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The Realities of Immigration

Linda Chavez

What to do about immigration—both legal and illegal—has become one of the most
controversial public-policy debates in recent memory. But why it has occurred at this
particular moment is something of a mystery. The rate of immigration into the U.S.,
although high, is still below what it was even a few years ago, the peak having been
reached in the late 1990’s. President Bush first talked about comprehensive immigration
reform almost immediately after assuming office, but he put the plan on hold after 9/11
and only reintroduced the idea in 2004. Why the current flap?

By far the biggest factor shaping the popular mood seems to have been the almost daily
drumbeat on the issue from political talk-show hosts, most prominently CNN’s Lou
Dobbs and the Fox News Channel’s Bill O’Reilly and Sean Hannity (both of whom also
have popular radio shows), syndicated radio hosts Rush Limbaugh, Laura Ingraham,
Michael Savage, and G. Gordon Liddy, and a plethora of local hosts reaching tens of
millions of listeners each week. Stories about immigration have become a staple of cable
news, with sensational footage of illegal crossings featured virtually every day.

Media saturation has led, in turn, to the emergence of immigration as a wedge issue in the
still-nascent 2008 presidential campaign. Several aspiring Republican candidates—
former House Speaker Newt Gingrich, Senate Majority Leader Bill Frist, and Senator
George Allen—have worked to burnish their “get tough” credentials, while, on the other
side of the issue, Senator John McCain has come forward as the lead sponsor of a bill to
allow most illegal aliens to earn legal status. For their part, potential Democratic
candidates have remained largely mum, unsure how the issue plays with their various
constituencies.

And then there are the immigrants themselves, who have shown surprising political
muscle, especially in response to legislation passed by the House that would turn the
illegal aliens among them into felons. Millions of mostly Hispanic protesters have taken
to the streets in our big cities in recent months, waving American flags and (more
controversially) their own national flags while demanding recognition and better
treatment. Though Hispanic leaders and pro-immigrant advocates point to the protests as
evidence of a powerful new civil-rights movement, many other Americans see the
demonstrators as proof of an alien invasion—and a looming threat to the country’s
prosperity and unity.



In short, it is hard to recall a time when there has been so much talk about immigration
and immigration reform—or when so much of the talk has been misinformed, misleading,
and ahistorical. Before policy-makers can decide what to do about immigration, the
problem itself needs to be better defined, not just in terms of costs and benefits but in
relation to America’s deepest values.

Contrary to popular myth, immigrants have never been particularly welcome in the
United States. Americans have always tended to romanticize the immigrants of their
grandparents’ generation while casting a skeptical eye on contemporary newcomers. In
the first decades of the 20th century, descendants of Northern European immigrants
resisted the arrival of Southern and Eastern Europeans, and today the descendants of
those once unwanted Italians, Greeks, and Poles are deeply distrustful of current
immigrants from Latin America. Congressman Tom Tancredo, a Republican from
Colorado and an outspoken advocate of tighter restrictions, is fond of invoking the
memory of his Italian immigrant grandfather to argue that he is not anti-immigrant, just
anti-illegal immigration. He fails to mention that at the time his grandfather arrived,
immigrants simply had to show up on American shores (or walk across the border) to
gain legal entry.

With the exception of the infamous Alien and Sedition Acts of 1798, there were few laws
regulating immigration for the first hundred years of the nation’s history. Though nativist
sentiment increased throughout the later decades of the 19th century, giving rise to the
1882 Chinese Exclusion Act, it was not until 1917 that Congress began methodically to
limit all immigration, denying admission to most Asians and Pacific Islanders and, in
1924, imposing quotas on those deemed undesirable: Jews, Italians, and others from
Southern and Eastern Europe. These restrictions remained largely in effect until 1952,
when Congress lifted many of them, including the bar on Asians.

The modern immigration era commenced in 1965 with the passage of the Immigration
and Nationality Act, which abolished all national-origin quotas, gave preference to close
relatives of American citizens, refugees, and individuals with certain skills, and allowed
for immigrants from the Western hemisphere on a first-come, first-served basis. The act’s
passage drew a huge wave, much of it from Latin America and Asia. From 1970 to 2000,
the United States admitted more than 20 million persons as permanent residents.

By 2000, some 3 million of these new residents were formerly illegal aliens who had
gained amnesty as part of the 1986 Immigration Reform and Control Act (IRCA). This,
Congress’s first serious attempt to stem the flow of illegal immigration, forced employers
to determine the status of their workers and imposed heavy penalties on those hiring
illegal entrants. But from the beginning, the law was fraught with problems. It created
huge bureaucratic burdens, even for private individuals wanting to hire someone to cut
their lawn or care for their children, and spawned a vast new document-fraud industry for
immigrants eager to get hold of the necessary paperwork. The law has been a
monumental failure. Today, some 11.5 million illegal aliens reside in the U.S.—
quadruple the population of two decades ago, when IRCA was enacted—and the number
is growing by an estimated 500,000 a year.



The status quo has thus become untenable, and particularly so since the attacks of 9/11,
which prompted fears of future terrorists sneaking across our sieve-like borders as easily
as would-be busboys, janitors, and construction workers. Though virtually all Americans
agree that something must be done, finding a good solution has proven elusive. The Bush
administration has significantly increased border enforcement, adding nearly 30-percent
more border-patrol agents since 2001 and increasing funding by 66 percent. The border
patrol now employs nearly as many agents as the FBI, over 12,000 by the end of this
fiscal year (not counting the additional 6,000 proposed by the President in May). But with
some 6,000 miles of land border to monitor, that figure represents only one agent per
mile (assuming eight-hour, "round-the-clock shifts). Still, there has been progress: illegal
immigration has actually slowed a bit since its peak during the boom economy of the late
1990’s—a fact rarely noted in the current debate—though it has begun climbing again.

The latest suggestion is to build a wall along the border with Mexico. Some sections of
the border already have 10-foot-high steel fences in place, and bills recently passed by
the House and Senate authorize the construction of hundreds of additional miles of
fencing along the border in California, Arizona, New Mexico, and Texas. The President,
too, has endorsed the idea of a more formidable barrier. The Minuteman Project, a group
that fashions itself a citizens’ patrol, has volunteered to build the fence on private
property along the Arizona/Mexico border. But unless the United States is prepared to
build fences on its southern and northern borders, illegal entry will continue, albeit in
diminished numbers. (Some 200,000 illegal immigrants—the equivalent of 1.8 million in
U.S. terms—now live in Canada; most are Asians, but they are increasingly being joined
by Latin Americans who in many cases are hoping to make the United States their
ultimate destination.) More problematic for advocates of a fence is that an estimated 45
percent of all illegal aliens enter lawfully and simply overstay the terms of their visas.

So what might alleviate the current situation? Restrictionists claim that better internal
enforcement, with crackdowns on employers who hire illegal aliens, would deter more
from coming. This might work if we were willing to adopt a national identification card
for every person in the country and a sophisticated instant-check system to verify the
employment eligibility of each of the nation’s 150 million workers. But concern over
immigration seems unlikely on its own to spark sufficient support for such a system.
Even after 9/11, when some experts recommended national ID’s as a necessary security
measure, Americans were reluctant to endorse the idea, fearing its implications for
privacy.

President Bush has now proposed a tamper-proof card that all foreign workers would be
required to carry, though one can envision grave “profiling” difficulties with this, not
least when native-born Hispanic and Asian workers are selectively asked to produce such
identification. Moreover, an experimental version of a program to require instant checks
of work eligibility—now included in both the House and the Senate immigration bills—
produced a nearly 30-percent error rate for legal immigrants who were denied
employment.



The real question is not whether the U.S. has the means to stop illegal immigration—no
doubt, with sufficient resources, we could mostly do so—but whether we would be better
off as a nation without these workers. Restrictionists claim that large-scale immigration—
legal and illegal—has depressed wages, burdened government resources, and acted as a
net drain on the economy. The Federation for American Immigration Reform (FAIR), the
most prominent of the pressure groups on the issue, argues that, because of this influx,
hourly earnings among American males have not increased appreciably in 30 years. As
the restrictionists see it, if the U.S. got serious about defending its borders, there would

be plenty of Americans willing to do the jobs now performed by workers from abroad.

Indeed, FAIR and other extremists on the issue wish not only to eliminate illegal
immigration but drastically to reduce or halt legal immigration as well. Along with its
public-policy arm, the Center for Immigration Studies (CIS), FAIR has long argued that
the U.S. should aim for a population of just 150 million persons—that is, about half the
current level. If such an agenda sounds suspiciously like views usually found on the Left,
that is no accident.

One of the great ironies of the current immigration debate is the strange ideological
bedfellows it has created. The founder of the modern anti-immigration movement, a
Michigan physician named John Tanton, is the former national president of Zero
Population Growth and a long-time activist with Planned Parenthood and several Left-
leaning environmentalist groups. Tanton came to the issue of immigration primarily
because of his fears about overpopulation and the destruction of natural resources.
Through an umbrella organization, U.S. Inc., he has created or funded not only FAIR and
CIS but such groups as NumbersUSA, Population-Environment Balance, Pro-English,
and U.S. English.* The Social Contract Press, another of Tanton’s outfits, is the English-
language publisher of the apocalyptic—and frankly racist—1975 novel Camp of the
Saints, written by the French right-wing author Jean Raspail. The book, which apparently
had a considerable influence in shaping Tanton’s own views, foretells the demise of
Europe at the hands of hordes of East Indians who invade the continent, bringing with
them disease, crime, and anarchy.

As for the more conventional claims advanced by restrictionists, they, too, are hard to
credit. Despite the presence in our workforce of millions of illegal immigrants, the U.S. is
currently creating slightly more than two million jobs a year and boasts an unemployment
rate of 4.7 percent, which is lower than the average in each of the past four decades. More
to the point perhaps, when the National Research Council (NRC) of the National
Academy of Sciences evaluated the economic impact of immigration in its landmark
1997 study The New Americans: Economic, Demographic, and Fiscal Effects of
Immigration, it found only a small negative impact on the earnings of Americans, and
even then, only for workers at lower skill and education levels.

Moreover, the participation of immigrants in the labor force has had obvious positive
effects. The NRC estimated that roughly 5 percent of household expenditures in the U.S.
went to goods and services produced by immigrant labor—Ilabor whose relative
cheapness translated into lower prices for everything from chicken to new homes. These



price advantages, the study found, were “spread quite uniformly across most types of
domestic consumers,” with a slightly greater benefit for higher-income households.

Many restrictionists argue that if Americans would simply cut their own lawns, clean
their own houses, and care for their own children, there would be no need for immigrant
labor. But even if this were true, the overall economy would hardly benefit from having
fewer workers. If American women were unable to rely on immigrants to perform some
household duties, more of them would be forced to stay home. A smaller labor force
would also have devastating consequences when it comes to dealing with the national
debt and government-funded entitlements like Social Security and Medicare, a point
repeatedly made by former Federal Reserve Board Chairman Alan Greenspan. As he told
a Senate committee in 2003, “short of a major increase in immigration, economic growth
cannot be safely counted upon to eliminate deficits and the difficult choices that will be
required to restore fiscal discipline.” The following year, Greenspan noted that offsetting
the fiscal effects of our own declining birthrate would require a level of immigration
“much larger than almost all current projections assume.”

The contributions that immigrants make to the economy must be weighed, of course,
against the burdens they impose. FAIR and other restrictionist groups contend that
immigrants are a huge drain on society because of the cost of providing public services to
them—some $67 to $87 billion a year, according to one commonly cited study. Drawing
on numbers from the NRC’s 1997 report, FAIR argues that “the net fiscal drain on
American taxpayers [from immigration] is between $166 and $226 a year per native
household.”

There is something to these assertions, though less than may at first appear. Much of the
anxiety and resentment generated by immigrants is, indeed, a result of the very real costs
they impose on state and local governments, especially in border states like California
and Arizona. Providing education and health care to the children of immigrants is
particularly expensive, and the federal government picks up only a fraction of the
expense. But, again, there are countervailing factors. Illegal immigrants are hardly free-
riders. An estimated three-quarters of them paid federal taxes in 2002, amounting to

$7 billion in Social Security contributions and $1.5 billion in Medicare taxes, plus
withholding for income taxes. They also pay state and local sales taxes and (as
homeowners and renters) property taxes.

Moreover, FAIR and its ilk have a penchant for playing fast and loose with numbers. To
support its assessment of immigration’s overall fiscal burden, for instance, FAIR ignores
the explicit cautions in a later NRC report about cross-sectional analyses that exclude the
“concurrent descendants” of immigrants—that is, their adult children. These,
overwhelmingly, are productive members of the workforce. As the NRC notes, when this
more complete picture is taken into account, immigrants have “a positive federal impact
of about $1,260 [per capita], exceeding their net cost [$680 per capita on average] at the
state and local levels.” Restrictionists also argue that fewer immigrants would mean more
opportunities for low-skilled native workers. Of late, groups like the Minuteman Project
have even taken to presenting themselves as champions of unemployed American blacks



(a curious tactic, to say the least, considering the views on race and ethnicity of many in
the anti-immigrant camp¥*).

But here, too, the factual evidence is mixed. Wages for Americans workers who have less
than a high-school education have probably been adversely affected by large-scale
immigration; the economist George Borjas estimates a reduction of 8 percent in hourly
wages for native-born males in that category. But price competition is not the only reason
that many employers favor immigrants over poorly educated natives. Human capital
includes motivation, and there could hardly be two more disparately motivated groups
than U.S.-born high-school drop-outs and their foreign-born rivals in the labor market.
Young American men usually leave high school because they become involved with
drugs or crime, have difficulty with authority, cannot maintain regular hours, or struggle
with learning. Immigrants, on the other hand, have demonstrated enormous initiative,
reflecting, in the words of President Reagan, “a special kind of courage that enabled them
to leave their own land, leave their friends and their countrymen, and come to this new
and strange land.”

Just as important, they possess a strong desire to work. Legal immigrants have an 86-
percent rate of participation in the labor force; illegal immigrant males have a 94-percent
rate. By contrast, among white males with less than a high-school education, the
participation rate is 46 percent, while among blacks it is 40 percent. If all immigrants, or
even only illegal aliens, disappeared from the American workforce, can anyone truly
believe that poorly skilled whites and blacks would fill the gap? To the contrary,
productivity would likely decline, and employers in many sectors would simply move
their operations to countries like Mexico, China, and the Philippines, where many of our
immigrants come from in the first place.

Of equal weight among foes of immigration are the cultural changes wrought by today’s
newcomers, especially those from Mexico. In his book Who Are We? The Challenges to
National Identity (2004), the eminent political scientist Samuel P. Huntington warns that
“Mexican immigration is leading toward the demographic reconquista of areas
Americans took from Mexico by force in the 1830°s and 1840’s.” Others have fretted
about the aims of militant Mexican-American activists, pointing to “El Plan de Aztlan,” a
radical Hispanic manifesto hatched in 1969, which calls for “the control of our barrios,
campos, pueblos, lands, our economy, our culture, and our political life,” including “self-
defense against the occupying forces of the oppressors”—that is, the U.S. government.

To be sure, the fantasy of a recaptured homeland exists mostly in the minds of a handful
of already well-assimilated Mexican-American college professors and the students they
manage to indoctrinate (self-described *“victims” who often enjoy preferential admission
to college and subsidized or free tuition). But such rhetoric understandably alarms many
Americans, especially in light of the huge influx of Hispanic immigrants into the
Southwest. Does it not seem likely that today’s immigrants—because of their numbers,
the constant flow of even more newcomers, and their proximity to their countries of
origin—will be unable or unwilling to assimilate as previous ethnic groups have done?



There is no question that some public policies in the U.S. have actively discouraged
assimilation. Bilingual education, the dominant method of instruction of Hispanic
immigrant children for some 30 years, is the most obvious culprit, with its emphasis on
retaining Spanish. But bilingual education is on the wane, having been challenged by
statewide initiatives in California (1998), Arizona (2000), and Massachusetts (2004), and
by policy shifts in several major cities and at the federal level. States that have moved to
English-immersion instruction have seen test scores for Hispanic youngsters rise, in some
cases substantially.

Evidence from the culture at large is also encouraging. On most measures of social and
economic integration, Hispanic immigrants and their descendants have made steady
strides up the ladder. English is the preferred language of virtually all U.S.-born
Hispanics; indeed, according to a 2002 national survey by the Pew Hispanic Center and
the Kaiser Family Foundation, 78 percent of third-generation Mexican-Americans cannot
speak Spanish at all. In education, 86 percent of U.S.-born Hispanics complete high
school, compared with 92 percent of non-Hispanic whites, and the drop-out rate among
immigrant children who enroll in high school after they come here is no higher than for
the native-born.

It remains true that attendance at four-year colleges is lower among Hispanics than for
other groups, and Hispanics lag in attaining bachelor’s degrees. But neither that nor their
slightly lower rate of high-school attendance has kept Hispanic immigrants from pulling
their economic weight. After controlling for education, English proficiency, age, and
geographic location, Mexican-born males actually earn 2.4 percent more than comparable
U.S.-born white males, according to a recent analysis of 2000 Census data by the
National Research Council. Hispanic women, for their part, hold their own against U.S.-
born white women with similar qualifications.

As for the effect of Hispanic immigrants on the country’s social fabric, the NRC found
that they are more likely than other Americans to live with their immediate relatives: 88.6
percent of Mexican immigrant households are made up of families, compared with 69.5
percent of non-Hispanic whites and 68.3 percent of blacks. These differences are partially
attributable to the age structure of the Hispanic population, which is younger on average
than the white or black population. But even after adjusting for age and immigrant
generation, U.S. residents of Hispanic origin—and especially those from Mexico—are
much more likely to live in family households. Despite increased out-of-wedlock births
among Hispanics, about 67 percent of American children of Mexican origin live in two-
parent families, as compared with 77 percent of white children but only 37 percent of
black children.

Perhaps the strongest indicator of Hispanic integration into American life is the
population’s high rate of intermarriage. About a quarter of all Hispanics marry outside
their ethnic group, almost exclusively to non-Hispanic white spouses, a rate that has
remained virtually unchanged since 1980. And here a significant fact has been noted in a
2005 study by the Population Reference Bureau—namely, that “the majority of inter-
Hispanic children are reported as Hispanic.” Such intermarriages themselves, the study



goes on, “may have been a factor in the phenomenal growth of the U.S. Hispanic
population in recent years.”

It has been widely predicted that, by mid-century, Hispanics will represent fully a quarter
of the U.S. population. Such predictions fail to take into account that increasing numbers
of these “Hispanics” will have only one grandparent or great-grandparent of Hispanic
heritage. By that point, Hispanic ethnicity may well mean neither more nor less than
German, Italian, or Irish ethnicity means today.

How, then, to proceed? Congress is under growing pressure to strengthen border control,
but unless it also reaches some agreement on more comprehensive reforms, stauncher
enforcement is unlikely to have much of an effect. With a growing economy and more
jobs than our own population can readily absorb, the U.S. will continue to need
immigrants. lllegal immigration already responds reasonably well to market forces. It has
increased during boom times like the late 1990’s and decreased again when jobs
disappear, as in the latest recession. Trying to determine an ideal number makes no more
sense than trying to predict how much steel or how many textiles we ought to import;
government quotas can never match the efficiency of simple supply and demand. As
President Bush has argued—and as the Senate has now agreed—a guest-worker program
is the way to go.

Does this mean the U.S. should just open its borders to anyone who wants to come?
Hardly. We still need an orderly process, one that includes background checks to insure
that terrorists and criminals are not being admitted. It also makes sense to require that
immigrants have at least a basic knowledge of English and to give preference to those
who have advanced skills or needed talents.

Moreover, immigrants themselves have to take more responsibility for their status. Illegal
aliens from Mexico now pay significant sums of money to “coyotes” who sneak them
across the border. If they could come legally as guest workers, that same money might be
put up as a surety bond to guarantee their return at the end of their employment contract,
or perhaps to pay for health insurance. Nor is it good policy to allow immigrants to
become welfare recipients or to benefit from affirmative action: restrictions on both sorts
of programs have to be written into law and stringently applied.

A market-driven guest-worker program might be arranged in any number of ways. A
proposal devised by the Vernon K. Krieble Foundation, a policy group based in
Colorado, suggests that government-licensed, private-sector employment agencies be put
in charge of administering the effort, setting up offices in other countries to process
applicants and perform background checks. Workers would be issued tamper-proof
identity cards only after signing agreements that would allow for deportation if they
violated the terms of their contract or committed crimes in the U.S. Although the Krieble
plan would offer no path to citizenship, workers who wanted to change their status could
still apply for permanent residency and, ultimately, citizenship through the normal,
lengthy process.



Do such schemes stand a chance politically? A poll commissioned by the Krieble
Foundation found that most Americans (except those with less than a high-school
education) consider an “efficient system for handling guest workers” to be more
important than expanded law enforcement in strengthening the country’s border.
Similarly, a CNN tracking poll in May found that 81 percent of respondents favored
legislation permitting illegal immigrants who have been in the U.S. more than five years
to stay here and apply for citizenship, provided they had jobs and paid back taxes. True,
other polls have contradicted these results, suggesting public ambivalence on the issue—
and an openness to persuasion.

Regardless of what Congress does or does not do—the odds in favor of an agreement
between the Senate and House on final legislation are still no better than 50-50—
immigration is likely to continue at high levels for the foreseeable future. Barring a
recession or another terrorist attack, the U.S. economy is likely to need some 1.5to0 2
million immigrants a year for some time to come. It would be far better for all concerned
if those who wanted to work in the U.S. and had jobs waiting for them here could do so
legally, in the light of day and with the full approval of the American people.

In 1918, at the height of the last great wave of immigrants and the hysteria that it
prompted in some circles, Madison Grant, a Yale-educated eugenicist and leader of the
immigration-restriction movement, made a prediction:

The result of unlimited immigration is showing plainly in the rapid decline in the birth
rate of native Americans because the poorer classes of colonial stock, where they still
exist, will not bring children into the world to compete in the labor market with the
Slovak, the Italian, the Syrian, and the Jew. . .. The man of the old stock is being
crowded out of many country districts by these foreigners, just as he is today being
literally driven off the streets of New York City by the swarms of Polish Jews. These
immigrants adopt the language of the native American, they wear his clothes, they steal
his name, and they are beginning to take his women, but they seldom adopt his religion or
understand his ideals, and while he is being elbowed out of his own home, the American
looks calmly abroad and urges on others the suicidal ethics which are exterminating his
own race.

Today, such alarmism reads as little more than a historical curiosity. Southern and
Eastern European immigrants and their children did, in fact, assimilate, and in certain
cases—most prominently that of the Jews—they exceeded the educational and economic
attainments of Grant’s “colonial stock.”

Present-day restrictionists point to all sorts of special circumstances that supposedly
made such acculturation possible in the past but render it impossible today. Then as now,
however, the restrictionists are wrong, not least in their failure to understand the basic
dynamic of American nationhood. There is no denying the challenge posed by
assimilating today’s newcomers, especially so many of them in so short a span of time.
Nor is there any denying the cultural forces, mainly stemming from the Left, that have



attenuated the sense of national identity among native-born American elites themselves
and led to such misguided policies as bilingual education. But, provided that we commit
ourselves to the goal, past experience and progress to date suggest the task is anything but
impossible.

As jarring as many found the recent pictures of a million illegal aliens marching in our
cities, the fact remains that many of the immigrants were carrying the American flag, and
waving it proudly. They and their leaders understand what most restrictionists do not and
what some Americans have forgotten or choose to deny: that the price of admission to
America is, and must be, the willingness to become an American.

* | was briefly president of U.S. English in the late 1980’s but resigned when a
previously undisclosed memo written by Tanton was published. In it, he warned of
problems related to the “educability” of Hispanics and speculated that an influx of
Catholics from south of the border might well lead the U.S. to “pitch out” the concept of
church-state separation. Tanton was forced to resign as chairman of U.S. English and no
longer has any affiliation with the group.

* As the author and anti-immigration activist Peter Brimelow wrote in his 1995 book
Alien Nation, “Americans have a legitimate interest in their country’s racial balance . . .
[and] a right to insist that their government stop shifting it.” Himself an immigrant from
England, Brimelow wants “more immigrants who look like me.”
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