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ABSTRACT 

 

This essay examines the dynamics underlying contemporary South-North population 

displacements and the common gaps between public perceptions of the phenomenon and actual 

realities. I analyze these dynamics and gaps by focusing on the clash between opposing forces at 

various stages of the migration process.  These tensions occur between actors endowed with 

unequal power, leading to inefficient Nash-like equilibria where the interests of less powerful 

participants and those of society-at-large in the successful integration of its newest members are 

not maximized.  Matrices of hypothetical payoffs for relevant actors are presented for 

illustration.  Systemic changes that would alter the present situation in the direction of more 

efficient and stable outcomes are discussed. 
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 As of 2010, the foreign-born population of the United States numbered 40 million or 13 

percent of the total.  While the native-born population grew by 7.3 percent in the last inter-censal 

period, the foreign-born increased by 28.4 percent.  Starting in 2007, the severe economic 

recession slowed down the foreign inflow – a pattern common to all developed countries – but 

even so, legal migration continued and, more importantly, there have not been signs of a 

significant voluntary return movement (Pew Hispanic Center 2010).  In 2010, the foreign-born 

made up 25.4 percent of the California population; 10.8 percent of New York’s; 9.2 percent of 

Florida’s; and 10.4 percent of Texas’; the four largest states of destination. 

 These facts are familiar. Less attention has been paid to the dynamics underlying 

contemporary South-North population displacements and the common gaps between public 

perceptions of the phenomenon and actual realities on the ground.  Here, I examine these 

dynamics and gaps by focusing on the clash between a set of opposing forces at various stages of 

the process -- from the onset of immigration to its individual and collective aftermath. 

 A large part of the empirical and theoretical literature on contemporary immigration may 

be classified as addressing various aspects of three general questions: First, the question of 

immigrant assimilation and, conversely, the extent to which immigration transforms the host 

society.  Second, the costs and benefits of immigration – economic, social, and cultural.  Third, 

the fate of the descendants, in particular the second generation, and the extent to which they 

succeed in reaching social and economic parity with the native-born.  Each of these three 

questions involves a sustained clash or, alternatively, a tense equilibrium between two sets of 

opposing forces.  The first between the size of migratory flows and the institutional capacity of 

the host society to absorb them; the second, between the demand by employers for migrant labor 

and the resistance of the native-born to its presence; the third, between the drive for achievement 
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among immigrants and their offspring and the inexorable process of acculturation.  Here, I seek 

to clarify the nature of these forces and the attending consequences of their clash, as documented 

in the recent empirical literature. 

 A first observation is that all of these confrontations approach the conditions for a Nash-

like equilibrium.  I invoke this well-known theory in economics as a means to systematize the 

discussion and link it to broader conceptualizations of conflict and conflict resolution, such as 

those pioneered by Thomas Schelling (1960).  In game theory, Nash equilibria require a balance 

among all relevant parties such that none maximizes its benefits, but each would lose from 

shifting behavior if that of other actors remains unaltered. (Sethi 2007; Milnor 1995; Myerson 

1996; Nash 1950). In the case of immigration, all moving equilibria feature a set of actors or 

institutions whose power is paramount and a second set that must adapt to them, even against 

their will. 

Migration and Social Change 

 “Immigration is remaking the American mainstream” is a common mantra in the 

contemporary immigration scholarship.  As a rhetorical device, there is nothing wrong with this 

statement, but it is worth examining the extent to which it is factually accurate.  There is no 

doubt that, as Kasinitz and his associates put it, mass immigration can transform the ethnic 

composition of host areas to the point that, as in New York City, “everyone is from somewhere 

else” (Kasinitz et. al. 2008: 22).  The visible ethno-racial transformations of the population in the 

streets and in public transport; the proliferation of ethnic eateries, stores, and churches; the 

frequent “pride” parades and festivals celebrating one foreign country or another easily lead to 

the impression that immigration is indeed “transforming America”. 
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 Before accepting this statement as valid, it is convenient to consider an important 

distinction between demographic change and social change.  Mass immigration can indeed 

transform the demographic make-up of the population, but this is not the same as changing the 

fundamental pillars of a nation’s culture and social structure.  To see this more clearly, I borrow 

from two prior publications that sought to situate the various elements of culture and social 

structure in order to provide a more rigorous definition of the concept of “institution” (Portes 

2006; Portes and Smith 2008).  The resulting theoretical scheme is reproduced in Figure 1.  Its 

elements are not arbitrary, but are drawn from traditions in Sociology dating back for more than 

a century.   

___________________ 

Figure 1 about here 

___________________ 

 

 Values and certain basic skills such as language are the fundamental elements of culture 

being embodied, in turn, in its normative structure.  The normative order of society encompasses 

everything from the legal-constitutional order to informal norms governing everyday behavior.  

Norms and skill repertoires do not float freely, but come together in bundles known as roles that 

are what social actors normally enact in the course of their daily lives. (Linton 1945; Merton 

1957; Goffman 1959, 1961).  On the right side of the diagram, power and power-conferring 

resources are the basic elements of social structure.  Max Weber’s classic definition of power as 

the ability of an actor to impose his/her will despite resistance is still appropriates for it 

highlights the compulsory and coercive character of this basic element of the social order (Weber 

[1922] 1947). Just as values are embodied into norms, power differentials devolve into social 
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classes – large aggregates of individuals whose possession or exclusion from power-conferring 

resources gives them vastly different individual opportunities and capacities to influence the 

course of events. 

 The deep character of power seldom comes to the fore of social life. For the same reason, 

class position is not readily transparent and it is a fact, repeatedly verified by empirical research, 

that individuals with very different resources and life chances commonly identify themselves as 

members of the same “class” (Grusky and Sorenson 1998; Hout et al. 1993).  Legitimized power 

(authority) produces status hierarchies which is how most social actors perceive the underlying 

structures of power and how they classify themselves. In turn, status hierarchies are commonly 

linked to the enactment of specific social roles (Newcomb et al. 1965; Merton 1968a; Sennett 

and Cobb 1972). 

 As shown in Figure 1, status hierarchies and their attached roles do not occur in isolation, 

but as part of social organizations.  Organizations are what social actors normally inhabit in the 

course of their lives and they embody the most readily visible manifestations of the underlying 

structures of power (DiMaggio 1990; Granovetter 2001). Institutions represent the symbolic 

blueprints for organizations: they are the set of rules, written and informal, governing 

relationships among role occupants in social organizations like the family, the schools, and other 

major areas of social life -- the polity, the economy, religion, communications and information, 

and leisure (Hollingsworth 2002; North 1990; Merton 1968b). 

 With this conceptual spadework done, it is now possible to inquire about the true impact 

of migration in transforming the culture and social structure of host societies. As also shown in 

Figure 1, immigration “pushes” from below confronting the existing organizations and 

institutional framework with a variety of new demands and pressures.  In the advanced West in 
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general, and in the United States in particular, the institutional framework has been sufficiently 

resilient and flexible to meet this challenge.  There have been adaptations responding to the 

needs and demands posed by a large foreign population in organizations like schools, the legal 

system, and the labor market but, by and large, the fundamental pillars of society, including its 

value-normative system and its class structure have remained intact. 

 Another reason for this outcome is that the vast majority of immigrants do not seek to 

change the existing normative order, but to adapt to it.  The fundamental effect of immigration is 

to diversify the ethno-racial composition of the host society’s working-classes. In time, however, 

migrants and their descendants also seek to climb the hierarchies of status and power in their 

adopted nation. They do so not by challenging the dominant values and normative order, but by 

conforming to them.  Similarly, the continuity of the social structure is not affected by the arrival 

of migrants or their offspring into positions of power.  Today the CEO of a large New York 

corporation may be a Lowenstein rather than a Johnson, and the mayor of Miami-Dade County 

may be named Alvarez rather than King, but the normative-legal system governing the 

corporation, the county and the broader social structure into which both are embedded remains 

untouched.  Similarly, the current presidents of the United States and France are members of the 

second generation -- both children of immigrants. Their ascendance to positions of power 

confirms the point: they arrived to their exalted status not by confronting the American or French 

normative orders, but by embracing them and identifying with their fundamental tenets.   

 More generally, the potential for social transformation inherent in the “assimilative clash” 

portrayed in Figure 1 depends on the equilibrium between the size of the immigration flow and 

the resilience of the host country’s institutions.  There have actually been historical instances in 

which the mass displacement of entire peoples into others’ territory has led to the crumbling of 
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the pre-existing social order.  The Barbarian invasions that swept away the Roman Empire stand 

as the pre-eminent historical example (Braudel [1949] 1973; Pirenne 1970; Malet 1963: 184-

188). Today, nativists of all stripes voice fears that the same fate may await the United States or 

Western Europe, confronted with successive waves of migration from the global South.  A look 

at the elements of culture and social structure in Figure 1 suffices to clarify why such fears are 

wildly exaggerated: immigration “pushes” at the surface level of social life, forcing some 

institutional and organizational changes, but seldom going beyond that level.  

 Control of immigration has been an important, but not a first-order priority for the 

authorities of the advanced countries precisely because they are not seriously challenged by the 

flow of new immigrants. While press articles and right-wing agitators raise the specter of doom 

after the arrival of a few thousand foreigners, realities on the ground are very different.  The way 

that the United States disposed of the Mariel mass exodus from Cuba or the structures built by 

Western Europe to deal with the boat waves from Africa give ample evidence of resilient 

institutional capacity to channel and, when necessary, block immigrant flows (Nijman 2010; 

Cachon 2009; Schneider 2008). 

 Immigrants who do make it, either legally or surreptitiously, may be capable of 

transforming the demographic composition of the working population in certain areas, but that is 

the extent of the change.  The “mainstream” – understood as the basic institutional order remains 

untouched.  Ironically, the same literature that proclaims the “transformation of the American 

mainstream” often asserts, in the next page, that immigrants continue to assimilate rapidly to 

American society and culture.  You cannot have it both ways.  A sociologically informed 

analysis shows that the transformational capacity of immigration is limited precisely because of 
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the effectiveness with which existing institutions manage to incorporate newcomers and, when 

necessary, regulate and restrict their presence.   

 If we think of the relationship between contemporary developed nations and the Global 

South population of potential migrant workers as a “game”, the alternative options may be 

portrayed as in Figure 2.  Cell C in the figure is what nativists fear, but reality actually converges 

in cell D.  In it, migrants who do gain access to the advanced world acquire some benefits, but 

always under the control and guidance of an institutional order that gains most from their labor. 

This situation may be conceptualized as a Nash-like equilibrium because neither party – migrants 

or host societies -- stands to gain by shifting strategy, while that of the other party remains 

unaltered. 

___________________ 

Figure 2 about here 

___________________ 

Costs and Benefits of Migration 

 There is a vast body of economic research that has attempted to gauge the relative costs 

and benefits of migration by calculating the tax contributions made by the foreign-born and 

comparing them with the amount they take out in public services (Smith and Edmonston 1998).  

This approach is rather narrow because the raison d’etre of labor migration does not lie in its 

fiscal contributions, but in the demand for it by firms in the host economy.  The real benefits of 

migration do not accrue to the state, but to employers who source their labor needs abroad.  In 

recent years in the United States, this demand has become bifurcated into a search for engineers 

and other skilled professionals to meet shortages of domestic talent in the high-tech sectors of the 
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economy and a continuing demand for manual workers in labor-intensive industries such as 

agriculture, construction, and personal services (Haller et al. 2011; Portes and Rumbaut 2006).  

 Highly-skilled workers come primarily through the H1-B temporary permits program; 

manual workers, for the most part, cross the border surreptitiously (Office of Immigration 

Statistics 2010; Cornelius 1998; Massey et al. 2002).  Both modes of arrival have in common the 

lack of a legal basis for permanent settlement.  This insecure legal status is beneficial to 

employers who can use it to extract greater compliance and higher productivity from their 

foreign workers.  A dissatisfied or contentious Indian engineer does not get his residence permit 

renewed; a militant Mexican agricultural worker is easily dismissed and, if necessary, turned 

over to Immigration and Customs Enforcement.  This favorable situation for firms has led some 

economists to argue, at least in private, that the American immigration system is not “broken” 

since it functions relatively well in supplying a steady and reliable source of pliant labor to 

various sectors of the economy. 1 

 That is, undoubtedly, one of the reasons why chambers of commerce and other employer 

organizations have not been at the forefront of calls for immigration reform. The continuation of 

the status quo depends, however, on the outcome of the clash between the economic benefits of 

migration, that are privatized, and its costs, that are socialized.  Costs of migration assume three 

main forms: First, greater competition for native-born workers at both the high – and low - ends 

of the labor market.  While there is no conclusive evidence of nationwide displacement of native 

by foreign workers, a number of field studies have demonstrated a clear preference by employers 

for more pliant and more diligent foreign labor (Waters 1999; Kircheman and Neckerman 1991). 

 Second, a sense of discomfort among the general population because of a growing 

foreign presence.  In class terms, neither economic elites nor the upper middle-classes are 



 
11 

 

negatively affected by migration that provides them with a reliable labor source for their firms 

and for their homes.  Instead, it is the native working-class population, living in close proximity 

to a rising foreign presence that manifests the greater sense of unease and discontent. The feeling 

of becoming foreigners in their own land and the resulting calls to “rescue America for 

Americans” or “take back our country” tend to be resonate most at this level. 2 

 Third, lack of legal rights makes the undocumented population highly vulnerable to 

exploitation, crime, and other social problems (Hagan et al. 2011; Portes et al. 2009; Richardson 

and Resendiz 2006). Children of these migrants grow up in conditions of severe disadvantage 

that can easily block their educational and occupational advancement (Haller et al. 2011; Telles 

and Ortiz 2008).  Firms employing migrant labor assume no responsibility for these children, nor 

for that matter, for the broader discontent created by a large foreign population.  To an extent, 

increasing hostility and opposition to migrants are beneficial to firms by increasing the 

vulnerability of their foreign workers (Massey et al. 2002; Samora 1971).  Discontent among 

natives can reach such a pitch, however, as to threaten the economic benefits of migration by 

provoking mass political mobilizations in favor of restrictionism.  The successive anti-immigrant 

“propositions” presented to California voters by right-wing politicians and the draconian 

measures against undocumented immigrants adopted recently by Arizona, Alabama, and other 

states reflect this groundswell of nativist sentiment (Alba et al. 2005; Jacoby 2004; Brimelow 

1995). 

 At this point, it is necessary to introduce a distinction between the structural importance 

and the change potential of migration.  As seen previously, the capacity of immigration to 

produce deep social change in host societies is limited.  This does not mean, however, that it 

lacks structural importance.  This importance comes from the strategic role migration can play in 
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consolidating, not changing the existing social order.  It is broadly recognized that American 

agriculture could not survive without the presence of migrant workers.  At the other end of the 

economic continuum, hi-tech industries have threatened, at times, to move production facilities 

abroad if the HI-B program was not maintained or expanded (Saxenian 2006: Cornelius 2001). 

 These and similar incidents indicate the structural importance of migration for the 

American economy. While chambers of commerce and other employer organizations have 

remained indifferent to nativist mobilizations and calls for immigration reform, they have swiftly 

mobilized when their foreign labor supply has been seriously threatened.  The history of 

immigrant legislation and attempted immigration reform in America is replete with instances in 

which legislative initiatives to constrain or regulate foreign labor flows have been by-passed by 

the timely intervention of industrial and agricultural lobbies.  From the “Texas Proviso” that held 

employers of unauthorized migrants legally harmless following the end of the Bracero Program, 

to the 1986 Immigration Reform and Control Act (IRCA) that repealed the Texas Proviso but 

exempted firms from checking the validity of migrant workers’ documentation, powerful 

economic sectors dependent on foreign labor have proved remarkably nimble at insuring the 

continuation of a reliable supply.  (Samora 1971; Portes and Bach 1985; Massey et al. 2002).  

Current discreet employer interventions aimed at softening the draconian anti-immigrant 

legislation in Arizona and elsewhere represent the latest manifestations of this trend.3   

 The result of these interventions has been to restore equilibrium between migration’s 

economic benefits and social costs to an acceptable range, insuring the continuation of 

structurally important labor flows.  If we conceptualize employers and the native population-at-

large as game players, their strategies and corresponding payoffs may be summarized as in 

Figure 3.  For native workers, the ideal outcome would be Cell A, where no effort is needed to 
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restrict immigration since employers refrain from hiring migrant workers.  Preventive 

mobilizations against immigration, as in Cell C, imply some costs but still the payoff accruing to 

native workers would be high.  Neither situation corresponds to reality because of the interests 

and the associated knowledge and power of firms.  For them, the most profitable outcome is Cell 

B, but this is also unrealistic given the impossibility of keeping the native working-class entirely 

quiescent.  The “game” converges in Cell D which, though not ideal for the employer class, still 

benefits it at the expense of greater competition and general unease among the native population.  

Cell D is similar to an “inefficient” Nash equilibrium because either player would lose by 

changing strategies, but neither actually maximizes its benefits. 

___________________ 

Figure 3 about here 

___________________ 

 

Progress in the Second Generation 

 A great deal of scholarly attention has been devoted in recent years to the adaptation of 

children of immigrants -- the second generation.  There are good reasons for this.  While adult 

immigrants, socialized in a different country, seldom become fully integrated into the receiving 

society, their offspring, born and raised in it, almost always do.  Their educational and 

occupational trajectories then set the course for subsequent generations.  Current differences in 

the economic and social condition of different ethnic groups in America can be conceptualized, 

by and large, as the outcome of the relative success or failure of the first and, in particular, the 

second-generation of earlier immigrant groups (Hirschman and Falcon 1985; Telles and Ortiz 

2008; Kasinitz et al. 2008). 
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 There is consensus in the literature that immigrants who come of their own free will are 

positively selected, relative to the sending country population, in terms of their determination 

and their motivation to succeed.  They have to be in order to confront the many challenges and 

uncertainties of the journey (Castles 2004; Massey et al. 1998; Feliciano 2006).  Immigrants of 

modest origins and those who confront a negative context of reception may center their 

ambitions not on what happens to them, but rather on the future of their children.  For this 

reason, the empirical literature registers high aspirations and expectations for the children among 

parents of all nationalities and all socio-economic origins, even the least educated (Zhou et al. 

2008; Menjivar 2008; Mooney 2009). 

 The sample of parents interviewed during the Children of Immigrants Longitudinal Study 

(CILS) (Haller et al. 2011; Fernandez-Kelly and Konczal 2005) provides ample evidence of this 

trend.  Seventy four percent of the 2442 immigrant parents interviewed during this survey 

expected their children to graduate from college, and, of these, close to 50 percent expected them 

to earn a postgraduate degree.  Majorities of all immigrant nationalities expressed these goals – 

from those formed mostly by highly educated professionals, such as Filipinos and Chinese, to 

those composed mainly of manual workers, such as Mexicans, Salvadoreans, and Haitians. 

Predictably, college and post-graduate expectations rose with parental education, but even 

among parents with a high school education or less, two-thirds expected their youths to achieve a 

college degree (Portes and Rumbaut 2001: 103-104). 

 These ambitions are transmitted across generations, leading to higher educational and 

occupational aspirations among the young.  The Organization for Economic Cooperation and 

Development (OECD) has conducted several large, statistically representative surveys of 

secondary students in fifty countries, including all immigrant-receiving nations in Western 
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Europe, North America, and the South Pacific.  Results from these surveys, collectively known 

as the Program for International Student Assessment (PISA), consistently show higher 

expectations among immigrant children and children of immigrants than among the native-born 

of native-parentage (OECD 2007).  A recent analysis of PISA data for fifteen countries indicates 

that this advantage is still higher among children who speak a language other than that of the 

host country at home. Fluency in parental languages facilitates communication across 

generations and, hence, the transmission of parental ambition to their offspring (Sikora and Saha 

2007).  This finding replicates a similar one in CILS, where fluent bilingualism among second 

generation youths was consistently associated with higher educational and occupational 

aspirations (Portes and Rumbaut 2001; 227-29). 

 Ambition is important.  Since at least the formulation of the Wisconsin status attainment 

model (Sewell et al. 1969; Sewell and Hauser 1972), a well established fact in the sociology of 

education, has been that adolescent aspirations have a significant influence on subsequent 

achievement, even after controlling for parental socio-economic status and ability. The same is 

the case among immigrants. For example, a large longitudinal study of migrant and native youths 

in Australia found that early ambition was the strongest predictor of subsequent educational and 

occupational achievement (Marjoribanks 2003).  In the United States, CILS confirmed that 

educational and occupational expectations among children of immigrants at average age 14 were 

significant predictors of completed years of education and occupational status by age 24.  

Adolescent ambition also proved to be a strong inhibitor of events indicative of downward 

assimilation, such as teenage childbearing and incidents of arrests or incarceration in early 

adulthood (Rumbaut 2005; Haller et al. 2011). 
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 However, the early immigrant drive for upward mobility is not everlasting.  As just 

noted, it appears strongest among migrant children who maintain robust ties with the language 

and culture of their parents.  This is known in the research literature as “selective acculturation” 

(Zhou 1997; Fernandez-Kelly 1995; Haller and Landolt 2005).  However, the acculturating 

forces of the host society eventually prevail, leading to a progressive removal of children and 

grandchildren of immigrants from their cultural roots and, with it, a decline in the original drive.  

Other things being equal, the average socio-economic status attained by immigrant groups 

depends on the moving equilibrium between their original ambition and the forces of 

acculturation.  Once descendants have fully internalized the culture of the host society, the 

advantages conferred by the earlier immigrant drive cease and the group can be expected to 

remain, with slight changes, at the average educational and occupational levels reached up to that 

point. 

 It is a common assumption in the popular migration literature that each successive 

generation achieves higher levels of status and wealth than the preceding one, but this is not 

necessarily the case.  A key finding in Hirschman and Falcon’s (1985) classic study of 

educational differences among socio-ethnic groups in the United States is that immigrant groups 

that achieve high educational levels in the first or second generations preserve their advantage 

over time.  On the contrary, those that went no further that an average secondary education or 

less earlier on, continue to experience educational and occupational disadvantages in subsequent 

generations. The recent longitudinal study of five generations of Mexican-Americans by Telles 

and Ortiz strongly support this conclusion. In the words of these authors: 
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Our evidence shows no educational assimilation.  Indeed, the third and fourth 

generations do worst of all, suggesting downward assimilation in education. Large 

gains from immigrant parents to their children aside, Mexican-American 

schooling remained fairly flat in succeeding generations.  (Telles and Ortiz 2008: 

131, 133) 

 

 The tension between the immigrant drive and the forces of acculturation is heavily 

skewed in favor of the latter.  The “window of opportunity” created by earlier immigrant 

ambition is fairly short-lived, as the assimilative influence of schools and native peers compel 

children to give up their original culture in order to become “like everyone else” (Portes and 

Rumbaut 2001: Ch. 10) Naturally, better educated and more affluent immigrants can retard this 

process through various means, such as periodic trips back home; while tightly-knit ethnic 

communities can employ their collective social capital for the same purpose (Zhou and Bankston  

1996;  Gibson 1989). Immigrants of low human capital moving from place to place in search of 

employment are the least favorably situated.  Lacking either the human or social capital to slow 

down acculturation, they are powerless as it inexorably transforms their children. Paradoxically, 

these youths are those most in need of preserving the original drive in order to overcome the 

many obstacles thrown in their path, as they seek a future better than their parents’ lot. (Stepick 

et al. 2001; St. Hilaire 2002) 

 If we assume that the interest of the host society consists exclusively in assimilating 

immigrants as rapidly as possible and that of migrants lies in achieving as much upward mobility 

by the second generation as possible, the resulting tension can also be depicted in game theoretic 

terms.  The corresponding matrix is presented in Figure 4.  The end of the original drive 
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facilitates assimilation, but at the cost of potentially creating a stagnant or downwardly mobile 

second generation.  A strong achievement drive can lead to educational and occupational 

mobility, but this upward push can be expected to be short-lived when confronted with strong 

assimilative pressures.  Depending on the human and social capital of specific immigrant 

communities, the equilibrium point is reached either in cells B or D.  Both are acceptable from 

the standpoint of a society committed to rapid assimilation; but both sacrifice, albeit in different 

degrees, the long-term mobility potential of migrant youths.   

Conclusion 

 The three tensions described in this paper are interrelated in complex ways.  For instance, 

the institutional response triggered by mass immigration within host societies weakens the 

original immigrant drive.  When the overarching goal is to assimilate newcomers as rapidly as 

possible, the possibilities of preserving selective acculturation in the second generation are 

greatly reduced.  Paradoxically, selective acculturation offers the best chance for children of 

immigrants, especially those coming from poor backgrounds, to integrate successfully in host 

nations and, hence, contribute to their long-term progress(Hao and Bonstead-Bruns 1998; Zhou 

and Bankston 1996).    

 The interests of employers in keeping migrant workers unacculturated as long as possible 

may appear conducive to selective acculturation, but this is not the case.  Selective acculturation 

requires the simultaneous learning of the host language and culture along with preservation of 

immigrant languages and some elements of their culture.  Keeping migrant workers ignorant of 

the host society and in an insecure legal status simply marginalizes them, exacerbating the 

tension with the native population. 
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 The tensions portrayed in the preceding figures also serve to highlight the unbalance of 

the forces at play, leading inevitably to outcomes in favor of the status quo.  Game theorists tend 

to emphasize information asymmetries among players often leading to inefficient equilibria.  In 

our case, the asymmetries that count are the differential ability of parties to carry out their will 

(i.e. power), but the resulting outcomes are also mostly inefficient. Achieving a different type of 

equilibria would require major systemic changes in the institutional architecture underlying 

contemporary immigration.  Such changes would accept the need for continuing immigration, 

but channel it according to the integrative capacity of society, while incorporating the 

contributions that migrants themselves can make to their own integration.  This is not the place 

to dwell on what this alternative system would look like, but, fundamentally, it should be based 

on a flexible regulated labor program that significantly reduces unauthorized immigration, while 

simultaneously preventing the panics triggered by such flows among the native majority.  In lieu 

of the forced- march assimilationism prompted by these fears, we would have a paced integration 

process that profits from the ambition of the newcomers and combines the old and new, in order 

to promote both increasing cultural diversity and sustained socio-economic advancement in 

successive generations. 
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Endnotes 

1. Because of widely spread opposition to unregulated migration among the native-born 

population (see below), these statements seldom see the light of day.  They are instead 

exchanged privately in specialized conferences and discreet scholarly conversations. 

2. Conservative commentators and politicians have profited handsomely from these 

sentiments and actively sought to exacerbate them.  The daily anti-immigrant and anti-

Mexican tirades by anchorman Lou Dobbs until he was taken out of the air by CNN are 

only one of the numerous manifestations of this pattern. 

3. Recent press articles have noted how ranches and agricultural interest alarmed by the 

consequences of these measures have started making representations before the Arizona 

governor and the legislative aimed at softening their effects.  If the past is any guide, such     

efforts should prove effective.  See Jordan 2011; Micik 2011. 


