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A solid majority of Americans believe that the surge of migrants at the U.S.-Mexico border
is a “crisis.” Some of them, to be sure, decry family separation and violations of the rights of
asylum seekers, while others emphasize threats to national security.

That said, many Americans are drawing the wrong conclusions from the crisis. Stigmatizing
individuals and families who enter the country legally as well as illegally and denying or
downplaying the contributions of undocumented people who have lived and worked here
for decades, they do not recognize that increased immigration is essential to addressing
inflation and the great and growing labor shortage in the United States.

Drawing on xenophobia, which is deeply embedded in American political culture, and
espoused most fervently by white Christian nationalists, Donald Trump has framed the
issue of immigration for his MAGA base. He has used the terms “invasion,” “criminals,” “drug
dealers,” and “terrorists,” hundreds of times. As he announced his candidacy for president
in 2015, Trump declared that Mexico is “not sending their best.” In July 2016, he maintained,
without evidence, that “decades of record immigration have produced lower wages and
higher unemployment for our citizens.” In 2018, Trump said “When somebody comes in, we
must immediately, without judges or court cases, bring them back from where they came.”
And, of course, building a wall became the Trump administration’s actual — and
metaphorical — solution to America’s problems.

Not surprisingly, then, a majority of Americans see the surge of migrants as “an invasion,”
and 24 percent (39 percent of Republicans) believe, incorrectly, that immigrants are more
likely to commit crimes than individuals born in the United States; 38 percent (56 percent
of Republicans) believe that immigrants are more likely to use public assistance, and 39
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percent (60 percent of Republicans) blame immigrants for smuggling most of the fentanyl
into the United States.

Although more than two-thirds of Americans say that legal immigration is a benefit to the
country, 31 percent (42 percent of Republicans) claim it is a national problem; 38 percent
(two-thirds of Republicans) want to decrease the number of immigrants permitted to enter
the country; 79 percent of Republicans think it’s important to deport a large number of the
immigrants who are in the U.S. illegally. More than half of Republicans agree that “native-
born Americans are being systematically replaced by immigrants.”

While they blame the Biden administration for the crisis on the U.S.-Mexico border that
President Trump’s draconian policies did not solve, Congressional Republicans continue to
oppose employment-based as well as comprehensive immigration reform legislation.

Xenophobes are drowning out supporters of immigrants from around the world, including
asylum seekers, who have been trapped in a Kafkaesque bureaucratic logjam, exacerbated
by Trump administration caps on refugees, reductions in temporary employment visas, and
cuts in programs and personnel at the United States Citizenship and Immigration Services.

And nativists have made it more difficult to consider compelling evidence that adding
immigrants to the labor force will produce a stronger and more competitive American
economy.

Between 2010 and 2020, labor economists point out, population growth was the second
lowest in U.S. history. In about 12 years, adults 65 or older will outnumber children under 18
for the first time. For every person on Social Security, there will be 2.1 workers paying into a
system that needs 2.8 to remain solvent.

ADVERTISEMENT

✕

https://news.gallup.com/poll/395882/immigration-views-remain-mixed-highly-partisan.aspx
https://news.gallup.com/poll/1660/immigration.aspx
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2022/09/08/republicans-and-democrats-have-different-top-priorities-for-u-s-immigration-policy/
https://www.npr.org/2022/08/18/1117953720/a-majority-of-americans-see-an-invasion-at-the-southern-border-npr-poll-finds
https://thehill.com/people/joe-biden/
https://www.forbes.com/sites/stuartanderson/2022/08/22/what-happened-to-the-bills-on-employment-based-immigration/?sh=5ed2b1da5658
https://www.thirdway.org/memo/how-republicans-abdicated-on-immigration-reform
https://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/frequently-requested-statistics-immigrants-and-immigration-united-states#:~:text=How%20many%20U.S.%20residents%20are,of%20approximately%20950%2C000%20from%202020.
https://immigrationforum.org/article/americas-labor-shortage-how-low-immigration-levels-accentuated-the-problem-and-how-immigration-can-fix-it/
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2022/sep/23/the-uss-immigration-crisis-is-admitting-too-few-immigrants-not-too-many
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/up-front/2022/07/14/who-are-the-1-million-missing-workers-that-could-solve-americas-labor-shortages/
javascript:window.open(window.clickTag)
https://prod-m-node-1113.ssp.yahoo.com/admax/adClick.do?dcn=8a9699c60180804b99394c910603003a&n=Yahoo+SSP&id=e5f74b47e37e4a7ca4f3168bae13254d&tid=8a969da4017f7fd080dcd32700230067&nid=8a808aee2edf264a012f0d6ee4e87844&pos=8a9699c60180804b99394c9b46bc01fc&grp=???&type=2&hbp=24&nl=1691524564615&rts=1691524564570&ari=b03376d8106d4c08b250dfc0fd75e49b&b=MTMyMTk7Ozs7Ozs7NDI5MzIwNjk7Ozs7Ozs7Ozs7MTs.&a=zzhSVSvsRFdCpBaWnUm8mA&rdm=1&rd=https://nrb-v.ybp.yahoo.com/cj/cd/w76UIy61h6ZVLwhTIugHMPyC3HRcrY5B9rWbJNn1cXIXLeQqtZpN3FU8RzA-8lWQU_GnuoCU7Flx1zIazBOsY1U00fM8eKPUfzQMek9-hhrPPd_SxROQweo_TzpnDd-V4K29zMM144ShEQ-ycsS7fTrB6aaWJpdxg94jaPXMskXOnKzFOTc7nabHpp0by15ARf52jFXI-QAheWRYcjBadqhxtqZyaUiVXhGOGR0XLdeq5uUSaUSEG9fQO7WcIByJGmnJZA4x6FcjSAiLcCVuX5bnB8RSkYdLJ5uWQxq7tnpXh81Idg7VLL_Vj6hZDV-pw7nddIsL2jE/rurl/https://servedby.flashtalking.com/click/8/189360;6712951;4413568;211;0/?ft_impID=42CE4575-92BF-3D44-D37C-5443946E4154&gdpr=0&g=5558F4DF7B91AE&random=769022966&ft_width=300&ft_height=250&url=https://stock.adobe.com/collections/8wtGLubWqgT4gsSzZPpp34BmgkIhjIRQ?sdid=YP7XG4TJ&mv=display
https://www.flashtalking.com/consumer-privacy
https://www.flashtalking.com/consumer-privacy
https://thehill.com/


8/8/23, 4:01 PM The immigration crisis isn’t what you think it is | The Hill

https://thehill.com/opinion/immigration/3690232-the-immigration-crisis-isnt-what-you-think-it-is/ 4/16

This July, employers advertised 11.2 million jobs, but only 5.7 million workers sought
employment, the biggest gap in American history. To reduce inflation, the gap should be
less than 2.5 million.

COVID-related withdrawals from full-time jobs, most pronounced among seniors, and a
dramatic reduction in annual immigration, which by 2021 was one-quarter of what it had
been in 2016, have deprived the labor market of about 1.6 million workers.

Legal immigrants constitute 17 percent of the civilian labor force. Including the 7.6 million
“illegals,” immigrants fill a large proportion of so-called “unskilled” jobs in agriculture,
hotels, restaurants, gardening, housekeeping, and health care that are shunned by many
native-born workers. Contrary to the stereotype, immigrants are also well represented in
computer science, mathematics, and an array of STEM fields, where job openings now
outnumber qualified applicants by about 3 million.

Don’t believe drug companies: 340B is a program worth saving
Don’t pass the ‘American Farmers Feed the World Act’

Congress should address the crisis on the U.S.-Mexico border and the status of the 11
million illegal immigrants who live in this country. But inflammatory rhetoric and partisan
stunts are not constructive.

Nor should we allow xenophobia to trump a fundamental tenet of the American Creed,
represented by the lady with the lamp who resides near Ellis Island, that welcomes
immigrants who can help ensure a more prosperous future for themselves and their fellow
Americans.
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Glenn C. Altschuler is the Thomas and Dorothy Litwin Professor of American Studies at
Cornell University. He is the co-author (with Stuart Blumin) of “Rude Republic: Americans
and Their Politics in the Nineteenth Century.”
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