 percent increase in immigration to a dty 
would cause only a 3 percent decline in the earnings of the immigrants them
selves and a 1 percent decline in the earnings of African American and Latino 


residents.... 
The rest of the cross-sectional empirical work leads to similar conclusions. 


The great majority of the studies find that immigration has little or no effect 
on the wages and employment of natives, even on the wages and employment 


of disadvantaged subgroups. 


Can the Empirical Studies Be Reconciled With the Models? 


We are left with a puzzle. Why is it that the theoretical models predict that
 
immigration will harm the employment and wages of resident Americans, par

ticularly disadvantaged Americans, yet most of the empirical research cannot
 
identify such an effect? Normally in such a case, one would treat the models
 
as hypotheses to be tested and conclude that the empirical tests have disproved
 
the hypotheses. In this case, however, the models were not really tested directly,
 
because time series studies were not possible. 


It is easy to think of reasons why the cross-sectional empirical studies 
might be misleading. Perhaps immigration into a aty tends to reduce the wages 
of low-skilled workers, as the models predict, but within a short time the flow 
of both labor and capital within the United States responds so as to negate the 
initial effect of immigration in those cities., .. 


After dozens of sophisticated studies, ... we are still uncertain about the 
short-run economic impact of immigration- Immigration may have negative 
economic effects that our statistical methods are incapable of detecting. The 
case is not proved, however. One can certainly come up with an argument 
to support the validity of the empirical studies. For example, if immigration 
attracts new capital into the country, it may have no overall effect on wages. 


It is frustrating to learn that economists, with all their high-powered 
methodological tools, cannot give a clear answer to a simple, important ques
tion: how does immigration affect the earnings of American residents, in 
particular the most disadvantaged Americans? Nevertheless, that is the state of 


the professional literature. 


Are ImmigrantS' a Fiscal Burden? 


... None of the research to date has been adequately designed to provide a 
fully persuasive answer to the question of whether immigration creates a fiscal 
burden on residents. The studies are in an accounting rather than an economic 
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mode. They attempt to count the expenditures that are made on immigrants 
and the taxes paid by immigrants. Even this is exceptionally difficult to do, and 
every one of the studies can be criticized for being incomplete in one way or 
another. Few of them even attempt to measure the indirect market effects of 
immigration on the public finances. For example, if immigration leads to an 
increase in aggregate demand and the consequent creation of new jobs, some of 
which are held by previously unemployed natives, the taxes paid by these new 
employees and the reduction in unemployment insurance payments should be 
counted as a fiscal benefit of immigration.... 


It is hard to identify all the ways in which immigrants affect the revenues 
and expenditures of the different governments, let alone measure the effects. 
Taken together, however, most of the studies seem to indicate that immigrants 
have not been a net burden to U.S. governments4hat government expenditures 
on the immigrants have not exceeded tax revenues paid by the immigrants. 
Immigrants may even have been a net asset. ... 


... At the level of state governments, the situation may vary according to 
the state. 


It appears ... that in the country as a whole, immigrants probably im
pose no burden on resident taxpayers and may even contribute more than they 
use. At the state level, however, and even more so at the local level in com
munities where immigration has been heavy, there are a number of cases of 
immigrants imposing a fiscal burden. However, because every study to date has 
been seriously incomplete, we have only hints about the true fiscal impact of 
immigration, not proof. ... 


Making a Multicultural Society Work 


The consequences of immigration into the United States are not limited to the 
economy. Just as important, perhaps more important, are the social and cul
tural impacts of immigration, particularly those resulting from changes in the 
ethnic composition of the population.... If immigration continues at its cur
rent rate, the time will come, a couple of generations hence, when Anglos will 
be a minority of the population and Latinos, not African Americans, will be the 
next largest group. 


Many Americans oppose these changes, believing that their country is 
turning into something they do not like and did not agree to. Journalist Pe
ter Brimelow writes, "The onus is on those who favor the major change in the 
ethnic balance entailed by current immigration levels to explain exactly what 
they have against the American nation as it had evolved by 1%5 (90 per cent 
white, primarily from Italy, Germany, Ireland and Britain). While they're at it, 
they can explain just what makes them think that multi-racial societies work." 


[fhe remainder of this selection] provides a response to Brimelow's chal
lenge, arguing that the changes in the U.S. population caused by immigration 
are positive, constructive changes, that most Americans will benefit from liv
ing in a more multicultural society and that the tension between the different 
ethnic groups can be alleviated. 
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The Mosaic of American Ufe 


American culture is based on a multitude of different nationalities and eth
nicities. lilt never happened that a group of people called Americans came 
together to form a political society called America," writes political philoso
pher Michael Walzer. "The people are Americans only by virtue of having come 
together." American culture does not derive from a single folk tradition; it is 
not based on a particular religion or a single race. It embodies many folkways, 


many religions, many races. 
The principal metaphor for how the various traditions came together in 


America used to be the melting pot. The groups were thought to have mixed 
together so thoroughly that they created a new culture, one that was common 
to most Americans and that erased the immigrant past. The ideology of the 
melting pot is still alive, but at the end of the twentieth century it is weak. It is 
nOW apparent that the nineteenth-century immigrant groups did not assimilate 
as thoroughly as was once thought, that the melting pot never worked with 
African and Native Americans and that the latest waves of immigrants show few 
signs of disappearing into an undifferentiated brew. Replacing the melting pot 
is the pluralist, multicultural image of the mosaic, in which immigrants and 
their descendants are understood as retaining important parts of their ethnic 
identities, and together constituting a varied, diverse nation.... 


The metaphor of the melting pot misses ... the essence of American cul
ture. To be sure, the experience of being in America has changed people. African 
Americans are not Africans; neither, however, are they just Americans. They are 
African Americans, and their experience of the United States is strongly influ
enced by that fact. This is also true for the Jews, the Puerto Ricans, the Mexicans, 
the Chinese and many other groups that have come in large numbers to the 
United States. In their seminal 1%3 study Beyond the Melting Pot, Nathan Glazer 
and Daniel Patrick Moynihan rejected the idea of a uniform American culture, 
at least in the neighborhoods of New York. Scholarly work since that time has 
expanded their ideas. In his 1993 book A Bifferent Mirror, for example, Ronald 
Takaki interprets the full sweep of American history as being dominated by the 
interactions of immigrant and ethnic groups. 


To the extent that the melting pot is a valid idea at all, its contents are 
white. The melting pot brought together English, Irish, Swedes, Italians, Hun
garians, Russians and other European groups and made a country out of them. 
In the first part of the twentieth century, this seemed a remarkable achievement, 
because the history of immigration had been fraught with suspicion, disdain 
and discrimination. The English once thought of the Irish immigrants as scruffy 
and papist; at a later date, the English and Irish together thought that the ital
ians and Greeks were barbarian. Yet by the first half of the twentieth century, 
the distinctions between the European groups were blurring. They retained 
ethniC organizations, with the Jews being perhaps the strongest in maintain
ing their communities. They cooperated together in business and in politics, 
however; they sometimes moved into the same suburbs, and their children in
termarried. The ethniC identities did not disappear, but they were on the road 
to becoming footnotes to an American identity. 
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Immigration Seen Through Multicultural Lenses 


Those who see the country as pluralist, myself included, do not share the fears 
of the uniculturalists. The essence of American life is that it is composed of 
different groups, different cultures, races, religions, attitudes, folkways and 
ideologies, differences that give the country its distinctiveness. Current im
migration is sure to change the mixture, but change is not new; the cultural 
mixture of America has been changing continuously. 


Brimelow's question was: what was wrong with the American nation as 
it was in 1965, 90 percent white? The answer is that there were serious prob
lems, as the civil rights movement and the explosions in the central cities' 
revealed. America has always been multicultural, but it has been a peculiar 
kind of multiculturalism: not equally powerful cultures enriching one another 
on a reciprocal basis, but a dominant culture set against subservient cultures 
fighting to secure places for themselves. Today's immigration creates the pos
sibility that the United States may become a country without a dominant race 
and without a dominant culture. If Anglos become a minority by the second 
half of the twenty-first century, and if the different ethnic groups achieve polit
ical representation, they will have the power to protect their interests and their
 
cultures. As the sizes of the different racial and ethnic groups become more
 
comparable, the likelihood of one group dominating the others will become
 


correspondingly less. 
The alternative to an egalitarian, reciprocal, multicultural society is 


not the single culture imagined by the uniculturalists. The implication of 
Brimelow's description ("90 per cent white, primarily from Italy, Germany, 
Ireland and Britain") is that the United States really could be a country with a 
single culture, much like some imagine France or Japan to be. It never has been, 
however, and it cannot be. The most important theme in American cultural his
tory, since the seventeenth century, has been racial conflict. The conflicts have 
been marked by slavery, unequal power, widely disparate economic statuses, 
personal prejudice and institutional discrimination. Although the terms of the 
confrontation have shifted, whites and non-whites are still unequal in statuS. 
The alternatives before the country, therefore, are not a single culture versus 
many cultures, but multiculturalism marked by dominance, subordination and 
conflict versUS multiculturalism marked by equality of status and reciprocity. 


How can the first kind of country be transformed into the second? There 
is no single answer. I am enough of an optimist, however, to think that I have 
been living in the United States during a generation of change-through the 
civil rights movement, through political action, through education, through 
the assertion of legal rights, through cooperation by people of good will and 
through immigration. The shift in immigration legislation from a racist to a 
nondiscriminatory basis in 1965 has allowed and will continue to allow the 
relative numbers o} the different ethnic groups to change in such a way that 
they confront one another on a more equal basis. 


Numbers matter. In order for the different groups to relate to one an- . 
other on an equal basis, without the members of one group feeling that they 
have to suppress their values and their interests, all the groups need to be not 
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If that sort of description rings true for some Irish and Poles, however, 
it does not for African and Native Americans. One can take the melting pot 
seriously as the central process of American civilization only if one thinks that 
non-white groups were not really part of that civilization. Many people have 
exactly that opinion. For example, Brimelow's popular book on immigration, 
Alien Nation, overflows with observations that the United States is properly a 
white nation and should stay that way. "The American nation has always had a 
specific ethnic core. And that core has been white," he writes. Later, he writes, 
"And-if only for my son Alexander's sake-l'd like it to stay that way." In spite 
of Brimelow's protestations that his views are not racist, the words speak for 
themselves. 


Like it or not, non-whites have always been a fundamental component 
of American culture, since the first day a settler encountered a Native on the 
shore of the Atlantic, and since the first docking of a slave ship. Today, there 
are many more non-white groups. The majority of Latinos and Asians in the 
United States are the descendants of fairly recent immigrants, or immigrants 
themselves, so it is early to judge how those groups will assimilate into main
stream culture, or if mainstream culture will be there when they do. So far, 
however, they are not melting with other Americans nearly as completely as the 
different European groups did. They face racial discrimination that is different 
from and deeper than anything the Europeans faced. Their ethnic organizations 
and ethnic identities seem to be stronger. 


If immigration continues at its current pace, therefore, and if third world 
countries of origin still predominate, so that non-Anglo ethnic groups continue 
to grow as proportions of the population, each passing decade will make it more 
obvious that the United States is a plural and not a unicultural society.... 


Immigration as a Threat to the Dominant Culture 


The majority of white Americans think of themselves as Americans, not any 
particular kind of Americans. They often think of themselves as people with
out any particular culture, just "people." The truth, however, is that they have 
merged not into a common American culture but into the dominant American 
culture, so dominant that they can be blinded into thinking of it as the only 
culture. Thus Bette Hammond ... complains that today's immigrants want to 
be in America but they do not want to be American. She means, presumably, 
that they do not want to be part of the predominantly white, Anglo, middle
class culture that the melting pot has produced. The non-white groups tend to 
see it differently. They cannot be part of that dominant culture, they believe, 
because they are excluded from it and oppressed by it. 


Anglos who fear the new immigration understand this on some level. 
They know, and fear, that the forces of the melting pot are not strong enough 
to assimilate the latest wave of newcomers completely ... Today's immigrants 
look different, they speak differently, they have different values, different fam
ily structures, different commitments, different heritages. Mainstream-culture 
Americans often fear that this new multiculturalism is altering the life to which 
they are accustomed.... 
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equal in size but well represented. As Anglos move toward minority status, and 
as Latinos and Asian Americans grow proportionately and African Americans 
retain their current relative representation, the interactions among the differ
ent groups may become more direct, clearer, more reciprocal, more equal. 
The United States will not become multicultural because it always has been, 
but its multiculturalism will become healthier, its citizens less constrained by 
structures of discrimination.... 


What will be distinctive about the United States is that the mix of cultures 
will be so rich. Even today, the representation of different groups in the United 
States is broader than in any other country; as immigration proceeds, the com
bination of ethnic groups will approach that of the world as a whole. Anglos 
will probably continue to be overrepresented and Asians underrepresented, in 
comparison to their proportions in the world's population, but the former will 
be less than half and the latter will constitute a substantial number. 


One of the reasons that it is important for America to become a country in 
which different cultural groups encounter one another on the basis of equality 
and respect is that America could become a model to the world. The world 
needs models of cultural respect. 


~ 


POSTSCRIPT , 
Is Third World Immigration a Threat 


to America's Way of Life? 


Former representative Silvio Conte (R-Massachusetts) said at a citizenship cer
emony, "You can go to France, but you will never be a Frenchman. You can go 
to Germany but you will never be a German. Today you are all Americans, 
and that is why this is the greatest country on the face of the earth." At one 
time America's open doors to immigrants was one of the prides of America. For 
some people, like Isbister, it still is. He thinks that an integrated, multicultural 
society is a culturally rich society and that immigration is making America 
stronger. Many people disagree because they fear the consequences of today's 
immigration. Brimelow worries that, although the new immigrants may want 
to assimilate, they have reached such a critical mass that the United States has 
lost the ability to absorb everyone into its own, slowly dissipating culture. The 
result is that immigrants are encouraged to maintain and promote the cultures 
that they arrive with, which further dilutes the original culture of America. 
Isbister counters that Brimelow's fears are that the white America that he iden
tifies with will lose some of its dominance. That is, the America that Brimelow 
wants to protect is a racist, white America. Isbister argues that America has 
always been multicultural and that it will gain from being multicultural. 


For a fascinating study of the roots of American traditional culture, see 
David Hackett Fischer, Albion's Seed: Four British Folkways in America (Oxford 
University Press, 1989). Stanley Ueberson and Mary C. Waters, in From Many 
Strands (Russell Sage Foundation, 1988), argue that ethnic groups with Euro
pean origins are assimilating, marrying outside their groups, and losing their 
ethnic identities. Richard D. Alba's study "Assimilation's Quiet Tide," The Public 
Interest (Spring 1995) confirms these findings. 


Several major works debate whether or not immigrants, on average, 
economically benefit America and can assimilate. Sources that argue that 
immigrants largely benefit America include Julian L. Simon, The Economic 
Consequences of Immigration, 2d ed. (University of Michigan Press, 1999) and 
Immigration: The Demographic and Economic Facts (Cato Institute, 1995). 


Sources that argue that immigrants have more negative than positive im
pacts include George Borjas, Heaven's Door: Immigration Policy and the American 
Economy (Princeton University Press, 1999) and Roy Beck, The Case Against 
Immigration (W. W. Norton, 1996). 


". 
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