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Leah Boustan

Department of Economics, Princeton University

Streets of Gold

More Untold Stories of Immigrant Success in the United

States

Immigrants to the US today move up the economic ladder
and engage in cultural assimilation at the same pace as
immigrants during the Ellis Island generation. What's
more, the children of immigrants experience rapid social
mobility, even if their parents hailed from poor countries.

So, why are prospects for immigration reform so dim?

This lecture will trace out political attitudes toward
immigration from 1870 to today, documenting that
attitudes were staunchly anti-immigration until 1950,
shifting toward pro-immigration sentiment between 1950
and 1965, and remaining pro-immigration -- albeit divided
by political party -- today. Textual analysis reveals that the
partisan divide on immigration is driven by concerns about
crime and legality on one side, and positive views about
helping immigrants facing persecution on the other. After
digging into the data, we find that there was never a time
in US history when immigrants were more likely to be
incarcerated than the US-born, and that helping refugees

can be a win-win proposition.
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