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 President George W. Bush made a welcome speech to 29 new American citizens in the 

Great Hall at Ellis Island on July 10, 2001. He said that “immigration is not a problem to be 

solved; it is a sign of a confident and successful nation” (Cheng). This speech reminds me that 

the United States is one of the very few countries in the world which is made up almost 

completely of immigrants. Since the first immigrants came to the United States in 1607, the 

number of people coming to this country has increased, sometimes slowly and sometimes more 

quickly. 

According to the Immigration Naturalization Service, today the annual immigration 

numbers are about 1,200,000 people including about 900,000 legal immigrants and about 

300,000 illegal immigrants (Horowitz). Most people agree that illegal immigration is not 

acceptable and should be stopped. Today the real debate is about the legal immigration that has 

been controversial for many years. The debate about immigration basically comes down to two 

questions: Should legal immigration be reduced? If so, how should it be restricted? The 

proponents of limiting legal immigration say that current levels of immigration are intolerable to 

maintain healthy social balance in many ways, since reducing the number of immigrants may 

also reduce various current conflicts. Some of the proponents of limiting legal immigration argue 

for a drastic reduction in the numbers admitted, reducing immigration to as few as 250,000 

annually (Beck). The people who oppose any limitations on legal immigration argue that 

immigration has been historically beneficial for the country, and has improved the economic and 

social conditions of America. 

Both proponents and opponents of immigration have refined their arguments over the 

years. The most common arguments usually focus on two separate areas: economic conflicts and 

cultural conflicts. Many opponents of immigration often claim that current level of immigration 



 

is hurting the country economically because immigrants are largely responsible for widening the 

economic inequality. Those people often argue that the many immigrants are poor and 

uneducated so that they end up welfare.  Another argument is that immigrants are largely 

responsible for racial and ethnic tension in our communities. On the other hand, the people who 

favor legal immigration argue that immigration has been historically good for the country, and 

has improved the economic and social conditions of America because many immigrants work 

very hard and have high entrepreneurial sprits. 

The most common economic argument against immigration is that foreigners, who are 

mostly uneducated and unskilled labors, take jobs away from Americans, especially the 

lowest-paid and lowest-skilled jobs. It often means many poor blacks and immigrants who 

arrived in America earlier lose their jobs. Some critics say that increasing the number of 

immigrants would lead to more impoverished citizens in low-economic black communities, as 

they are already hurt with low wages (Beck).  Some experts say that the impact of immigration 

is one factor of growing impoverishment which widens the gap between rich and poor, and it is 

often overlooked.   

As poor people keep flowing into the country, any possible improvements in the poverty 

trend can be diminished. According to the Center for Immigration Studies, the number of poor 

immigrant households nearly tripled from 2.7 million in 1979 to 7.7 million in 1997. The 

proportion of the American population living in poverty was greater in 1998 than in 1973 

because many immigrants are relatively unskilled; their poverty rate is significantly higher at 18 

percent compared to the 12.1 percent poverty rate for the native-born (Brimelow). This is 

because the majorities of immigrants are coming from underdeveloped countries, and naturally 

have higher levels of unemployment and lower levels of education (Fletcher). Harvard 



 

University economist and professor for public policy George J Borjas estimated that the wage 

gap between high school dropouts and educated labors widened by 10 percent between 1979 and 

1995. About half that increase may be due to the increased supply of labor resulting from 

immigration (Brimelow). Professor Borjas also estimated that American workers lose about $133 

billion a year, “mainly because immigrants drive down “. Proponents of immigration argue that 

the real impact of immigration on the economy differs in the results, but all economists would 

agree that any economic boom in the United States is conducive to immigration. 

Immigration advocates don’t accept the argument that immigrants cost more than they 

produce in the economy. Many of them commonly say that our economy depends on immigrant 

labor, and our society is enriched by the contributions immigrants. Many immigrants are no 

longer living in poverty because of our current economy. Some people argue that immigration 

significantly benefit American economics. For example, many high-tech companies can decrease 

labor costs by hiring skilled immigrants who will work at lower wages than college-educated 

Americans. Immigrants also contribute to keeping consumer price low because of business 

owners who peruse the low-wages policies (Beck). Some other people, like land developers, real 

estate agents, and home mortgage officials can benefit from population growth simply because 

increasing the number of immigrants increases their potential customers. Overall, immigration 

advocates do not seem to convey feasible reasons for immigration as clearly as those who oppose 

an unlimited immigration policy. Their socioeconomic arguments seem to be very chaotic and 

there is no way to decide which is right and wrong for amateur eyes. 

A second economic argument is that the services provide by governments to immigrants 

cost much more, some estimates are $30 to $50 billion per year, than immigrants pay it taxes. 

Professor Borjas wrote, “Immigrants still receive welfare disproportionately: 21 percent of 



 

immigrant households received assistance in 1998, compared with 15 percent of nonimmigrant 

households.” Welfare reform passed by Congress in 1996 included a provision to exclude food 

stamps to legal immigrants who have not yet become U.S. citizens. Since then, 935,000 legal 

immigrants have been cut from food stamp program (Wolf). However, critics argue that legal 

immigrants can retain their benefits simply by becoming US citizens. Actually, the 

administration would restore $ 14.6 billion in SSI (Supplemental Security Income) and Medicaid 

payment for legal immigrants and their children through 2002. In 1995, some $27 billion in SSI 

funds were paid to 6.5 million people (15% of these—900,000—were legal immigrants).  Total 

SSI applications by legal immigrants rose from 51,500 to 162,100 from 1982 to 1993 or 215 

percent, according to the Congressional Budget Office. (Horowitz)  

In addition to the economic arguments, there are cultural and demographic concerns 

about the immigration issue. The immigration supporters point out that from the mid-1800s until 

about 1920, about one out of seven people, or more than 14%, of the people living in the United 

States was not born in the United States; even after the increase in immigration in the last thirty 

years, the current foreign-born population of the United States is less than 9% of the total 

population (Kennedy). Opponents of immigration have often said that the current immigrants are 

generally uneducated, and come from the lowest classes in their home countries, compared to 

adventurous and courageous immigrants of thirty or fifty years ago. But this was exactly the 

opinion of Benjamin Franklin in 1753 about the new German immigrants (King). One hundred 

and sixty years later, the social scientist Edward Alsworth Ross in 1914 called the “new” 

immigrants coming from eastern and southern Europe “…hirsute, low-browed, big-faced persons 

of obviously low mentality….” comparing them to the much higher classes “old” immigrants 

from northern and western Europe (Kennedy). Today, immigration opponents still argue that the 



 

immigrants of the past thirty years, who have come mostly from Mexico and Asia, do not meet 

the standards of the higher-class immigrants of the mid-1900s (Borjas). However, proponents of 

immigrants argue against these opinions by saying that many current immigrants have higher 

level of education with college degree, which is higher of education than the native population 

has. Many of them already have satisfactory English proficiency and at least they can carry out 

basic communication in English (Siskind). 

 The majority of opponents of immigration are, however, concerned about the demographic 

change that happen because of language. According to an article in USA Today, about 14 million 

foreign-born U.S. residents told the Census Bureau in 1990 that they had limited or no English 

proficiency (Strauss). Another article quotes two members of Congress on the issue: William 

Lipenski (D-III), who said “Today, there are more than 32 million Americans who are not 

proficient in English,” and Bob Goodlatte (R-Va.), who said, “40 million Americans will be 

non-English-language proficient by the year 2000” (Crawford). It is interesting that the Census 

Office actually reported that in 1990, there were 198.6 million people in the United States who 

spoke only English at home, and 31.8 million people who spoke another language at home. 

However, most of the people who do not speak English only at home are at least bilingual in 

English: almost 80 percent of them speak English very well or well, which means only about 20 

percent, or about 6.6 million speak English poorly or not at all (Census). In any case, regardless 

of the degree of proficiency in English that immigrants have, it is partly true that their less than 

perfect English tends to make immigrants psychologically isolated and segregated in American 

society. Probably the main reason is that many immigrants who speak English are afraid to speak 

with native English speakers because they are embarrassed if their accents and pronunciations 

are not clear.  



 

 The immigration supporters do not believe that language issues are very important because at 

the time of the Revolution, one-fifth of the population could not speak English and that one-half 

at least was not Anglo-Saxon by descent. In spite of such a long history of immigration from all 

over the world, the 1990 census reports that 94% of American residents speak English, and even 

Mauro E. Mujica, the chairman of the U.S. English organization which is trying to make English 

the official language of the United States, estimates that 97% speak adequate English (King). It 

seems that even if immigrants try to hold on to their original languages, nothing will stop their 

children from learning English.   

 Besides the language issue, immigration supporters do not worry about the general 

“American culture,” disappearing because of foreign customs being imported with immigrants. 

As Robert King writes about what makes people Americans: 

 In spite of all our racial divisions and economic unfairness, we have the frontier 

tradition, respect for the individual, and opportunity; we have our love affair with the 

automobile; we have in our history a civil war that freed the slaves and was fought with 

valor; and we have sports, hot dogs, hamburgers, and milk shakes—things big and small, 

noble and petty, important and trifling. (King) 

 Recently, some people have been concerned about another form of social conflict, which 

is segregation, the social tendency of racial and ethnic divisions. Some opponents of immigration 

argue that people of different cultures and ethnicities often operate with different sets of 

assumptions about each other, the world and ways of doing things. When those different 

perceptions are at odds, tension and the possibility for conflict are heightened.  It is not just that 

people come from differing culture heritages with distinct values, traditions and customs. Those 

differences are to be expected, but the problem is when people fail to realize that their own 



 

values and customs are the product of their own origins. Although immigration advocates 

sometimes try to cast the issue of immigration as a racial issue, in order to restrain debate, ethnic 

tension is not a simple problem of one race against another.  

Some critics say that immigration drives conflict between whites, blacks, Hispanic 

Americans and immigrants of all races, as well as among the immigrant groups themselves 

regardless of their races. Immigrants themselves also complain that American label citizens by 

their ethnicity. When person lived in El Salvador, he sees himself as a Salvadoran in his country. 

When he comes to the United States, he is called as Hispanic or Latino. Koreans and 

Cambodians have little in common, but when they come here they are all labeled as Asian. 

(Booth). This can only aggravate conflicts between different ethnic groups. 

Although some people say that tensions are natural because we have more than hundred 

different kinds of ethnicities in the United States, some people are bothered by racial and ethnic 

separatism. For example, we sometimes have seen “desegregation” movements in certain areas 

or communities. Looking at the Law school of the University of California at Los Angeles, there 

are separate academic activities among blacks, Latinos, and Asian students, including separate 

law review journals (Booth). Los Angeles is well known as a Hispanic-populated city which 

tends to be more segregated from the white population than in other cities.  James Allen, a 

cultural geographer at California State University, says that when he sees Los Angeles from an 

airplane, it looks like a pretty much mixed society, but racial homogeneity and segregation are 

common when he observe it on the ground (Booth). Some researchers also found an interesting 

ethnic phenomenon in labor markets in California. For example, Mexican immigrants are often 

hired as gardeners, as workers in apparel and furniture manufacturing, and as cooks, while 

Filipinos often become nurses and medical technicians (Booth). This separatism lies in the belief 



 

that people who have different value and customs cannot be trusted, and will never understand 

each other. People tend to think that different ethnic groups have different religious beliefs, 

political and economic thinking, even legal systems and governmental institutions, and therefore 

it is very difficult for them to assimilate into a new cultural system with different values. They 

lead to faulty assumptions, misperceptions, and misunderstanding that create resentment, tension, 

and serious conflict. The biggest problem in immigration is the invisible psychological conflict 

against differences that are inherent in our human nature. As long as this troublesome problem 

remains, there is little hope to ease deep- rooted conflicts in immigration problems.  

A Partial Solution 

Today, many opponents of immigration claim that the government should reduce the 

numbers of immigrants drastically, although simply reducing the numbers of immigrants cannot 

solve all these problems. According to the Immigration Nationalization Service, the categories of 

immigrants today include immediate relatives, other relatives, employment-based, refugees, and 

others. I believe that the United States does have a big immigration problem, and the government 

should change its policies. I suggest that only three legal immigrant categories should be 

recognized: an immediate family category, a refugee category, and a final category for all other 

people. 

 First, there should be an immediate family category, limited to spouses, minor children, and 

parents of U. S. citizens. There should be no limit on the numbers of immigrants in this category, 

because each U.S. citizen limited in his choice of spouse and children, and everyone has a duty 

to take care of his or her parents. This should be the only category whose purpose is to keep 

families together. Today, there is already such a category of immigrants, and recently about 

300,000 people each year immigrate in this category. 



 

 The second category I suggest would be for refugees because of humanitarian reasons. 

However, this category may be limited to about 100,000 people each year. When possible, 

refugees should be considered only temporarily living in the United States until problems in their 

own countries are solved and the refugees can return. The United States should not try to take 

responsibility for all of the world’s refugees. 

 Finally, a third category, also limited to about 100,000 people each year, for all other 

immigrants. To qualify for this category, applicants should have to prove they have a good 

character, a certain level of education, useful skills for employment, and a satisfactory level of 

English ability. The idea is to select immigrants who are serious about becoming productive 

members of U.S. society, and who have the serious intention of becoming good U.S. citizens. 

After showing that they were productive members of U.S. society for five years, they would be 

allowed to become U. S. citizens, and would then be given the same right to sponsor a foreign 

spouse, children, or parents just like other U.S. citizens. 

 I think the current category, which allows the immigration of other family members of U.S. 

citizens, and permanent residents should be eliminated, because it has been abused in the past 

and many of the problem immigrants (criminals and people who end up on welfare) come from 

this category. I also think that the employment category should be eliminated as a separate 

category. If there is a demand for special skills, which Americans do not have, someone will 

begin training Americans in those skills. Until the supply of American workers with those skills 

is increased, foreigners may be brought to the United States on temporary work visas to satisfy 

the demand. 

 If the government follows these recommendations, legal immigration to the United States 

would be reduced from about 900,000 to about 500,000 each year. This number of immigrants 



 

would be easier to absorb, and the type of immigrants which would be coming, will be most 

likely to become productive and valuable members of American society. Naturally, this will also 

require that illegal immigration be prevented as much as possible. 

 Today’s immigration supporters and opponents focus mainly on the economic and cultural 

problems which have been a part of the immigrant experience in the United States. 

Unfortunately, both sides have become more and more extreme in their arguments. One side says 

that immigration causes a widening of economic inequalities and increasing reliance on welfare, 

and at the same time causes racial and ethnic tensions which have a negative effect on society. 

The other side says that immigration leads to greater economic prosperity for everyone that most 

immigrants learn English and American customs quickly, and that immigrants benefit American 

society everywhere. The truth is probably somewhere in between, and both sides must be 

realistic. It is not possible to completely cut off all immigration, and it is not realistic to all 

completely unlimited immigration. 

 Both pro-immigration and anti-immigration people understand that immigration has been 

part of American history from the beginning. It has been the policy of the United States both 

officially and according to the prevailing sentiment of our people to encourage immigration 

without qualification and discrimination. Considering the tremendous and rapid economic and 

technological development, which made United States first world economy within 200 years, the 

people in the United Stated cannot ignore the hidden factor of the success. In another words, the 

country was originally built based on the power and the contribution of hard working immigrants 

from various countries. I, therefore, think that this fundamental policy of the past should not be 

changed, but it is the time for the government to consider amending current immigration policy 



 

to help ease the economic and sociological conflicts which have begun to make many Americans 

more and more intolerant of immigrants.  
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